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Preface

The following is an edited version of a series of lectures I gave in Seattle, Washington, in 1988 beginning with the most basic teachings of Tibetan Buddhism and progressing gradually to more subtle theories and advanced practices. These lectures were intended as a practical introduction to Buddhism, based on my own studies, experience, and teachings I had received over the preceding eighteen years from teachers from all four orders of Tibetan Buddhism. Two of these lectures, appearing here as chapters 10 and 11, are based on Buddhist writings preserved in the Pali language. Although these writings are not part of the Tibetan tradition, they are compatible with it, and I have drawn on them because of their exceptional usefulness and clarity.

This book is not designed as an academic introduction to Tibetan Buddhism, but rather as a straightforward guide to practice. I am hoping it will be accessible and helpful to a broad reading public, especially to those with no background in Buddhism at all.

I would like to thank my many friends in Seattle who transcribed these lectures, especially Pauly Fitze. I would also like to express my gratitude to Michael Bristol, Stuart and Sandy Baird, and Grace Watson, who have contributed to my work so generously over the years.

I would also like to thank Steven Wilhelm, a professional journalist and long-time friend, without whom this work might never have been brought to completion. During 1989, I did the initial editing of the transcripts of the first nine lectures, and Steven further polished this work. Transcripts of the final seven lectures were initially edited by Steven Wilhelm, then I edited further the entire manuscript. Finally, I am most grateful to Connie Miller and

Vincent and Maria Montenegro at Wisdom Publications for their excellent work on the manuscript.

I hope the personal style of this book will provide enjoyable and meaningful reading for those interested in understanding Tibetan Buddhism in the context of the modern world.
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Dharma and the Rituals of Happiness

Tibetan Buddhism is one of the many spiritual traditions that has evolved from the words taught by the historical Buddha some 2,500 years ago. Dharma, a Sanskrit word for which there is no adequate English equivalent, refers to the understanding and behavior that lead to the elimination of suffering and its source and to the experience of a lasting state of happiness and fulfillment. The Dharma taught by the Buddha is known as the Buddhadharma. Thus, we can describe Dharma as a way of life, a practice that can be relevant and useful to everyone, to so-called religious people and nonreligious people alike. Why? Because it tells us how to satisfy a longing we have always had, that is, the fundamental desire to experience a lasting state of happiness and to be completely free of suffering and discontent. In short, the practice of Dharma provides a means to the attainment of this goal.

Śāntideva, a seventh-century Indian Buddhist sage, writes:

Although we wish to cast off grief,
 We hasten after misery;
 And though we long for happiness,
 Out of ignorance we crush our joy,
 as if it were our enemy.1

We wish for happiness, yet frequently we fail to identify its source. We wish to be free of suffering, frustration, and grief, but we do not correctly identify the sources of our unhappiness. So, although we wish to be free of misery we hasten after it, all the while destroying the causes of the happiness we could have.


How then do we go about practicing Dharma correctly? First we must clearly understand what is not Dharma, so we can eliminate all those activities of our lives that create the causes contrary to our happiness.

THE EIGHT WORLDLY CONCERNS

Only Dharma, and a motivation appropriate to the practice of Dharma, effectively leads to fulfillment. All other activities are included in what Buddhists call the eight worldly concerns. These concerns dominate a life without Dharma and prevent us from entering a way of life that leads to the cessation of discontent. These eight worldly concerns are: gain and loss, pleasure and pain, praise and blame, and fame and disgrace.

These are the concerns that pervade most people's daily lives. They are pervasive precisely because they are mistaken for effective means to attain happiness and to avoid suffering. For example, many of us, driven by the concerns of gain and loss, work to acquire an income so that we can buy the things that money can buy, some of them necessities but often many of them unnecessary things that we believe will bring us happiness. We also earn money so that we can avoid the misery and humiliation of poverty.

Again, experiencing pleasure and avoiding pain are the primary motivations for a majority of our activities. We engage in many actions — some of which may seem spiritual — for the sake of immediate satisfaction or relief. For example, if we have a headache we may take aspirin, or sit and meditate hoping the headache will go away. These remedies may lead to temporary relief from discomfort, but that is where their effectiveness ends.

Praise and blame is the next pair of worldly concerns, and even a little reflection reveals the great extent to which our behavior is influenced by desire for praise and fear of blame. The final pair, fame and disgrace, includes seeking others' approval, affection,

acknowledgment, respect, and appreciation, and avoiding the corresponding disapproval, rejection, and so on.

The reason for drawing attention to these eight worldly concerns is not to show that they are inherently bad. It is not bad to buy a car, enjoy a fine meal, to be praised for one's work, or be respected by others. Rather, the reason for pointing them out is to reveal their essentially transient nature and their impotence as means to lasting happiness.

Let us take the example of going on vacation. First of all, in order to perform the ritual of going on vacation, we have to save the money to pay for it. While saving our money, we begin our research and may buy a glossy guidebook, of Hawaii let's say. We look at photographs of beautiful people basking on a beach looking like they're having a wonderful time. Attracted to this formula of happiness, we pay for a facsimile of the advertised experience, and very soon we find ourselves on our way to Hawaii.

Our vacation lasts one week, and in fact we do enjoy ourselves, but naturally we must return to our homes, our jobs, and our responsibilities. The vacation is over. We want to re-live its pleasurable events, so we tell our friends about it. If we prolong this ritual, subjecting our friends to photos or videos, we may find their appetite wanes.

Then we realize it is time to stop juicing the memory of the vacation. The memory gradually fades and the relaxation vanishes as well. The vacation is over, so we settle back into the routine of our ordinary lives, until it is time to plan for the next vacation.

That is when things go well. Often, though, our plans go awry. We perform the ritual of some activity that was intended to bring us pleasure, and it fails. While our plans were meant to give us happiness, instead in the end they yield aggravation.

Finally, we find that our efforts to acquire material gain, status, praise, and fame are futile, and can lead to greater unhappiness than we started with. Depression may set in, and if we can find someone to blame for our lack of success, we may do so. This ultimately leads to

conflict and turmoil with those around us. In short, dedication to the eight worldly concerns holds no promise of giving us any lasting satisfaction, and guarantees unrelenting discontent and frustration.

As we come to recognize this condition more and more clearly, it becomes natural to begin seeking alternatives, a search that may lead us to Dharma. This does not mean only applying oneself to certain spiritual exercises, but begins with a fundamental transformation of one's thinking and consequently one's way of life — avoiding unwholesome behavior and activities, and adopting those that are wholesome.

The foundation and initial goal of this transformation is avoiding doing harm to others. Whether alone or with others, we must strive to avoid doing harm either directly with our words or deeds or indirectly with our thoughts and intentions. We may injure others with abuse, slander, sarcasm, and deceit, or by acts of omission due to insensitivity and thoughtlessness. The most subtle way of harming others is indirectly by means of our thoughts, judgments, and attitudes. When the mind is dominated by hostility, we may be viciously attacking others with our thoughts. Although no apparent injury may be inflicted, these thoughts affect us internally and influence our way of interacting with others, and the long-term effect is invariably harmful. So the initial theme of Dharma practice is a nonviolent approach to our own lives, to other living beings, and to our environment. This is a foundation for spiritual practice, and can provide well-being for both ourselves and others.

On this basis of nonviolence we can look for ways to serve others keeping in mind that any work will be altruistic if our motivation is one of kindness and friendliness.

DHARMA AND ITS IMITATIONS

Let us focus now on other rituals that are widely regarded as spiritual practices, or Dharma: meditation, prayer, yoga, and so on. As we

engage in such actions it is essential to repeatedly ask ourselves, “Are these practices motivated by the eight worldly concerns?” This point is illustrated by a well-known Tibetan story.

A man living about a thousand years ago felt dissatisfied with his life, and so he decided to practice Dharma. Tibetans on the whole are a very pious, devout people, so it was quite natural for him to apply himself to a devotional practice. A common Tibetan custom is to chant mantras, or prayers, while walking around a reliquary, counting the mantras with a rosary held in the left hand, and rotating a prayer wheel in the right.

While our devotee was doing this, a sage named Drom Tönpa2 noted his behavior and commented to him, “It is very good to circumambulate a reliquary, but it is even better to practice Dharma.”

We can imagine this fellow being a bit ruffled at the teacher's remark, for he clearly thought that he was practicing Dharma. But then he may have thought to himself, “A simple act of piety is apparently not enough. I'd better practice Dharma by studying the scriptures.” Later on while he was pursuing this new ritual, Drom Tönpa came upon him and remarked, “It is very good to read the scriptures, but it is even better to practice Dharma.”

Knowing that such studies were a commonly respected practice in Tibet, our seeker was probably more perplexed than before. But he gave the matter further thought and came upon the bright idea that he hoped would resolve the problem — Meditate! Certainly many Buddhist sages assert that meditation is the essence of Dharma, so here was a sure track. But when Drom Tönpa saw him meditating, he gently rebuked him saying, “It is very good to meditate, but it is even better to practice Dharma.”

At this point our devotee-turned-scholar-turned-meditator felt exasperated. What were his options now? What did this renowned teacher have in mind? So finally he asked him, and the teacher replied, “Give up attachment to this life and let your mind become Dharma.”


Devotion, scholarship, and meditation can all be empty rituals, and whether these devotional acts or any other practices are in fact Dharma depends solely upon one's motivation. What did Drom Tönpa mean when he said, “Give up attachment to this life”? He meant, give up attachment to the eight worldly concerns; let them no longer govern the way you live your life.

“Let your mind become Dharma,” encouraged Drom Tönpa. Our initial attempts at spiritual practice tend to be very self-conscious. We want to overcome the distortions of our minds and cultivate such wholesome qualities as kindness, insight, mindfulness, and concentration; but as we engage in practices designed to cultivate these, at first they appear to be only mental exercises. Dharma seems separate, something adopted from outside. But as we go deeper into the practice, this sense of separation begins to disappear; our minds become the very Dharma we seek to cultivate.

It is quite easy to understand the eight worldly concerns on an intellectual level, but it is far more difficult to identify them in the course of our spiritual practice. I recall a striking comment made by a Tibetan contemplative friend. He became a monk at age seven, received sound, extensive training in Dharma from superb teachers while in his twenties, and subsequently went into solitary retreat in a small hut in the mountains above Dharamsala, India. For years he devoted himself to meditation, leading a life of simplicity and poverty for the sake of his spiritual practice. However, after almost twenty years of such efforts, he commented to me that his first several years in retreat were actually an embodiment of the eight worldly concerns, something he was totally oblivious to at the time. The infiltration of these concerns, which makes a mockery of Dharma, is subtle indeed!

Cultivating the mind is very much like cultivating a crop. A farmer must know the proper way to prepare the soil, sow the seed, tend to the growth of the crop, and finally harvest it. If all these tasks

are done properly, the farmer will reap the best harvest that nature allows. If they're done improperly, an inferior harvest will be produced, regardless of the farmer's hopes and anxieties.

Similarly, in terms of meditation it is crucial to be thoroughly versed in the proper method of our chosen technique. While engaged in the practice, we must frequently check up to see whether we are implementing the instructions we have heard and conceptually understood. Like a good crop, good meditation cannot be forced, and requires cultivation over time.

Let me illustrate this subtle domination of the eight worldly concerns by an example from my own experience. During the early 1970s, I was a young student of Buddhism living in Dharamsala. This mountain village in northern India is the headquarters of His Holiness the Dalai Lama, the spiritual and temporal leader of the Tibetans, and is also home to several thousand Tibetan refugees, many of them monks, nuns, and lamas. Because I had begun my studies of the Tibetan language and Buddhism in a Western university and quickly found excellent opportunities for further training in Dharamsala, I soon came to be regarded as one of the more knowledgeable Western students — even after I had been there only several months. At times this reputation led me to a sense of personal superiority or specialness. I noted this deluded attitude, and it concerned me: If after just a little training I was already feeling self-righteous, was I doomed to increasing arrogance in proportion to my expanding knowledge and experience?

It was while I was concerned with this problem that I was granted my first audience with His Holiness the Dalai Lama, whom I asked for advice. His Holiness responded with an analogy: “Imagine that you are very hungry and you are given a full plate of delicious, nourishing food. After satisfying your hunger, would you congratulate yourself on your prowess at eating? Would you feel self-righteous?” “Surely not,” I answered. And he continued: “It's the same with Dharma. You've come here with a yearning to be free

of discontent and to find true satisfaction. You've come seeking Dharma, and your desire is being fulfilled. There's no more reason to feel self-righteous about this experience than about the accomplishment of eating a good meal.”

His Holiness went on to speak of his own situation. He referred to himself simply as Tenzin Gyatso, a Buddhist monk who has been well educated in the long-term consequences of ethically wholesome and unwholesome actions.

“Now think of the behavior of a housefly,” he said. “It is simply concerned with such things as getting food, and it acts with selfish desire which easily turns to aggression when it must compete with others. Is it appropriate for me to feel contemptuous of the fly for its behavior? Surely not, for it doesn't know any better. Likewise, it is inappropriate to disdain other people for their harmful behavior, especially if they have not learned the distinction between wholesome and unwholesome actions. However, if I, who have been well taught in this regard, should act like those who have not, this would be shameful. Greater understanding properly leads to an increasing sense of responsibility, and not to arrogance.”

SIGNS OF DHARMA PRACTICE

As we enter the practice of Dharma, we may be in for some disappointing surprises. We learn how to identify the arising of mental distortions in daily life and the unwholesome behavior that ensues from them. In this learning process we may find that our minds, and our way of life, are far less wholesome than we had previously thought. Many beginning Dharma students remark that before they began practicing Buddhism they had thought of themselves as fairly wise and friendly people, but after examining their own behavior more carefully, they were dismayed at the unwholesome quality of their lives. This discovery may seriously threaten our self-esteem. Finding it difficult to accept certain traits in our own makeup, we

may find ourselves compulsively seeking out and dwelling on these same faults in others. For example, if we especially abhor our own tendency to self-righteousness, we may be scathing in our contempt of others whom we perceive as exhibiting this quality. For this reason, quite frequently people in the early stages of Dharma practice find the company of others very painful, because they see their own faults mirrored in the behavior of others and, of course, this all appears quite disagreeable. A little understanding can be a painful thing, but this discomfort is eased not by withdrawing from Dharma practice, but by persevering in it and cultivating deeper insight and compassion.

What are the signs that we are properly cultivating Dharma in our lives? Serenity and good cheer are qualities to look for. These characteristics reflect a type of awareness that maintains equilibrium through good and bad times alike. In the face of adversity the Dharma practitioner does not fall into despair, nor does he respond with elation or anxious clinging when he meets with good fortune. Instead, he accepts them both with equanimity.

This equanimity is not a sign of apathy or passivity. On the contrary, it is an attitude of calm cheerfulness that is as prepared for action as it is for repose. It is a sense of well-being that is neither produced by pleasurable external stimuli, nor is it diminished by adversity. Its source is the increasing sanity of our own minds brought forth by the practice of Dharma.

The core of Dharma practice is freeing oneself from the attachments of this life. It focuses on the deeper issue of gaining complete release from discontent by means of freeing our minds from the afflictions of confusion, attachment, and anger. In a broader sense, Dharma practice is concerned with serving others, in terms of both their temporary and ultimate needs.

Does this mean that one who is committed to Dharma suddenly renounces all worldly enjoyments — no more vacations, no entertainment, no sensory pleasures? No. If one tries that approach it usually

results in spiritual burnout; and the common rebound is equally extreme sensual indulgence.

For this reason, the practice of Buddhist Dharma is often called the Middle Way because it seeks to avoid the extremes of sensual indulgence and severe asceticism. The former leads to perpetual dissatisfaction and the latter damages one's physical and mental health. Both are foreign to Dharma. To deny ourselves such enjoyments will most likely retard our spiritual growth, for our practice will take on a flavor of deprivation and frustration.

The Middle Way is a sensitive exertion of effort that is neither lax nor aggressive, and from this practice there ultimately arises an increasing satisfaction and delight in virtuous activity that is a result of our spiritual transformation.

As we grow in Dharma, the need for such external sources of pleasure is bound to recede, for we become nourished by a sense of well-being arising from the depths of our own minds. This transition is gradual and cannot be forced. The path of Dharma is meant to be a joyful one, of increasing inner satisfaction, and decreasing need for pleasurable external stimulation.
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Life's Oldest Illusion

As long as our minds are dominated by the eight worldly concerns, we are bound to remain in a state of dissatisfaction, always vulnerable to grief and fear. Our life is like a tiny boat drifting far out at sea; every wave, every peak and trough, disturbs our equilibrium, and any great wave can overturn our world. So we are faced with the question: How can we create greater emotional stability through alleviating the afflictions of our minds? One way is to confront and overcome what might be called life's oldest illusion — the illusion about our own mortality.

THE RESULTS OF IGNORING DEATH

All of us acknowledge that one day we will die. In fact, some people maintain that human beings are the only creatures capable of anticipating their own death. Although we have this ability, most of us stifle it as much as we can. We avoid thinking about our own mortality, and when the subject does come up, we tend to think, “Of course I will die, but not today, or at least not in the near future.” Death is pushed away into the nebulous distant future, just far enough so that it does not appear threatening and does not influence the way we live. In this way we ignore a crucial facet of life — the fact that life ends. By so doing we create an illusion of immortality.

One result of adhering to the illusion of immortality is that we become enmeshed in the chain of trivial concerns that fill daily life. We apply ourselves wholeheartedly to the eight worldly concerns,

with the result that we become continually battered about by mental afflictions and the unwholesome behavior that ensues from them.

In leading such a life, we may feel some dissatisfaction — especially when things are not going well — and this may generate the aspiration to engage in spiritual practice. But our efforts are bound to be feeble and intermittent and often just another expression of the mundane concern for temporary relief from dissatisfaction. We will just be looking for another quick fix, whether through meditation, attending church or temple, or engaging in devotions.

The illusion of immortality is always accompanied by grasping onto reality as if it were unchanging. Naturally we feel that we have individual personal identities that are relatively stable even while our minds and bodies are in a state of flux. We realize that our emotions change, our thoughts shift, our views fluctuate, and our bodies feel different from hour to hour, but we believe that the “I” who experiences these changing events remains essentially the same.

Adhering to this deluded belief in an immutable ego, we ignore the fact that everyone's nature is impermanent; so too are our personal relationships and circumstances. All these are subject to change. The subtle changes in our environment may also pass unnoticed. Operating with such a deeply imbued fantasy of immutability, we are vulnerable to any stark changes that may demand our attention: the death of a loved one, the loss of income, the discovery that we are seriously ill, and so on. Such changes are bound to throw us into emotional turmoil, as our carefully nurtured illusion of security, based upon imaginary stability, is suddenly threatened.

With this fantasy of security we try to keep our own death at a safe distance thinking, “I shall die, but not so soon that it should affect the way I live now.” While maintaining this conviction, we still may feel an urge to practice Dharma, once we have learned that this is an option; but we postpone earnest practice to an indefinite time in the future when we are not so busy.


As long as we ignore our inevitable death and the absolute uncertainty of the time when it will occur, we feel free to indulge in pointless talk and in being preoccupied with food, drink, and other sensual pleasures. Strong craving arises for material acquisitions and prestige, and we become infuriated when we encounter obstacles. Thus, the ignorance, pride, jealousy, and other afflictions this denial causes dominate our minds relentlessly; and these incite behavior that brings us more misery both in the near and far future.

THE RESULTS OF CULTIVATING AWARENESS OF DEATH

Cultivating awareness of impermanence and death is crucial for discarding the eight worldly concerns and for entering Dharma. For this reason the Buddha declared that among all realizations, that of imper-manence and death is the greatest.

With this awareness, a radical shift occurs in our view of life and in our priorities. Recognizing our inevitable parting from our loved ones and possessions, attachment to them wanes; and concern for material gain, acknowledgment, and prestige is blown away like chaff in the wind. Having cast aside these mundane concerns, we are definitely in a position to practice Dharma wholeheartedly and with enthusiasm. Because of its powerful impact upon the way we lead our lives, mindfulness of death is vital at all stages of spiritual practice.

Imagine starting a close relationship with another person, while maintaining full awareness of our own and that other person's mortality. This would most certainly change the relationship. The truth is, as soon as two individuals meet, parting is inevitable. In this regard, Śāntideva tells us:

Casting all aside, I must depart alone.
 But not knowing this, I have engaged in
 Various nonvirtuous deeds
 On account of friend and foe.

But my foes shall cease to exist,
 Friends shall vanish,
 I, too, will perish,
 So will everything pass from existence.3

The recognition of impermanence can prevent a great deal of anxiety and grief that arises from attachment and from insisting that pleasant conditions remain as they are. This awareness encourages a light touch, preventing us from grasping too hard at possessions, status, and the like.

An awakening to the reality of one's own death may lead to widely divergent results for different people. If this occurs to someone with no spiritual awareness, it may well lead to intensified hedonism and frenzied grasping. When this realization occurs to someone whose life is consumed by trivialities, it merely emphasizes the meaninglessness of their condition.

But the same realization occurring to a spiritually aware person will enrich that person's mind. He suddenly recognizes that his present body is on loan, and that all his relationships with other people are temporary. This insight into the inevitability of death, and the fact that it may come at any time, causes him to ask, “How can I make this human life and my relationships with others as meaningful as possible?”

If we look at the mind and find that it is dominated by resentment, selfish desire, jealousy, conceit, and other distortions, and if we see that our lives are permeated with unwholesome behavior, then fear of death is justified. An afflicted, unwholesome life is bound to lead to an afflicted, unwholesome death; and if individual experience is to continue after death, then the unwholesomeness will naturally follow as well. Fearing death in itself is pointless — why be afraid of something that is inevitable? But fear of such an unwholesome death can be useful, because it may impel us to improve the quality of our life, and consequently avoid such a fear-ridden death.


This anxiety about death may be likened to the fear felt by a person who has ingested a poison for which there is a known, available antidote. A useful response, motivated by fear, would be to find the remedy as soon as possible. A ridiculous reaction to such a discovery would be to dismiss it as morbid and to seek some inane form of distraction.

If there were nothing that could be done to alter the nature of one's death and any post-death experience, we would have to accept it as inescapable. However, while the fact of death cannot be altered, the nature of our experience of death and what follows can be transformed. The experience may be miserable and barren, or it may be blissful and fulfilling. The Buddhist view is simple: nonvirtuous behavior leads to misery; virtuous behavior leads to joy.

There is a saying in the Tibetan Buddhist tradition: It is better to fear death now and die fearlessly, than to avoid fear of death now and die with terror. Particularly if we are aware that it is possible to lead a meaningful life in Dharma and yet fail to do so, our own death is bound to be encountered with remorse. In the final moments we will realize our life has been a series of meaningless activities, leading nowhere but to suffering, with the opportunity to transform it lost.

CULTIVATING MINDFULNESS OF DEATH

How can we cultivate an awareness of death that invigorates and purifies our practice of Dharma? This can be done by means of sequential, discursive meditation. The first subject of meditation is to reflect on the inevitability of our own death. We can quickly recognize this on a purely intellectual level, but it takes time to let the full import of this reality sink in. When we see or hear of someone else's death, we tend to take the role of spectator, as if dying were for other people.

This reminds me of a story I once heard about an aborigine in

Australia who committed a crime and was sentenced to death by hanging. When he learned of his punishment, the aborigine was stunned and pleaded with the authorities, “You can't hang me! Hanging is for white people — they're used to it!” Isn't it true that semiconsciously we believe, “Death is for other people — the old, the diseased, the poor — they're used to it”?

Each of us will meet with death. We may do so with courage or with trepidation. The experience of dying may be painful or exhilarating, profound or trivial. However we experience it, it will certainly take place, whether or not we feel we are ready. Even if we enjoy a long life, there will come a time when the body simply wears out. The heart begins to fail, the kidneys no longer function, circulation becomes poor, and breathing occurs only with difficulty. We may go to the finest doctors in the world, receive the best medical treatment technology has to offer, attend carefully to our diet and exercise; but finally there will be nothing more that we can do. Our time will be up. Even the greatest individuals in history — including those of great spiritual attainment — died. So, too, will each of us meet with death.

Not only is death unavoidable, but with each second our life span is running out. Our days are numbered, and that number diminishes from the moment we are conceived. There is no pause in this movement, and there is no way to turn the clock back once we realize we have been wasting this precious time.

The second subject in the meditation on death is the most potent: that the time of our death is absolutely uncertain. Some people die while still in their mother's womb, some die at birth, others in childhood or youth, others in the prime of life, and yet others in old age. The world presents myriad conditions that can result in our immediate death, so our lives may come to an end while enjoying superb health, great prosperity, and supposed security.

This point is well illustrated by an account I recently heard of a relatively young woman. On a Friday she began to feel ill, and the

next night she went to the emergency room with a cough. They told her to go home and rest. When she felt worse the next day she returned, but they sent her home with antibiotics. On Sunday she returned a third time, and this time they admitted her. By that Wednesday night she was dead of a staph pneumonia that had eaten up her lungs. She was thirty-five, and until shortly before her death she seemed to be perfectly healthy.

Modern technology has found ways to combat a number of diseases, but it has also strengthened the power of many of its old foes. Furthermore, we have now so polluted our environment that it becomes increasingly dangerous to breathe, drink water, or eat food. We continue to upset the balance of the rare conditions that support human life on our planet, and in so doing we make ourselves more and more vulnerable to premature death. The human body, while extraordinarily resilient in some respects, is also extremely fragile. The possibility of death is never far away.

How can we maintain awareness of imminent death and remain engaged in the world, going to work, caring for family, and so on? When skillfully introduced into daily life, mindfulness of death does not clutter our minds with morbid thoughts or prevent us from leading healthy lives. It does, however, take the wind out of the sails of the eight worldly concerns. It helps us to lighten up, so that we are not so weighed down with anxiety and frustration about the minor vicissitudes of daily living.

The third and final subject of this meditation raises the question: What is of real value in the face of death? Throughout our lives we may cherish our friendships, family ties, romances, possessions, and pleasant memories. But the passage of death is one that each of us makes alone, and all loved ones, belongings, and memories of pleasures are left behind. Whether we have had an enjoyable life or a miserable one, death severs us from all previous objects of joy and sorrow. With the deterioration of neural activity during the dying process, even our thoughts and emotions vanish. What, then,

in the face of death is meaningful and worthwhile? Only Dharma will be of benefit.

Dharma is often defined as that which is truly of benefit at the time of death. This would not be so if death meant total annihilation of the individual and all experience. But the Buddha and many other contemplatives have discovered there is a continuity of awareness beyond death. This continuity does not depend upon an individual's belief system. Whether or not we believe it, there is no final extinction of individual consciousness at death.

This continuing consciousness is not an anonymous stream of raw awareness. Rather, it carries innumerable impressions from an individual's past experiences, as well as personal characteristics and behavior patterns. If this stream of consciousness is heavily laden with imprints from mental distortions and nonvirtuous behavior, misery follows death. Virtuous impressions, on the other hand, ripen into experiences of joy and contentment. Thus, the only thing that carries on after death is our stream of impression-laden consciousness, and it is Dharma that creates the causes for those imprints to be of a beneficial nature. A life devoid of Dharma brings dissatisfaction here and now, and leads to suffering in later lives.

Meditation on death can transform our lives. Some of us may have had the good fortune to have experienced a brush with death, an event that may often invigorate our Dharma practice. This happened to me when I was twenty-three years old. A few years earlier, I was studying the Tibetan language at a university in Germany, with plans to go to India to learn Buddhism from Tibetan lamas living there as refugees. But a friend warned me against going. He had seen a world map with regions of land painted various colors corresponding to the types of disease that prevail in them; and the coloration of India was positively psychedelic. But I was determined to go, and during my four-year stay there, I experienced a colorful array of illnesses. My second year in India was almost my last, for a

combination of jaundice, malnutrition, and parasites came close to terminating my life.

I was living in a Tibetan monastery, with no access to any hospital care, although I was taking Tibetan medication. There were thirty monks in the monastery, two of them my roommates, and all of us living barely at the subsistence level. Seeing that all that could be done for me had been done, my fellow monks continued in their daily activities of devotions and study. It seemed very odd to me that their lives should carry on as usual while I was evidently dying. They would often ask me how I was doing, but I found it difficult to answer. What could I say, “I'm dying, how are you doing?” It seemed obvious that life would carry on, but it would have no place for me. I would be missed by my friends and family, but the memory would gradually fade and I would be forgotten.

Prior to this experience, I had occasionally thought that since one day I would have to die, it would be nice to go in my sleep. There was a pleasant fantasy of drifting painlessly from one sort of slumber to another. But as my health rapidly deteriorated, the prospect lost all appeal. On three or four successive nights I went to sleep realizing that I might never wake up, and during one of those nights the initial phase of death, according to Tibetan Buddhist tradition, did in fact begin. But, due to the intervention of a Tibetan doctor and a Tibetan holy man, I pulled out, my health turned around, and I recovered. I had come very close to dying, and this prospect had filled me with dismay, for I was dissatisfied with the quality of my Dharma practice. As I began to recover, there came a point at which I no longer felt that I was about to die. But I truly saw that death had not been averted, only postponed.

Cultivating mindfulness of death acts as a potent stimulant for Dharma practice, and is the best antidote against the seduction of the eight worldly concerns. Meditation on impermanence and death is neither pleasant nor peaceful, nor does it have the attraction of being esoteric or mystical. It is needed, though, to counter the

illusion of immortality and its many harmful effects. It can be both fascinating and rewarding to observe how the awareness of death sweeps away trivial attachments, regrets, and grievances. Moreover, such awareness creates space in our own lives for Dharma, to cultivate a way of life that yields the deep and lasting satisfaction we have been seeking all along.
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