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DEDICATION

To my Vedic teachers and to all hospice journeyers and their caregivers.
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INTRODUCTION

Anthony Jamison was not a religious man; he belonged to no church or denomination and had no inclination to join one. The last day of his life, a Friday afternoon, I pulled into Tony’s driveway as he waved at me through the window. We had recently become friends and enjoyed each other’s company. About half an hour into our conversation, Tony stopped abruptly, looked out the window, and a few minutes later quit breathing.

Tony had come into our hospice program with some hesitation and a lot of anxiety. An unexpected diagnosis six months earlier had forced him to retire from a job that he loved and “get his affairs in order,” as the doctor had suggested. He was shocked and saddened.

As he searched for a way to come to terms with his life and death, Tony noted that he liked the writings of Gandhi. Near the end of his life, during our regular Friday visits, he asked me to read the Mahatma’s teachings and discuss them with him. During the last moments of his life, I held Tony’s hand and sang the sacred mantras used by his favorite sage, Mahatma Gandhi. In the end, this is where he found his inner peace.

In my thirteen years as a hospice spiritual counselor, I witnessed many ways that people of different faiths and philosophies made peace with life and death before passing. For some it was religion, for many a personal spiritual path; others sang their peace in remembering a beautiful sunset experience, the sound of the ocean, or the awe of a starry night.

Gaining this final peace was fundamentally about that specific person and their special relationship to something deeper and greater than themselves. Making such a connection gave them the strength, wisdom, and courage to cross the final threshold. Nearing the end of life, finding an inner place of spirit, they experienced a state of transcendent peace.

Life is precious and extremely fragile. From one moment to the next, we have no guarantee that we will remain healthy or safe.

When our life or the life of a loved one is threatened, we may reflect: Who am I? What was this life? What is death? Is there life beyond the demise of my body? How can I find the way to inner peace amidst this confusion and chaos?

Philosophers and prophets have examined these questions over the ages. The Vedic sages of India believe that death is feared only when left hidden in the shadows of our ignorance. Death–when exposed to the light of wisdom–can be understood, even embraced, in the service of peace, maturity, and enlightenment.

Transcendence draws on the wisdom of Vedic teachers but resonates with the great teachers and elders of all faiths. A common theme among these teachings is to see birth and death as doorways into and out of the great journey of life. In this way, life is seen as an adventure, a pilgrimage with joys, trials, and tribulations but certainly with a greater purpose writ large behind the changing scenes.

The purpose of this book is to share with the reader an Eastern perspective on living, dying, and death. I hope that some elements of this approach to a spiritual art of dying may be helpful to all readers, especially those who are going through their own dying process or who are supporting a family member or friend nearing the end of life.
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Is dying sacred? Can it be practiced or learned as an art or science? We know intuitively and by being with dying people that a twofold process often takes place during the end-of-life experience: first, letting go of the world, family, friends, hopes, and dreams, and second, embracing something infinite within ourselves (soul, essence) and greater than ourselves (Ultimate Reality, God).

The dying process tends to initiate a natural detachment from the finite and a movement toward the Infinite. We think of the Buddha’s teachings on detaching from the finite: “Detachment is the doorway to release from suffering.” And we think of Jesus’s teachings on attachment to the Infinite: “Love the Lord, thy God, with all thy heart, mind, soul, and might.”

In the Vedic tradition of India, these two great teachings come together as echoed in this famous passage from the Upanishads:


Lead us from the unreal to the Real

Lead us from darkness unto Light

Lead us from death to Immortality.



There is a way to inner peace laid out in the wisdom teachings of India that works with the natural process of dying, moving us from a preoccupation with the declining body-mind to a focus on the unassailable and immortal spirit.

Significantly, the art of dying is important for each of us at any stage of life. We are all on a pilgrimage of life that culminates in the final rite of passage–death. The time of this final rite is unknown to us or any other human being. Thus we are wise to learn the sacred art of dying, to find the peace that comes with this wisdom, and to live fearlessly in the blessings of each precious day of life.

It is never too late to shine the light of wisdom on our human mortality and our divine immortality. Indeed, during the nearing-death period even more accessible and abundant grace is available to realize the peace, wisdom, and love that can make our Great Transition a powerful rite of passage.

Namaste,

Phillip Jones

Sonoma, California
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CHAPTER 1



THE LAST RITE OF PASSAGE
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The Last Rite of Passage




“For the soul there is neither birth nor death. Nor having been will it ever cease to be. The soul is unborn, primeval, ever-existing, and undying. When the body dies, the immortal soul lives on.”

– Bhagavad Gita 2.20



A SPIRITUAL OPPORTUNITY

Jacob lay dying at the age of seventy-one. He had finally come to peace with himself after a difficult life. Jacob was living in one room of a little cottage surrounded by the Nature that he loved. He had already given away most of his prized possessions. Jacob even gave his ex-wife his last $2,000 as a farewell present. Every day friends and neighbors came by, first to console him in his dying days, but later to receive his blessings. I had heard him on more than one occasion give comfort and counsel to a friend in need. Jacob had gotten past the crisis of dying and come to see it for what it is: the body’s end and the soul’s liberation. He once told me that his own spiritual teacher had died in Jacob’s arms with a smile on his face. In that moment, Jacob decided to live his life in such a way that he would be able to die in peace when his time came. Now, he looked at me with the eyes of one who has dropped all of the masks of ego and can only speak truth. “I’ve never been happier in my life,” he said. “In the end, it’s all about love.” Jacob radiated infinite love, having let go of all attachments to finite things. And this freedom made him attractive to all who saw him. Jacob created a peaceful atmosphere in his little room with sacred music and scents. He continued to read a variety of spiritual books. And we enjoyed conversations on transcendental matters up until the last days of his life. When Jacob first came into hospice, he posed questions to me: “Who am I really?” “What is God?” Near the end, Jacob was answering those questions from his own inner realizations. His dying was noble and powerful, giving showers of blessing to those who came near. Jacob’s death was not a tragedy but a testament to the incredible spiritual opportunity of dying in wisdom, love, and grace.

THE QUESTIONS OF A DYING PERSON

I have sat at the bedsides of hundreds of men and women in the days and months before their deaths. Most people who know they are dying begin to reflect on life. They ponder: Who am I? What was my life all about? Is there a life after death? Who or what is God? Will I be judged for my deeds? Am I a good person? Does anyone truly love or care for me now that I’m dying?
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The Vedic sages of India have contemplated these questions for thousands of years through the study of divinely revealed wisdom texts and in states of deep meditation. In this book, we will examine the Vedic perspective on these and other questions that are important to all of us. They become especially important if we are facing death.

The answer to the first question–“Who am I?”–is at the heart of the Vedic wisdom teachings. Without understanding the nature of our self, it becomes difficult to understand almost anything related to our existence. The sages say that our true nature is immortal spirits, but we are caught up in the mistake of thinking that we are only a body and a mind.

An example is given to illustrate the immensity of this mistake. A princess is traveling through the desert alone. She has an accident that induces amnesia. She forgets who she is. The young woman wanders into a nearby town. She eventually must get a job in order to survive. She becomes a fruit vendor at the local marketplace. The woman lives a difficult life for years in this little town, not knowing her real identity. One day her amnesia goes away, and she remembers who she is. “I’m the king’s daughter!” she shouts out loud. Although the local people think that she has lost her mind, she immediately leaves the town, travels back to her home at the palace, and takes up the life of royalty again. All of her lesser problems are solved by remembering her true identity.

In our state of forgetfulness, we suffer through the ups and downs of human life, not knowing that we are immortal beings on a journey through the material universe. Whenever and wherever we can grasp the lesson of the soul, our life becomes sublime. Even if our physical body is threatened with extinction, realizing that we are soul can bring us to a state of fearlessness and joy. If indeed we are dying, that dying can become a noble departure–a powerful rite of passage from this earth school to our next destination. It is never too early and never too late to learn the lesson of the soul’s immortality.
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