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Helping our loved ones at the time of death is the best service we can offer them, our greatest gift. Why? Because death is the most important time of life: it’s at death that the next rebirth is determined.


—Lama Zopa Rinpoche
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“Helping our loved ones at the time of death is the best service we can offer them, our greatest gift. Why? Because death is the most important time of life: it’s at death that the next rebirth is determined.”


—Lama Zopa Rinpoche





For years Lama Zopa Rinpoche envisioned a practical book to inform students of how to help loved ones have a beneficial death. How to Face Death without Fear has been compiled from years of Rinpoche’s teachings and has been lovingly edited by Venerable Robina Courtin.


Rinpoche provides detailed advice on how to help your loved ones prepare for the end of their life with courage, acceptance, and a mind free of fear. With great care, he explains what to do in the months, weeks, and days before death, how to handle the moment itself, what to do after the breath has stopped, and finally, what to do after the mind has left the body. Rinpoche provides the mantras, prayers, and meditations appropriate for each stage. This new edition of Rinpoche’s modern classic How to Enjoy Death makes it easy for the reader to find the right practice at the right time.


This handbook is an essential reference for Tibetan Buddhist caregivers, hospice workers, and chaplains. But, as Rinpoche points out, it is not only for people who work with the dying; it is education we all need.


You’ll find solace in this wealth of advice, and you’ll also gain the confidence to ensure that your loved one’s death—and your own—will be joyful and meaningful.





“The reality of death is an important opportunity for spiritual transformation. Kyabje Lama Zopa Rinpoche’s combined teachings and practices lead the reader to an understanding of this reality and help the person who is dying to achieve a better future life. Rinpoche’s clarity and blessings will be tremendously beneficial.”


—Yangsi Rinpoche, president, Maitripa College
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Editor’s Preface


HOW TO USE THIS BOOK



IN THIS REVISED EDITION of this handbook, Lama Zopa Rinpoche gives a great deal of advice about how to help our loved ones before, during, and after death. As Rinpoche says in his introduction: “When suddenly one day one of your loved ones dies and you don’t know what to do to help, you’ll feel so confused, so lost. . . . knowing how to help others at the time of death is such important education to have.”


From the Buddhist point of view, the consciousness of all beings, including animals, will just naturally take another rebirth after death. As Rinpoche points out, the causes of the next rebirth are activated during the time of death, not long before the breath stops. Given that the manner in which our loved ones die—peacefully or not—determines the type of rebirth, and given that most people live in denial of this natural event, our role in helping them navigate this process is crucial. Our loved ones need time to prepare for death, at peace and unafraid, so that they can confidently take a human rebirth, in which they can continue practicing their spiritual path, or rebirth in a pure land, such as Buddha Amitabha’s, in which they can easily attain spiritual realizations—even achieve enlightenment.


Much of the advice can be adjusted to the needs of non-Buddhists—animals as well.


Part One: How to Think about Death and Reincarnation and Part Two: How We Go from One Life to the Next contain Rinpoche’s teaching about what happens at death; how attachment is one of the worst obstacles to a good death; the death process itself; the role of the twelve links of dependent arising at the time of death; the need to pray to be reborn in Amitabha’s pure land; and an inspiring chapter about how, for the great meditators, “Death is the moment they have been waiting for,” because now they can access their subtlest level of mind, the clear light, which arises naturally at death, and use it to become enlightened.


Because for most of us death is a difficult thing to come to terms with—our loved one’s or our own—working out which practices to do can be daunting. Therefore Rinpoche’s actual advice, the things to do—contained in parts 3, 4, and 5, the heart of the book—have been identified as eighty-seven distinct practices, numbered and structured chronologically to help us know what to do when.


Fifty-nine of the eighty-seven practices are recommended in Part Three: Practices to Do in the Months and Weeks before Death and are divided into six chapters: what to see and touch; what to think about; what to hear; what to meditate on; what to do to purify negative karma; and, finally, what to do during the hours before death.


Part Four: The Practices to Do in the Hours and Days after the Breath Has Stopped contains the next seventeen practices, as well as many of the earlier ones, recommended for the hours or days that the mind is still in the body—it is said that it can take up to three days before the consciousness leaves the body. The advice covers five different scenarios in which our loved ones could die. The practices recommended are essentially the same for each situation, with some variations, but it’s helpful to see them listed clearly for each scenario: if your loved one is at home when they die, if your loved one is in hospital when they die, if your loved one has offered their organs, if your loved one dies suddenly, and if your loved one has high realizations and is meditating at the time of death.


The remaining eleven practices, as well as, again, many of the earlier ones, are recommended for the weeks after the mind has left the body. Part Five: The Practices to Do After the Mind Has Left the Body has four chapters: how to prepare your loved one’s body for cremation or burial, the funeral service, how to bless your loved one’s ashes and include them in holy objects, and practices to do during the forty-nine days after the mind has left the body.


All the practices—many of which are recommended several times throughout the various stages—are listed together, numbered from 1 to 87, in Part Six: The Practices in Numerical Order.


The essence of the incredibly compassionate and wise advice given by Rinpoche during the past fifty years is here, for us to select from, according to the needs of our loved ones. Even if we choose to simply recite the Medicine Buddha mantra and nothing else, “understand the essential points,” as Rinpoche advises throughout the book, “and do the best you can.”


And of course, by helping our loved ones prepare for their death and rebirth, we are preparing for our own.


GRATITUDE


I am grateful to many people for their help: First of all, Ecie Hursthouse, who began the work on this book, and Gordon McDougall for the many excerpts of his editing of Rinpoche’s teachings; as well as Yangsi Rinpoche; Geshe Tenzin Loden; Geshe Thupten Jinpa; Geshe Gelek Chodha; Ven. Yeshe Khadro and Ven. Losang Chodron of Karuna Hospice; Ven. Roger Kunsang; Ven. Chantal T. Dekyi; Ven. Holly Ansett; Ven. Tenzin Chogkyi; Ven. Ailsa Cameron; Ven. Joan Nicell; Ven. Pende Hawter; Ven. Steve Carlier; Gen Don Handrick; Nick Ribush; Valerie Tripp; Dinae Monro; Lennie Kronisch; Sue Johnson; Kathleen Surawski; Guillermo Haas-Thompson; Elise Strevel; Julie Cattlin; Sarah Brooks; Renate Ogilvie; Owen Cole; Garrey Foulkes; Eddie Peet; Tara Baltazar; Peter Griffin; and a Vietnamese nun in Sydney, Australia, Bikhuni Chân Phuoc Hai, and her mother, Hong Dieuhen, who offered $500 to help cover the costs of working on the manuscript.


And finally, I’m grateful to Tom Truty and his team at FPMT Education Services, including Carina Rumrill, and his predecessor Merry Colony and her team, including Gyalten Mindrol; Mary Moegenburg; and Daniel Aitken and his team at Wisdom Publications, especially David Kittelstrom for his editorial advice.


Robina Courtin











Introduction


WE MUST PREPARE FOR DEATH



Our Greatest Gift to Others


W HEN SUDDENLY one day one of your loved ones dies and you don’t know what to do to help, you’ll feel so confused, so lost. Recently a Buddhist student of mine told me that this is what happened for her when her father died unexpectedly. That made me think that knowing how to help others at the time of death is such important education to have.


As you get older, you’ll definitely hear about people dying—your family will die, your friends will die (your enemies too!)—so you will need to be prepared to help. This doesn’t just apply to people who work with the dying; everyone should learn how to help.


Helping our loved ones at the time of death is the best service we can offer them, our greatest gift. Why? Because death is the most important time of life: it’s at death that the next rebirth is determined. By providing the right support, the right environment, you can help your loved one die peacefully, with virtuous thoughts, and thus have a good rebirth.


The Spiritual Needs Are Paramount


We need to deal with the physical needs of our loved ones at the time of death, of course, but the spiritual needs are paramount. To die with a happy mind, a peaceful mind, that is a spiritual concern. Some people are prepared for it, but most are not because they never think about death.




How to Help


Buddhist teachings explain that the best spiritual practitioners are joyful when they are dying, as if they’re going home to see their family after a long absence. Less accomplished practitioners are happy and comfortable at the time of death and are fully confident that they will have a happy rebirth. And even the least accomplished practitioners die without worry or fear; death does not bother them at all.


Tibetan Mahayana Buddhism has so many powerful methods to help people before they die, while they are dying, and even after death.


There are two aspects to helping a dying person.


Help Your Loved One Be Peaceful. First, the most important thing is to help the person prepare psychologically so that they die with a positive and happy mind. To die without anger or clinging is vital for a happy death and a good rebirth, and so that should be foremost in our thoughts when we are around a dying person. The help we give can result in a better rebirth and a swift path to attaining all realizations and eventually enlightenment. This gift is absolutely priceless, more valuable than universes full of wish-granting jewels.


Practices That Help. And second, there are many spiritual practices that can be done before, during, and after death that can help your loved one die well and receive a perfect human rebirth or rebirth in the pure land of a buddha. I will explain what to do at each stage.


You don’t need to think, “Oh, I don’t know what to do.” Remember, as a Buddhist, the foundation of all the practices is refuge: relying on Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha. At the time of death, for example, with strong faith you could visualize Buddha above the head of your loved one and pray strongly that they purify all their negative karma immediately and achieve a good rebirth. Even if you don’t know any other practices, other sophisticated things, this would definitely help.


Helping Those Who Can’t Understand


As for babies and small children or a person who has lost their capacity to understand because of coma or dementia—animals too—there is not much that they themselves can do. The least we can do is help them be peaceful and thus die with a happy mind.


But not only that. Receiving benefit from many of the practices, such as those in chapters 13 through 18, doesn’t depend upon the person’s or animal’s understanding: merely hearing the sounds of mantras, prayers, and teachings or seeing holy images will leave positive imprints on their mind, which can activate virtuous karmic seeds at the time of death, allowing them to receive a good rebirth. This is our precious gift to them.


Before You Help Others at Death, You Need to Prepare for Your Own Death


Before you can help someone else you need to learn how to prepare for your own death. If you look at your mind and how much attachment you have, I think you will see that there is a lot of work to be done before you face death, and this is true for almost everybody. Have you freed yourself from attachment to your possessions? To your loved one and friends? To your career and reputation? Could you separate from your body happily tomorrow?


Write It Down!


So write down what you want to practice at the time of your death, how you want to die. Write it down in your diary right now! Whether you die gradually or suddenly, you need to know this. Otherwise, when death comes, or when the doctor tells you that you have cancer, you will have no time to prepare, and because of attachment to this life you’ll panic. You will have no renunciation, only grasping at this life.


At the time of death, it’ll be like, “You mean you didn’t prepare anything? Nothing? You don’t know what to do?” You didn’t plan anything. You never thought about it. You haven’t had a good, strong practice of Dharma: collecting extensive merits, purifying, meditating on the path to enlightenment, planting the seeds of the path in your mind.


If it’s like that, at the time of death there will be no difference between somebody who doesn’t know any Dharma at all and somebody who does know Dharma but didn’t practice. How very, very sad.


So prepare now, write down now what you are going to practice, what you intend to do; then when the time of death comes, you will be able to do it easily. That’s very intelligent, I would say; that’s the action of a very, very intelligent person.




Don’t Wait until Death Comes


But preparing for a happy death depends not just on practices at the time of death; a happy death depends upon how we live our life every day, every moment. Practicing patience when someone is angry with us or provokes us or disrespects us, for example, is practical preparation for death. Practicing like this every day protects us from creating negative karma, and that makes death lighter, less fearful. The future depends on the present.


Practicing every day and preparing for the time of your death is far more important than going to the hospital to check the body, because death can happen at any time—even for healthy people. Today, many people will die, healthy as well as unhealthy.


When you know how to die with full confidence that you won’t be reborn in the lower realms; that definitely you will have a good rebirth, a good future; that death is just change; and that you’re leaving this old, sick body for a new, healthy one—then you are qualified to help others who are dying. You will be able to explain things skillfully, according to their minds. You will create the right conditions so that it’s easy for their minds to be transformed into virtue at the time of death. You will know how to help them die with a happy mind.


And not only that: once you’re familiar with what to do, you can tell others what they can do to help you at the time of your own death.


The Sources


As a basis for the advice in this book, I use an explanation that Chöden Rinpoche gave at Land of Medicine Buddha, in Soquel, California, in July 2002. I mention just some of the things that Rinpoche taught so that you get the essence of Rinpoche’s advice, which is extremely precious, very useful. I also give advice that I have received from some of my other lamas.


As well, I use a book called Tibetan Ceremonies of the Dead, written by Thupten Sangay and published by the Library of Tibetan Works and Archives in Dharamsala, India. (I don’t think it has been translated into English.) It was written to educate the Tibetan people outside of their country about their traditions. It is very, very useful. It explains what to do at the time of death and immediately after the person has died; how to request a lama, a guru, to do the practice of transferring the consciousness of the loved one to a pure land (Tibetan: phowa); and how to make offerings to the lamas. It explains how to go about having astrological readings done after death, which determines what to do during the days before the body is removed; how to pack the body and remove it and whether it should be moved today, tomorrow, and so on; what offerings should be made to the monasteries, the holy objects, beggars, and the like. It also explains what to do during the forty-nine days that the mind is in the intermediate state between lives (Tibetan: bardo): what prayers and practices should be done during the first week, the second, and so forth, and finally, what to do on the forty-ninth day.


I don’t go into all these details here. But I explain some of the most important points relating to the weeks and days before death, the time of death itself, and the days and weeks afterward.











PART ONE



How to Think about Death and Reincarnation
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SHAKYAMUNI BUDDHA


“A happy death depends upon how we live our life every day, every moment.”
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What Happens after Death?


Our Mind Continues after Death


WHAT HAPPENS AT DEATH and afterward is such an important subject, yet few people seem to want to know anything about it. We will definitely die, but unwilling to acknowledge that fact, we ignore it. It is as if we have all the symptoms of cancer but we never consult a doctor because we fear knowing the truth. Unless we face death with facts, we will just be terrified for no reason.


What does happen after death? We know what happens to the body. We can see that the breathing stops, the heart stops, the organs cease to function, and the body begins to decompose. Is that the end of us? If we did not have a mind that is separate from the body, that would be the end. But according to the Buddha, our mind, our consciousness, is not the body: it is nonmaterial energy. The simple fact is that the mind connects with a body for a certain period of time, and when the person dies, the mind continues. Because of karma—a person’s past actions, which leave seeds in the mind that ripen as future experiences—the mind goes to another body. This is what is called reincarnation.


Even though the body completely disappears until not even a single atom of what we once called “my body” can be found, our consciousness continues. Because of our deep craving for the physical, we enter an intermediate state—a state between lives—and then take another body, pushed into whatever rebirth in samsara our karma dictates. (See chapters 7, 8, and 9.)


Before giving his explanations about what to do at the time of death, Chöden Rinpoche explained that samsara is the continuity of these aggregates—our body and mind joining to the next life’s aggregates—caused by karma and delusion. Another meaning, Rinpoche said, is cycling from birth to death to the intermediate state, and again birth, death, and intermediate state, continuously circling like this.


We ordinary beings have no control over where we are born. Highly realized beings such as arhats and higher bodhisattvas, however, have completely ceased even the seed of the fundamental ignorance that holds the self and everything else as existing from its own side, which is the root cause of repeated birth in samsara. (See chapters 10 and 24.)


Reincarnation Is Not Just Some Asian Superstition


Western society does not have a culture that accepts reincarnation, so Westerners often presume it is an Asian superstition. Because it is not talked about, they think it can’t be real. It is like the reluctance of Westerners to accept acupuncture when it was first introduced in the West. People found it impossible to believe that sticking a needle in one part of the body relieved the pain in another part, just because they had no knowledge of the wind energies that flow throughout the body. These days, acupuncture is more accepted, mainly because it has been shown to be effective. Similarly, people in the West are hearing more about reincarnation, and some are even starting to accept it, or at least not write it off as a primitive religious superstition.


There is a meditation where you observe that this present moment of mind is the direct result of the moment of mind that immediately preceded it, that the previous moment of mind is the direct result of the moment of mind before that, and so on. Because there can be no result without a cause, and because the main cause of a moment of mind must be its preceding moment, we can trace these moments of mind back to last week and last year and twenty years ago, right back to the moment of mind at birth, which must have been caused by the moment of mind at the last moment in the womb. Then we look even further, to the first moment of life at the time of conception. This first moment of mind in this life must have had a cause, and that cause must have been a previous moment of that mind, the mind of the last moment of the intermediate state. That can be traced back to the last moment of the previous life, and so forth.


Reincarnation Hasn’t Been Disproved


We can’t remember our previous lives because our minds are too clouded, not because there was no previous life. In the West this is not widely studied. Universities grant degrees for studying how organisms function, but the process of death and rebirth is unknown to them; it’s like a big, black hole. Scientists can explain how the cells break down and the brain stops functioning but can never seem to get beyond that to address the question of what actually happens to us at death.


They can show that we were once in a womb—but what caused us to enter our mother’s womb? They explain things at a physical level, but there is no scientific explanation of the mind leaving one body and taking another. There is no mechanism that measures our mental experiences in this life, so of course they cannot deal with past and future lives and how they are connected.


We need to really investigate this, because accepting karma and reincarnation goes against a lot of contemporary scientific thinking. If a consciousness separate from the body does not exist, what is it that experiences pleasure and pain, what creates the causes of happiness and suffering? If this consciousness doesn’t exist, what is the basis of this sense of self that we feel so strongly? If we deny the mind we deny the universe, because it is only through the mind that the universe exists. If nothing exists, then nothing matters.


Without Understanding Karma and the Nature of Mind, Science Is Incomplete


We are often skeptical when we shouldn’t be and not skeptical when we should be. What we need to do is escape from ignorance and thus free ourselves from suffering, and skepticism about past and future lives does nothing to help us do this. We cannot properly understand physical evolution without fully seeing mental evolution. They are not one, but they are nevertheless related. That’s why what is explained in science books is incomplete. Science explains that the first conscious entities emerged from the oceans and slowly evolved into animals, one of which is the human being, but there is no explanation of why this was happening. It is a wonderful account of the physical evolution of life, but it ignores the mental aspect—and the mental aspect is primary. The explanation of evolution is incomplete without acknowledging the existence of nonmaterial consciousness.


The deeper explanation of life on this planet needs an explanation of karma, how suffering is created by negative actions and happiness by positive actions. Even if scientists could photograph and record the various realms of existence—the higher realms of the gods, the lower realms of the hell beings, and so forth—this would still not explain that mind caused them. To avoid suffering and achieve happiness we need to accept this explanation, but it is very subtle and beyond our current capacity to know beyond the superficial level.


We Need the Explanations of the Buddha


This is not something to take lightly. We need to determine whether the Buddha is a reliable source. The more convinced we are by the words of the Buddha, the more faith we will have in his teachings, and the more we will be able to transform our mind. When we investigate, either through our own analysis of his teachings or through the fact that countless practitioners have been led from suffering to full enlightenment using his guidance, we will see that the Buddha is the perfect guide. Just look at great practitioners like His Holiness the Dalai Lama: what they know is faultless and based entirely on the wisdom of the Buddha. To feel that we know more than these highly realized beings is not only arrogant, it is self-defeating—we can cause ourselves so much suffering by going against their advice.


As the great practitioners of the past progressed along the path to enlightenment, their understanding of reality increased, and they saw things we can’t imagine. This was all the product of the mind, not machines. Great bodhisattva yogis like Milarepa, who lived in Tibet in the eleventh century, had minds so powerful that they could influence their bodies, being able to fly, for example, or take on different forms.


The Great Bodhisattvas Remember Their Past Lives


Such great beings could also see past and future lives just as we can see a table in front of us, and they could see the different realms of existence. To them these were not mere logical possibilities but actual objects of knowledge, things that they experienced as real with their own minds. They could also control where they reincarnated and so could choose the future rebirth most beneficial to others. Everything they experienced confirmed the truth of the Dharma that the Buddha taught.


If you still find it hard to accept the logic of reincarnation, there are plenty of accounts of people who have actually remembered past lives. As a two-year-old, His Holiness the Dalai Lama immediately recognized his attendant from when he was the previous Dalai Lama the first time he saw him, even remembering his name. People like His Holiness rarely like to talk about remembering their past lives because it is more skillful to appear in the aspect of an ordinary monk. I remember one time at the center of Geshe Sopa in Wisconsin, when talking about bodhichitta—the wish to attain enlightenment in order benefit each and every sentient being—His Holiness said, “I have absolutely no realization of bodhichitta, but I have great devotion for bodhichitta, and I have absolutely no realization of emptiness, but I have strong faith in emptiness.” This is typical of His Holiness’s humility.


Afterward, in a private audience with the organizers of the event, one person said that if His Holiness has no realizations, then it is hopeless for the rest of us. His Holiness, with his great compassion, couldn’t bear this person thinking that it’s hopeless so felt he had to say something. His Holiness admitted that he could actually remember when the Buddha was in India. This casual remark is amazing: His Holiness was around at the time of the Buddha, and he could still remember it!


It seems that there was a bodhisattva to whom the Buddha predicted that if he recited certain prayers, he would be reborn in the snow lands of Tibet and become the Compassion Buddha, Chenrezik (Sanskrit: Avalokiteshvara), to spread Buddhadharma in Tibet and guide all the Tibetan sentient beings. Evidently, all the Dharma kings of Tibet are also manifestations of this bodhisattva, and each was instrumental in starting and spreading the Dharma in Tibet. This is why the Tibetan people have such a special connection with the Compassion Buddha.


Now, of course, His Holiness’s influence has spread well beyond Tibet, and he is able to benefit the sentient beings of the entire world, traveling constantly to many countries, giving teachings and initiations, and being a living example of bodhichitta.


If His Holiness can remember a life that happened over 2,500 years ago, then there is no question that other highly realized practitioners can also remember previous lives.


Ordinary People Remember Their Past Lives


Besides the high lamas who can remember past lives, ordinary people have also been known to remember them. Many of these accounts have been verified. For example, a girl in the Punjab, in India, could clearly remember things about her previous life: the town she lived in, her house, her parents, and so forth. One day the memory just came to her, and she led her present-life parents to a village not far from where she lived and showed them a house, saying that she had lived there in her last life. On seeing the people living there, she recognized them as her previous parents, although of course they were older and more wrinkled, and she knew their names. She knew each of the rooms in the house and could tell when something had been moved or changed. For many years I kept a photo of her and her two sets of parents, a precious photo. His Holiness the Dalai Lama heard about this girl and sent somebody to visit her.


There are many examples like this. But of course most of us can’t even remember our birth, let alone what happened before that. I think the reason most of the people who remember previous lives are Asian is because Asian society is a lot more open to reincarnation than Western society. Even if a Western child did remember something, their parents would probably presume it was some strange fantasy and not investigate.


We Need to Question Our Assumptions about Reality


It is interesting to analyze the society we live in and the unquestioned beliefs of that society. When we analyze, we see the cracks in what seems to be the truth. Many Westerners believe in neither reincarnation nor the Christian heaven. When you die everything finishes; it’s just a big blank nothing. The body and the mind both cease to exist. Is that what really happens? It’s good to check what beliefs we have and see whether they are based on a firm understanding or on the assumptions of our society.
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Everyone Dies, So There’s No Need to Be Afraid



We Will Die, but We Don’t Believe It


ONE THING we can be sure of is that we will die. But we have this feeling that we won’t die. It might not be spoken, it might be quite unconscious, but we live with this belief all the time. We say to our friends, “See you next week!” and the assumption is “I won’t die.” We work one more hour in order to get our pay assuming we will still be alive on payday. Every day we live with this belief we won’t die. Right up until the day we die, we carry around this belief in permanence like a heavy weight, which totally deceives us, blinding us to reality.


Death Believes in Equal Opportunity


Nobody escapes death. It is not a class thing, or a race thing, it does not depend on where we live, what education we have, or how much money we have in the bank. Death believes totally in equal opportunity. A president or a rich executive is as likely to die as a beggar; a college professor is as likely to die as an illiterate farmer.


Think of the people you know who have died: your friends, your parents, your aunts and uncles, your grandparents and great grandparents, perhaps even your children or grandchildren. Go back through your family tree, as far back as you can. Generation upon generation of your family have come before you, hundreds of people, and yet how many survive now? Four? Five? Not many, I am sure.


Of the family members remaining, whose turn will be next? Nobody knows. You may have a rich parent or grandparent and expect to inherit their money and property. Don’t count on it! Maybe you have a ninety-year-old grandmother, but she might have to attend your funeral. Nothing is certain except that in a hundred years or so, no one currently in your family will be alive.


In the history of this world, not one person has ever escaped death. If we think of the billions of humans who have lived on this planet since humans first appeared, we will see that not one has been able to stay alive. A few have been able to prolong their lives a little, many have shortened theirs a lot, but all have had to die. Not one human being, not one sentient being since the evolution of life began, has been able to hold on indefinitely to that most precious thing called life.


Nowhere to Hide


Nobody escapes death, and there is nowhere in the world or beyond the world we can go to escape death. Not even Disneyland! We can go to Disneyland to stay forever young, but we will still age at the same rate and we will still die.


We can build the deepest, thickest fallout shelter to protect ourselves from the nuclear bombs that could destroy us, like so many Americans did in the middle of the last century, but we cannot escape death. None of those Americans died from an atomic bomb strike, but most have died, and those still alive will die one day.


We can bury ourselves in the middle of a huge mountain made of diamond, something so solid and indestructible, but that will not stop death. There is no sanctuary that can protect us from death.


Even if we leave the Earth, we won’t leave death behind. If we buy a ticket on a rocket that takes us to other planets or even out of the solar system, maybe even to another galaxy, death will be waiting for us when we arrive.


Life Is Slipping Away Every Day


And the reality is that with every passing second we are getting closer to death. In A Guide to the Bodhisattva Way of Life, Shantideva says,


Remaining neither day nor night,


life is always slipping by


and never getting any longer.


Why would death not come to one like me?




In Fact, We Could Die Today


Not only is our death definite, the time of our death is most uncertain. Death can happen at any moment, from our next breath to many years from now. We simply don’t know. If we think about all the “certainties” in life—our next birthday, tonight’s dinner, our favorite television program on Friday—we will see that they are just assumptions, because no matter how likely they are, we may very well not be here to experience them.


Whether we say it or not, we have the thought that we are healthy and young—and that’s even if we’re sixty—and that life is pretty good and will continue just like this. To feel we won’t die is dangerous, and to assume that we won’t die soon because we are not old or sick is wrong. Young, healthy people die all the time. Babies die, teenagers die; at any age, for countless reasons, our life can suddenly cease.


When We Prepare for Death, There Is Nothing to Fear


Living in denial of the fact that we will die causes so many of our problems. If we don’t prepare for death, our life will be full of dissatisfaction. Elvis Presley was rich and loved by millions, and yet when he was close to death, he was crying and miserable because he knew he had wasted his life. He had made so many records, and he was better known than anybody else in the world at that time, but he felt deeply how empty his life had been. It is tragic, but this is the story of so many people, both famous and unknown.


If we can’t stop death, then the only thing we can do is prepare for it. When we die, our consciousness will not cease to exist. That is a basic fact of karma. Our consciousness existed before this human life—it is beginningless—and will continue to exist after our body is destroyed.


Right now we have the freedom to think about what is worthwhile in life and to change our life so it is truly meaningful. Then we will be ready to die with a happy mind, to die with satisfaction.
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Death Is Easy When We’ve Given Up Attachment


Attachment Makes Death So Difficult


DEATH ITSELF is not what causes fear. It is simply the consciousness leaving the body; we label “death” on that event. There is no terrifying death from its own side; the terrifying death is made up by our mind. We have made death terrifying.


What causes the worry and fear, what makes death so difficult, is attachment, desire, clinging: to this life, to our body, possessions, family, friends, and so on. This clinging makes death difficult, bringing so much worry and fear. And we cause this ourselves.


Attachment makes our mind not free. Not wanting to be separated from these things, we can’t let go, we don’t want to die. Attachment tortures us. And then this stirs up so much worry and fear in the minds of family and friends, who can do nothing to help.


If we die without having let go of attachment, our past negative karma will cause us to be reborn in an unfortunate realm as a hell being, hungry ghost, or animal. The most harmful thing at the time of death is attachment.


The basic method, the main thing to do, to ensure that our mind is free at the time of death—to have no worries, no fears, nothing that ties our mind; to not be like the bird who has such a strong wish to fly, to be free, but cannot because its legs are fastened by a rope that is bolted to the rock face—the main thing to do is give up attachment.


Attachment to the Body


Our greatest attachment is to our body, and so the greatest suffering at the time of death is when we are about to be separated from it. At the time of death, a kangaroo, a slug, a human—whatever the being is—feels so much fear: we can’t stand the thought of dying, of leaving this body, no matter how much suffering it has caused us.


What is the body? It’s a skeleton plastered over with bits of flesh and muscle. Inside there are the organs, veins, blood, and other fluids; a layer of skin covers it, and it is adorned with hair, nails, and teeth. Taken individually, none of these things is attractive. The body is filled with filthy and smelly substances, and what comes out of the body is also unappealing. Why be so attached to this body and cause yourself so much suffering?


Clinging to the body at the time of death creates unimaginable suffering. To die with a peaceful and happy mind, you must break this attachment. Understanding this can help anybody, whether Buddhist, Christian, Hindu, Muslim, or Jewish. Even somebody who believes that there is only one life and that they will soon cease to exist entirely can benefit from understanding this. Even a person who has suffered greatly in life will die peacefully if we help them understand this important point.


What happens if you don’t let go of this attachment? Chöden Rinpoche told a story about a woman who was very attached to her beautiful body. She was on a boat that sank, and her body washed up on the shore. Because of her attachment, she was reborn as a snake that lived in the corpse, slithering in and out of the mouth and the lower orifices, totally attached to it.


Laugh at Samsara


One day Buddha’s heart disciple Shariputra, who excelled in wisdom, passed the house of some villagers on his alms round. He looked in and saw a man eating his lunch, with his son on his knee and his dog at his feet, which he was hitting. Shariputra thought to himself:


He eats his father’s flesh and beats his mother.


The enemy he killed sits on his knee.


A wife gnaws her husband’s bones.


What a farce samsara is!


Because of his clairvoyance Shariputra could see that the man’s father, who had died, would always eat fish from a pond behind the house so was reborn as a fish there. The mother had been very attached to the house so after she died she was reborn as the man’s dog. The man himself had killed an enemy for raping his wife, and because the enemy was so attached to her, he was reborn as her son. In other words: while the son eats his father’s flesh, his mother, the dog, eats the bones of her husband, the fish, and is being beaten by her son. His enemy, his own child, is sitting on his knee.


Attachment Is the Main Push behind Samsara


When talking about the cessation of suffering and its causes in relation to taking refuge in the Dharma, the refuge prayer mentions “the supreme cessation of attachment.” It doesn’t say cessation of anger, it doesn’t say cessation of ignorance, it doesn’t say cessation of pride—there are many delusions. Why attachment in particular? Because attachment is the main push behind samsara, this cycle of death and rebirth—the main cause.


There is the attachment that motivates negative actions, which cause rebirth in the lower realms. Then there is the attachment that clings to rebirth in the human realm, for example, which makes us create the virtuous karma that causes such a rebirth.


Then, at the time of death, craving and grasping—strong attachment, in other words—arise and nourish the seed that was left on the mind by the past karma, driven by the root ignorance, making it ready to produce the next life. (I describe the process of the twelve links of dependent arising at the time of death in chapter 8.)


So you can see that even the nearest cause of the next rebirth in samsara is this attachment at the time of death. It is what ties us to samsara continuously, has been tying us to samsara continuously, and will continue to tie us to samsara. Our consciousness has existed since beginningless time and will continue to exist forever. Until we cut the causes of samsara, body after body will keep coming, like the assembly line in a factory.


Give Up Attachment, Enjoy Death


Therefore we need to cultivate renunciation of samsara by meditating on, or thinking about, the shortcomings of samsaric happiness. When we investigate the nature of this kind of hallucinated happiness, we find that it is only suffering. Once we do that, we can cut this emotional pain, free our mind from attachment, and die with a happy mind.


Don’t wait until you’re close to death to practice renunciation. If you practice in your daily life, freeing your mind from the bondage of the emotional pain of attachment, your mind will be trained. You’ll be like the military, prepared to defeat the enemy whenever he attacks.


By practicing in daily life, you’ve trained your mind to know not only that death is definite but also that it can occur any year, any month, any week, any day, even in this moment. If death comes suddenly, right now, you will be well prepared. There will be nothing to bother you, nothing to be upset or angry about, nothing to regret, no reason for sadness. For you, death will be easy; you will be able to guide your consciousness to the pure land of a buddha or a good human rebirth.


For the person who has practiced like this, who has lived a sincere, ethical life, who has not harmed others and has been kind and treated them with compassion and a good heart—for this person there will always be a good result, a good ending to life. This is logical. During their life, there is more peace and happiness, more satisfaction, more fulfillment in their heart, therefore at the time of death, there will be no worries; death won’t frighten them, even if they don’t believe in reincarnation. For them there is no fear, no guilt; they are satisfied, confident, relaxed, peaceful. It’s just another change, a change of life.


A few years ago, when I was in Adelaide, Australia, I heard in a radio interview a lady say that she was not afraid of death. “I know where I’m going,” she said. I really hoped that the interviewer would pursue it, would go further, but he didn’t. I think for him her comment was unexpected; it obviously wasn’t a normal thing to talk about. There are people like her in the West: the way they’ve lived their life reflects in the way they approach death; it shows.


The way you live your life is like a test, an examination. If you have created many problems, harmed sentient beings, been immoral, unethical, very selfish, not only will there be a lot of suffering in your life but also a lot of fear at death: a feeling that you’re going toward a great, frightening darkness.


At the moment, given that we’re still in samsara and can’t stop death, we can at least learn to enjoy death, to go through the process with a happy mind. To accomplish this we must make the effort to meditate on the methods to free ourselves of attachment, to let go. This is the main thing. Then our mind will be free—like releasing the bird whose legs were fastened: now it can fly. Now we can have a peaceful, happy death and a good rebirth.
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THE COMPASSION BUDDHA


“If the only thing your loved one knows is the mantra of the Compassion Buddha and, free of attachment to this life, has spent their life chanting it, that is enough.”
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Get Ready for Death by Living Life with a Good Heart



The Purpose of Our Life Is to Help Others


THERE ARE many Buddhist practices, but the very essence is developing a good heart: love and compassion. This means we want to help sentient beings as much as possible and not harm them in any way. This is the basis of morality, of ethics, and within that lies the whole of the Dharma. Within that there are all the beneficial attitudes that we need to cultivate: equanimity, generosity, patience, loving kindness, and especially bodhichitta.


Living every day of our life with a good heart is so important for the happiness—both temporary happiness and the ultimate happiness of enlightenment—of the sentient beings of the six realms: hell beings, hungry ghosts, animals, human beings, gods, and demigods, as well as the intermediate-state (bardo) beings. Your good heart is so important for the happiness and peace of the numberless beings of this world, both people and the animals. It is essential for the happiness of your country, your family, your society, your workplace. Their happiness depends upon your good heart, comes from your good heart. This is the most important thing in life.


A good heart is the very meaning of life. If we can hold the welfare of all beings in our heart in whatever we do, we will never harm others again. Wherever we are, whatever we do, whoever we are with, if we maintain awareness that the purpose of our life is to help others, to give happiness to others, we will never create the causes of suffering, either for ourselves or others. Then we become the source of happiness for everybody around us—every being—and they become the cause of our enlightenment.




Everything we do in our daily life should be fueled by the wish to make others happy. When we meet people, we should feel that our job in meeting them is to make them happy. When we eat, we should feel we are eating to get the energy to help others. When we work, we should feel our job is to benefit others. When we walk, every step is to benefit others.


Whenever we see an insect, we should think that we are here to give happiness to that insect. Whenever we hear a bird, we should think that we are here to give happiness to that bird. Whenever a friend phones, we should think that we are here to give happiness to that friend. Whenever we have a confrontation at the office, we should think that we are here to give happiness to the person who is confronting us.


Whatever we do, we should think, “I am doing this to make others happy. This is my job; this is my purpose in life.” From the moment we wake up to the moment we go to sleep, this should be the motivation for every action. With a good heart, with a mind sincerely wishing to benefit others, our life will make sense.


With a Good Heart, We Are Brave in the Face of Problems


When we have a heart full of loving kindness and compassion, then rather than becoming upset or depressed when problems arise, we remain happy. Even if there are serious problems in our life, we won’t be bothered by them. Even if our business fails or we are diagnosed with cancer, since our focus is on the happiness of others, we will remain joyful amid dealing with our problems. When somebody becomes angry with us, because all we are concerned about is that person’s happiness, we won’t react with anger or indignation; we will do whatever is necessary to help them.


With a Good Heart, Our Own Wishes Are Fulfilled


Helping others subdues our own mind, making it softer and softer, more and more patient, more and more tolerant, more and more compassionate, more and more loving and kind. Thus everything we do for others becomes a cause for our own happiness. Without expectation or desire for it, we effortlessly achieve whatever we need in this life: comfort, health, leisure, protection, money—what normal people fight for all their lives. And then when we get these things, we use them not for ourselves but for serving others.


And we don’t only get what we need now. Helping others gives us a better future rebirth and eventually leads us to liberation from samsara and the peerless happiness of enlightenment.


With a Good Heart, Death Is Easy


What makes death easy is not being a scholar of Buddhist philosophy; that alone cannot help you stop fear at the time of death. What helps most at the time of death is a good heart. Being learned, being wise, doesn’t help. Pure morality can help, but pure morality comes naturally when there is a good heart.


There was an older monk at one of the monasteries, not learned but with a very good heart. He went to see his guru, Geshe Urgyen Tseten, one of the main teachers there, and said he wanted to do a three-year Vajrayogini retreat. Geshe Urgyen asked him, “Do you know what the three principal aspects of the path are?” He didn’t know, he couldn’t say; he could not inform his teacher of these: renunciation, bodhichitta, and emptiness. Geshe-la said, “How can you do a three-year retreat? You don’t even know the three principal aspects of the path!”


Nevertheless, the monk did the retreat. And when he died, he died in meditation. He didn’t even know the essence of Buddhism, he couldn’t tell his teacher when he asked him, but he finished the retreat and died in meditation. Can you imagine?


The point is, he lived a normal life with a very good heart—as well as guru devotion, of course. There are many monks in the monasteries like this, who don’t have a reputation for being learned but who die in meditation or in the lion position, like the Buddha when he passed away (discussed in practice 55).


Among being learned, keeping pure morality, and having a good heart, the most important is to have a good heart. I’m not saying that if you’re learned you’ll have a hard death—I’m not saying that at all. But a good heart is the main thing we should practice. For even if you have no education but you have a good heart, your mind will be happy. You have real happiness, real peace. Whereas if you have everything else but not a loving heart, your life will be full of problems.




With a Good Heart, We Will Die without Fear


When we live with love and compassion, we live our life in the best possible way, and we can be confident of dying with compassion, with a happy, peaceful mind, and thus taking a good rebirth.


Living life with a good heart means we will die free from guilt and fear. We will be satisfied with our life, with no sense of things left undone. Even though we have enjoyed our life and lived it to the full, we will experience no regret at having to leave it. Because of our selfless attitude, we have not clung to the objects of attachment of this life, and so at the time of death, we accept that we must leave everything behind. As we have seen, attachment to this life is what brings fear at the time of death. For somebody who believes in reincarnation, death is just a transition from one happy state to another. And even for somebody who doesn’t believe in reincarnation, one effect of having led a sincere and compassionate life is to die without fear or regret.


It is natural to look back on our life as we are dying. It will be a bit like a school exam. We will be forced to honestly examine just what our life has meant. If it has been a life of selfishness, during which we have always placed our own interests before the interests of others, causing problems for others and harming them, it will become very clear that our life has been a complete waste of time.


Morality isn’t some system of behavior imposed by a religion; it is a natural understanding of the right thing to do. We don’t need a lama or a priest to explain we have harmed others because of our selfish concerns. We know this, whether consciously or not, and at the time of death our mind will be filled with dread and fear, with great regret that it has all been pointless. We’ll feel that our life has been futile and that a terrible darkness awaits—I have heard people express this many times.


Whether or not you believe in a religion, whether or not you think there is something after death, compassion and a good heart will give you a special sort of courage. You will die with a calm and happy mind, and peace will radiate from you. Everybody around you will be aware of this very special quality, and your death will be a great lesson for others.
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The Best Way to Live and Die: Practice the Five Powers


THE FIVE powers are five ways to strengthen our life and prepare ourselves for death. It’s a practice in the tradition of mind training, or thought transformation (Tibetan: lojong), in Tibetan Mahayana Buddhism. The Seven-Point Mind Training practice says, “The Mahayana instruction for transference of consciousness [after death] is only the five powers. Therefore cherish this practice!”


The texts in this tradition list the five powers in two different orders: one to practice in life and one to practice close to the time of death. The power of training gets moved to the end of the list because at the time of death it refers to the way we die. The five at the time of death direct our mind to our next rebirth.


The Five Powers at the Time of Death


The five powers in life are: intention, training, the white seed, blaming the ego, and prayer. The order at death is different:


1.The power of the white seed


2.The power of planning, or intention


3.The power of blaming the ego


4.The power of prayer


5.The power of training


The Best Way to Transfer Your Consciousness


The tantric teachings, or Vajrayana, present a special method called phowa for transferring your consciousness to a pure land after death (see  practices 48, 62, and 81). However, even learning this method by heart doesn’t mean that it will work when you practice it at the time of death, that you won’t encounter obstacles to rebirth in the pure lands. Without a proper foundation—renouncing this life and future samsara and cultivating bodhichitta—merely knowing the technique of phowa will not be enough.


There’s a story about an old monk in Tibet who knew the technique very well and was trying to shoot his consciousness into Tushita, the pure land of Buddha Maitreya. But he wasn’t having any success. His guru, who was nearby, could see that the monk’s attachment to his butter tea was causing him difficulties, and he immediately sent a young monk with a message that the butter tea is better in Tushita. As soon as the young monk whispered the message in his ear, the old monk was able to let go of this one last thing, his consciousness was released, and he was reborn in Tushita.


In Tibet, you see, there weren’t too many enjoyments for the monks in the monasteries—only their tea, which is made with butter and salt. They really prized the butter in the tea, which would float on top and would then remain at the bottom of the cup when the tea was finished. Tibetans call this shakh—there are many kinds of shakh, such as thick shakh and so on. I think the equivalent for Westerners must be ice cream or chocolate!


Anyway, an even better way to guarantee that you transfer your consciousness to a pure land or a good rebirth, a safer approach to phowa and a method that you can have confidence in, is the five powers.


Bodhichitta Is the Heart of the Five Powers


With the five powers you make your heart practice bodhichitta; you split yourself off from self-cherishing and live your life with bodhichitta. If you are able to do this, then, no question, you will be able to practice the five powers when the moment of death arrives. There will be no obstacles to going to a pure land or receiving a perfect human rebirth—whatever you wish. Many things can be explained to help us perform this practice in daily life, but this is its essence.


We need to know the order of both sets of the five powers. The order here is for those at the time of death.




1. The Power of the White Seed: Give Away All Your Possessions before You Die


The first power is to accumulate merit. Accumulating merit during life means creating positive karma and purifying negative karma—but at death it is too late for that. The main thing at the time of death is to cut attachment, clinging, so we must give away our things, either mentally or actually. It is extremely urgent to let go of your material possessions, especially those that you are most strongly attached to. I discuss this in practice 9 as well.


The great enlightened being Phabongkha Dechen Nyingpo said that if you give away what you are attached to, nothing will be more helpful to you after your death—not even another person’s creating root merits on your behalf.


You can do this by writing it down in a will—but in your heart you can offer everything to the Guru, Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha. Even if there is nobody around to hear you, from your heart think, “I am offering these things to the Guru Three Rare Sublime Ones.” Having offered them, think it belongs to them; then there will be no more clinging. By making offerings like this, you not only let go, you also create inconceivable merit. Why? Because of the power of these four objects of offering: Guru, Buddha, Dharma, Sangha. Make the dedication in your heart right now, because death can come any day, any moment.


Even though material possessions, the samsaric perfections, are without essence, you can still make them worthwhile. You can dedicate them toward preserving and spreading the teachings of the Buddha, or you can dedicate your possessions to holy objects. (See practices 85–87.) It all depends on how open your heart is and on how well you understand the law of cause and effect. Having faith in karma opens up skies of opportunity to be most beneficial. Most beneficial for whom? For other sentient beings. And if something is most beneficial for others, it will just naturally be most beneficial for you.


Of the things that terrify us at death, the loss of what we are attached to—our body, possessions, and loved ones—is the most frightening, as we discussed above. Clinging even to our altar, our buddha statues, and our Dharma books is still attachment.




Having given away everything, we will have no regrets and no worries caused by attachment.


Die with the Six Perfections


Another approach, as explained in the teachings, is to die with the six perfections: charity, or generosity, morality, patience, perseverance, concentration, and wisdom.


You could divide your belongings into three parts: offer the first part to the Guru Three Rare Sublime Ones to collect merit, use one part to make charity to sentient beings, and use one part to throw a party and so forth. To do any of these is charity.


For morality, confess and abstain from breaking the vows of individual liberation, generate bodhichitta, and engage in the bodhisattva vows.


Patience: If you have a grudge from the past, offer forgiveness. If the person is around you now, dedicate one part of your material possessions and tell the person, “I have just this much; please forgive me.” If the other person is unable to accept, be patient and let there be no unhappiness in your mind.


Regarding perseverance, whatever you do, do it with joy.


The other two, concentration and wisdom, are contained in the first four practices when we do them with concentration and see them as empty of true existence.


2. The Power of Planning: Remember Bodhichitta


This can also be called the power of intention, or the power of motivation, or the power of the attitude. It is the same at death as it is when we practice the five powers in our lifetime, although the texts list it in a different order. During our lifetime we constantly check our motivation to ensure it is as vast and positive as possible. Every morning we would think, “The purpose of my life is to free every sentient being from suffering and its causes and bring them every happiness. Today, that is my job and I will do nothing but that.”


The motivation is exactly the same here, but now we extend it to the intermediate-state period and into the next life and all future lives. With devotion, totally give yourself up to the Three Rare Sublime Ones, completely relying on Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha. Motivate very strongly again and again, thinking, “From now until I achieve enlightenment—before the time of death, while I am dying, in the intermediate state, and in all future lives—I will never allow myself to come under the control of self-cherishing, and I will never separate from bodhichitta.”


Set the intention to be really careful during however many seconds there are from now until the time of death. Put all your effort into this, just as someone crossing a dangerous rope bridge pays full attention to making sure they do not fall off. To be able to recognize the signs at the time of death and immediately and easily think these thoughts depends on having practiced every day, and especially when you are sick. Even if you can explain these practices, there will be no benefit at all unless you have actually attempted to do them.


So think: “Whatever I experience as I face death and move through the death process and into the next rebirth, I will always only ever think of benefiting others.” With such a pure, altruistic motivation, we can be assured of a wonderful death and a very positive rebirth.


Imagine how terrible it would be in the lower realms. Besides the intense and continuous suffering, sentient beings there have no possibility of creating positive actions and therefore virtually no possibility of escaping their suffering.
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