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What death is, how we die, what minds we need at death and what happens after death—only by knowing about death and rebirth can we actually fully understand what life is and so learn how to live fully.


—LAMA ZOPA RINPOCHE


There is arguably no truth more foundational to Buddhism than this: everything is impermanent. We can see this in the world all around us; old systems break down, relationships change. Death comes for those we love and, inevitably, for us.


In this book, the late, beloved teacher Lama Zopa Rinpoche walks us through the traditional, revelatory practices of meditating on the fact of impermanence and even—especially—on death itself. Rather than shy away from this reality, we look straight at it, and thus we learn not only how to not fear death, but how to live.
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EDITOR’S PREFACE





RECENTLY, I REWATCHED Akira Kurosawa’s Ran, the masterly retelling of King Lear, in which the old warlord is driven to madness by the betrayal of two of his sons after having refused to believe the grim warning of his third son. Shunning the words of honest people because their news is grim and embracing the flatterers pointedly reminded me of the argument between the climate scientists and the corporate denialists.


The world is a very different place now than it was when I previously watched Ran over a decade ago. The old world is rapidly fading, and it is very easy to be traumatized by the rapid changes taking place. It seems to me that our mental survival depends on embracing the changes at the deepest level. And we have a vital tool right here, in the traditional Buddhist subject of impermanence and death, one that will allow us to keep our mental well-being in the midst what is happening.


The Dharma is our real refuge in these difficult times and, as Lama Zopa Rinpoche says, quoting the Kadampa lamas, we simply cannot practice Dharma without a strong understanding of impermanence and death. We see the centrality of impermanence in the four seals—a set of four statements that outline the basic contours of authentic Buddhadharma, the first of which says, “All conditioned phenomena are impermanent.” Indeed, without a good appreciation of death we will be forever bound up in short-term worldly concerns, unable to take action in a meaningful way.


The teachings on the perfect human rebirth found in the graduated path to enlightenment show us that our current human condition is precious and rare. Many of us are starting to appreciate the preciousness and fragility not just of our own life but of the planet’s. The teachings on impermanence and death urgently tell us that we have not a moment to waste, that this precious and rare opportunity we now have can be snatched from us at any moment by death. As we will see with the nine-point death meditation that Rinpoche explains in detail, we not only need to practice the Dharma, but we need to practice the Dharma now.


The teachings on death provide us with the tool we need not only to face our own death without fear but also to become a better, more caring person. This is the gem that lies within this topic that Lama Zopa has taught on persistently over the last fifty years. Amazingly, rather than being morbid and depressing, there is a liberation in facing our own mortality rather than denying it. It can be both fascinating and transformative.


In general, quotations in this book have been taken from published texts and have been cited accordingly, but some are Rinpoche’s own translations, which I have taken from the transcripts. 


To compile this book, I have used teachings stored in the Lama Yeshe Wisdom Archive (LYWA), which have been lovingly recorded, transcribed, and checked by a vast number of people, all working to preserve the precious words of a great teacher. I would like to thank everybody who contributed to this book: those at LYWA, the audio team who recorded the teachings, and the team at Wisdom Publications, who are an inspiration to work with, especially Laura Cunningham.


I apologize for any errors found in this book; they are 100 percent mine. May this book be a tool to allow people to transform their life into the Dharma, where every thought and action is motivated to help others. May whatever merit gained from the creation of this book be dedicated to the long life and well-being of Kyabje Lama Zopa Rinpoche’s reincarnation, and may he or she quickly be able to guide us again; to peace in this troubled world and an alleviation of the climate crisis; to the long life, well-being, and fulfillment of the wishes of all our holy teachers, especially His Holiness the Dalai Lama; and to the flourishing of the Foundation for the Preservation of the Mahayana Tradition and of the Dharma throughout the world.


Gordon McDougall


Bath, UK











1. REMEMBERING DEATH





THE MOST IMPORTANT EDUCATION


A complete education about death is the most important education we can have. What death is, how we die, what minds we need at death, and what happens after death—only by knowing about death and rebirth can we actually fully understand what life is and so learn how to live fully.


In the West, such questions are generally not studied. What happens at the very beginning of this life and at the end are like two big black holes; there is no clarity. Even if there are some scientific explanations, these are based on hypotheses, not on personal experience. It seems that if scientists cannot verify something with their instruments, it doesn’t exist for them. They can explain how, at death, the cells break down and the brain stops functioning, but they cannot go beyond that, and they can never address the real question of what happens to us at death.


While Buddhism might not talk about molecular structures or details such as that, on another level it has the whole answer, the complete education on life, death, and rebirth, especially when we study the subtle explanations given in the Vajrayana, the tantric teachings,1 which explain about the gross, subtle, and very subtle bodies and minds.


Death is a reality, and to deny it, as many people do in the West, is very dangerous. Living with attachment and self-cherishing, our life becomes a hallucination. It is like we spend our whole life sleeping and don’t see the reality of what is happening. And then, when death happens, it is a huge shock.


Suddenly, without any warning, death is there facing us. Life is gone, and there is nothing we can do about it. Our time to meditate, to develop our mind, has run out. Now, for the first time, we are facing the reality of life, and no matter how much fear we have, there is no time to do anything to remedy it.


When that happens, there is so much regret. When we die, it is said that we see our whole life clearly, like watching a documentary with everything we have ever done vividly played back to us—all the mistakes, all the selfishness, all the harm we have done to others. I have often heard that when people go through this, they die overwhelmed with great terror and regret. Even for somebody who rejects reincarnation, there is still great fear that something terrible is about to happen.


For worldly people, success has nothing to do with the mind. Their definition of success is being wealthy and famous. To have properties in many countries, to be able to make millions or billions of dollars in business; that is the definition of a successful life. Whoever can make the most money is regarded as the most successful—regardless of how stressful or berserk the life of that millionaire or billionaire actually is.


In fact, their inner life could be extremely unhappy, fragmented into pieces, with so much depression, sadness, dissatisfaction, and discontentment. Their life could be full of suffering—worse, even, than the poorest beggar, whose mind might be quite peaceful, with neither reputation nor wealth that could be lost. This happens because, relying on external things for happiness, their strong attachment has caused them to harm others (and themselves) to get what they want. They have no idea that true happiness only comes from developing a good heart.


Working solely for the comforts of this life is not what being a human is all about. Even animals do this. This is something even worms, rats, or ants can do, so the billionaire is no better than the worm in this. If we only work for material comfort, we will die with such regret. We need to go beyond this. We need to at least try to obtain a better rebirth. Then we will be able to die without fear, having the potential to continue to develop our Dharma practice in our next life.


Until we can fully understand our own life—how it is impermanent and how death is inevitable—it is very difficult to fully appreciate the unique opportunity we now have with this perfect human rebirth. Without that appreciation, the rest of the path to enlightenment will make little sense. That is why I say that understanding impermanence and death is the most important education we can have.


The teachings on impermanence and death come very early on in the Tibetan Buddhist system of study and practice known as lamrim, which means “graduated path.” The lamrim was first explained by the great master Atisha2 in his Lamp for the Path to Enlightenment. In the lamrim, the entire teachings of Guru Shakyamuni Buddha3 are divided into a step-by-step approach, set up to lead us from where we are now all the way to enlightenment.


In traditional texts, such as Lama Tsongkhapa’s Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment (Lamrim Chenmo) and Pabongka Dechen Nyingpo’s Liberation in the Palm of Your Hand,4 we see that after discussing how to rely on the spiritual teacher, the lamrim begins with explaining the value and rarity of this precious human life, with its eight freedoms and ten richnesses,5 followed by an extensive exploration of the reality of impermanence and death. These first steps on the path show us how we need to seize this life firmly and make the most of it.


The various subjects of the lamrim are divided into three levels of training known as the graduated path of the three capable beings, or the three scopes. They are the graduated path of the lower capable being, the graduated path of the middle capable being, and the graduated path of the higher capable being. These three correspond to the three motivations: the lower one of attaining a better rebirth, the middle one of attaining liberation, and the higher one of attaining enlightenment. The teachings on impermanence and death are part of the graduated path of the lower capable being and are designed to help us develop the aspiration for a positive, happy rebirth. We do this by clearly seeing the transitory quality of our present rebirth—how it can finish at any moment. We also come to understand what happens after our death—whether our next rebirth is one of happiness of suffering—depends on the positive or negative state of our mind. If we can fully realize even these very basic topics, we will be unable to bear not practicing Dharma; everything else will seem totally meaningless.




The teachings on impermanence and death offer explanations of what happens to us at death. Buddhism offers a complete picture of what death is. In the Abhidharma6 texts there are detailed explanations of the nature of the mind and its continuity—that is, how it continues life after life. In the Vajrayana teachings, there are detailed and precise descriptions of how the extremely subtle mind moves beyond death to another life.


Being successful in worldly affairs, in obtaining the comforts of this life—food, clothing, reputation, and so forth—is not regarded as a capability in Buddhism; it is considered ordinary and without lasting meaning. Although the graduated path of the lower capable being is about securing a better rebirth, that is not the ultimate goal of our spiritual journey. By seeing how the whole of cyclic existence (samsara) is in the nature of suffering, we can determine to renounce samsara and attain the liberation of nirvana.7 This is the goal of the middle capable being.


It is an amazing goal, but even that isn’t the ultimate. We can take it even further by realizing that all sentient beings8 are also suffering, and whereas we have the means to achieve true happiness, in their present states, they don’t. And so we can develop great compassion for them and determine to achieve the exalted state of bodhichitta, the mind that determines to attain enlightenment in order to best benefit each and every sentient being. Enlightenment itself is the goal of the higher capable being.


The mind continues after death, taking a different body in a different realm. There are just two ways to go—we will be born either in the fortunate realms of the humans or gods or in the suffering realms of the animals, hungry ghosts, or hell beings. This is definite. Which rebirth we will take depends on karma, the karma we have created in this life and in previous lives.




WHY SHOULD WE BE SCARED OF DEATH?


Why should we be scared of death? Life is full of problems, so if the consciousness or mind stopped at death—consciousness and mind are synonyms—all our problems would also cease at death. Therefore, wouldn’t it be better to die as quickly as possible, rather than having to experience all of life’s difficulties? Then, there would be no more problems; that would be the simplest thing. There would be no need to struggle to stay healthy and live as long as possible. There would be no need for meditation, for religion, for a spiritual path. There would be no need to build anything, no need to do anything!


It is not like that, however. When death happens, the mind does not stop with the physical body, like a candle flame finishing when the candle is extinguished. Just as the mind existed before this rebirth, even though the physical body ceases at death, the mind continues. And with it, all our problems.


The Delusion of Permanence


After attaining enlightenment over two and a half thousand years ago under the bodhi tree in Bodhgaya, India, Shakyamuni Buddha taught over 84,000 teachings and revealed the entire unmistaken path that can lead us to enlightenment. All these teachings can be summed up in one short four-line verse of the Buddha:


Do not commit any unwholesome actions.


Engage in perfect, wholesome actions.


Subdue one’s own mind.


This is the teaching of the Buddha.9


This verse contains everything, including the four noble truths, the very first teaching the Buddha gave after his enlightenment. Do not commit any unwholesome actions contains the first two noble truths: the truth of suffering, which identifies suffering as a basic condition of life, and the truth of the cause of suffering, which identifies the actions and proclivities that cause all the problems we experience in our life. Engage in perfect, wholesome actions contains the third and fourth noble truths: the truth of the cessation of suffering—that there can be an end to this suffering—and the truth of the path that leads to the cessation of suffering.


These four noble truths constitute the entire Buddhist path, which is summarized in the third line: Subdue one’s own mind. Why does this short line encapsulate the whole path to enlightenment? Because not one atom of suffering comes from outside. It is not created externally; there is no external agent that forces us to suffer. All suffering comes from within, from our own mind. In exactly the same way, happiness is not dependent on external factors but is a product of our own mind. Therefore, the method to destroy suffering and attain true happiness is to subdue our own mind. All of the Buddha’s teachings lead us to this; hence the final line: This is the teaching of the Buddha.


All of the Buddha’s teachings revolve around this central imperative of subduing one’s own mind through avoiding nonvirtuous actions and performing only virtuous actions. This is the intent of all the teachings he gave, and because of that, everything within the Dharma—the teachings of the Buddha—exists to help beings overcome suffering and obtain happiness. In fact, that is the definition of Dharma: that which leads us away from suffering and toward true happiness.


By subduing our own mind, we achieve all happiness. The path that leads us to that is the fourth noble truth, the truth of the path. When we completely subdue our own mind, we achieve the cessation of suffering, which is either liberation as one pursuing individual liberation or enlightenment as a Mahayana practitioner.10 With a fully subdued mind, we are a buddha. The Sanskrit term buddha means “fully awakened,” and so we are a fully enlightened or awakened being, a being with a mind whose faults have been completely eliminated and whose good qualities—compassion, love, equanimity, the understanding of the nature of reality, and so forth—have been fully realized.


One of the fundamental problems that we encounter is our mistaken notion of permanence, our misapprehending phenomena that are, by nature, impermanent as permanent. All things—we ourselves, our own life, our body, our friends, our enemies, strangers, the sense objects, and so forth—are all naturally subject to change. They are all changing moment to moment and can perish at any moment. That is not how we apprehend them, however. We apprehend them as permanent, as unchanging. Our friends, our possessions, our life, and so forth, exist in this way now, and they will continue to exist like that. Although, rationally, we might know this is not true, we live our life with this concept of permanence. So long as we remain trapped in our concepts of permanence and true existence, there will be only problems and suffering.


If we could live our life with the right understanding that sees all phenomena as impermanent, we would see the reality of how things really exist; with no reason for ignorance, anger, attachment, or the other delusions to arise, there would be few problems in life. With no reason for dissatisfaction to arise, we would naturally have a contented mind. This way of seeing gives us freedom; the other way locks us into the prison of our delusions.


How the Concept of Permanence Creates Dissatisfaction


Clinging on to things as if they are permanent becomes the basis for the dissatisfied mind, causing disturbing emotions to arise. It becomes the basis for problems and pain in our life, such as relationship problems, loneliness, and so forth. A mind under the control of the concept of permanence is, itself, a disturbed mind, and that disturbed mind then creates more confusion and pain, bringing more of the disturbing thoughts that cause even more problems in our life.


At present, we hold on to and believe in this concept of permanence. A permanent object simply does not exist; and yet that is exactly how we see things: we see them in a way that is the complete opposite of how they actually exist. In our life, we see a permanent I, a permanent life, permanent people around us, permanent possessions, and so forth. We think these things are going to remain as they appear to us now, which is completely contradictory to reality. We fail to see that because they are under the control of causes and conditions, they are all changing with every second. They are conditioned phenomena—things that come into existence due to various causes and conditions. That is why change happens, that is why decay happens, that is why things perish.


As we get older, many friends that we thought of as permanent will die. We have probably all seen this within our own family: a family member becomes sick and dies, and the whole family feels so much pain, their eyes full of tears. Even passing a house where somebody has died, we can feel an unsettled atmosphere. When people talk about a friend who has died, they speak in a whisper, almost in disbelief. They cannot comprehend how this has happened.


Seeing this happening to other people, it is not difficult to know that this will definitely happen to us at some time as well. And when that time comes, we will probably be so upset, so fearful. When the out-breath is much stronger than the in-breath, we will start to really know that death is near, and we will think, “I am really dying. I, this person, me, now I am dying.” And we will start to realize that we will soon be separated from our beloved family, our cherished possessions, and all the things that had seemed such a permanent part of our life.


We might look back on our life and wonder whether anything we have done has been worthwhile. We might see how our life has been completely empty, and thinking how we have wasted this precious life, we could feel such regret.


Death will definitely happen to us one day, possibly very soon. Unless we can learn to subdue our mind before then, we could experience great suffering. The Dharma is the only thing that can benefit us at death. Without the Dharma, there is no chance of escaping the lower realms. With the Dharma, we can be assured of a better future life, and we can even achieve ultimate happiness, attaining liberation or even enlightenment, through which we will be able to work solely for the well-being of all other sentient beings.


BEING AWARE OF DEATH


We currently have a perfect human rebirth, this combination of body and mind that is so favorable to realizing our full potential. If it were to last three or four hundred years, there would be no hurry; we could possibly just have a rest. But the truth is that our perfect human rebirth could very well finish at any moment, and we are not free to choose our next rebirth. Only our karma can determine where we will be born, and if we find ourselves in the lower realms, we will have no chance at all to create any virtue and thus escape even more terrible suffering. Being born in the lower suffering realms is like being in a very dangerous place on a completely dark night, without moon or stars, surrounded by fog and totally unprotected. There is great suffering and always the chance of falling into even more suffering.


If we do not desire a sorrowful death and a terrible rebirth, we have to purify the negative karma we have accumulated and ensure we don’t create any more negative karma; that is the essential preparation. That is why we must train ourselves to maintain a constant awareness of death, which is the basic method for preparing ourselves for the most crucial time in our life—the moment we die. Just as a car or a plane needs fuel to move, we need the fuel of remembering death, otherwise we won’t have the incentive to renounce nonvirtue, we won’t have the energy to turn our back on worldly concerns and concentrate only on practicing Dharma.


We need to take the Dharma firmly into our hearts. No matter how much Dharma we know, if that understanding is merely intellectual, it will be unable to transform our life. We can know thousands and thousands of Buddhist texts by heart; we can be a world authority in Buddhism lecturing at the great universities; we can defeat other scholars in the most esoteric debates. But none of that means anything if we have not made preparations for our own death. Without such preparation, when death comes, we will die in great terror, unable to control the arising of negative states of mind.


The truth is that we are racing toward death. From the moment we were conceived in our mother’s womb, we have been rushing toward the Lord of Death. It is like we are in a police car with the sirens screaming, driving at high speed through the streets to our execution. We can arrive at any moment; we just don’t know when.




Facing the Consequences


We are constantly changing—every month, every day, every hour, every minute, every second, we are changing. Even during the shortest possible period of time—counted in Tibetan Buddhism as one-sixty-fifth of the length of a snap of the fingers—we are changing. As each year passes, each month, each week, each day, each hour, each second, that much of our life finishes. As each second passes, our life gets shorter and shorter.


We don’t want to think about this passing of time. In the West, it is not tactful to ask somebody their age. People color their hair as they get older or have plastic surgery to pull their skin this way or that. They try to deny impermanence, always grasping on to the fantasy of youth. We see this with pop stars, like Michael Jackson, who are constantly going into plastic surgeons to “fix” their faces, reshape their noses, or have their breasts pulled up! As they get older, they need more and more plastic surgery, but it still doesn’t stop them facing the great suffering of getting older and dying.


Only when we understand the true nature of reality will we be able to move beyond suffering. Suffering is not created externally; it is the product of the deluded mind. And just as the mind creates suffering, with wisdom and compassion it can overcome suffering. We are ultimately in control of our own life; we are the ones who create our own suffering and happiness. All external factors are just conditions; the real cause is the state of our own mind.


As it is mentioned in the Abhidharmakosha,11 the various worlds are all born from karma. We sentient beings who live on this earth have accumulated specific karma created in the past. This is why we were born in this particular time and place, although each of us experiences the world differently depending on our karma.


Even climate change has been created by our own mind. Besides the ongoing global problems of war and poverty that continue to beset us, there are now also more and more problems related to the weather, with ice melting and terrible storms becoming more frequent, even destroying whole cities. Some countries that used to be cold are now much warmer due to climate change. When I asked Khadro-la12 about the likelihood of another destructive earthquake hitting San Francisco, she explained the greater danger is from rising sea levels.


Under the control of disturbing thoughts, our internal elements become unbalanced, causing problems for ourselves and collectively disturbing the external elements.13 This internal imbalance affects the external environment, causing floods, droughts, hailstorms, famines, and the many other natural disasters that bring great harm to sentient beings. I think the world is getting nearer and nearer the time when, as it is said, the teachings of the Buddha will have finally set like the evening sun.


But while global problems may increase, at the same time, there will still be individual beings who are able to practice and become enlightened. We should never take for granted the opportunity we now have to transform our mind. Just as one individual’s mind can cause incredible suffering—like Osama bin Laden’s—one’s individual’s mind can also cause incredible happiness. We can use our mind not only to stop harming others but to benefit them, bringing happiness to all sentient beings.


At this moment, most beings are suffering in the three lower realms, especially in the hell realms. Their suffering has not been created by God or fixed by some other being. It is only a creation of those suffering beings’ minds, just as, in a dream, we may sometimes suffer in a fire or from fierce demons attacking us. In the same way that these fearful dreams and visions are the creation of our deluded mind, so the sufferings and the realms of the hell beings are created by their own minds.


However, the hell realms are not the same as dreams; they are karmic creations of the ignorant mind. This is similar to the way that two different people can perceive the same place differently. To one person, the place might be a paradise; to another, it might be hellish. The classic example in Buddhist literature is of a container of liquid that is seen by a human as a glass of water, by a god as nectar, and by a hungry ghost as disgusting pus. Although the object is the same, the view varies according to the level of mind and the karma of the being experiencing it. Each being’s samsara is a creation of that mind. Similarly, each being’s enlightenment is also brought about through their own mental activity.


Just as we are responsible for the karma that keeps us trapped in the cycle of suffering, so we are also responsible for, and capable of, lifting our mind out of that suffering. But caught up in ignorance, how can we ever change our mind from suffering to happiness? This is where the Dharma becomes a vital tool. As the Buddha said,


The Great Ones do not wash away sin with water;


they do not rid beings of suffering with their hands;


they do not transfer realizations of suchness onto others.


They liberate by teaching the truth of suchness.14


We are the only one who can rescue ourselves, but we need the Buddha’s help to do that. We are like a person who has fallen down a deep well in which the walls are smooth and slippery and there is no way at all we can climb out. We are trapped and we will certainly die. But in the circle of sky above we see a face; a compassionate person has seen us fall and has come to help. They can’t lift us out, but they can throw down a rope and hold onto the other end as we climb out. Unless we realize that the rope is our means of escape, there is no way out of the well. We need to grab the rope and pull ourselves up with it. If, on the other hand, we like being down the well, then of course we won’t even think of escaping. We need to see the danger we are in and recognize the help that we need to escape that danger.


The infinite enlightened beings’ only wish is that each and every sentient being is free from suffering. If they could accomplish this without the sentient beings working from their own side, this would have been done countless eons ago, and there would be no more samsara. But it is not like that. The buddhas can teach and guide, but we must climb the rope to freedom ourselves.


The more we practice Dharma by refraining from nonvirtuous actions and by purifying the delusions that plague our mind at present, the stronger our essential practice of Dharma will be. Whatever actions we do every day—studying, working in an office, working at home, raising children—if our actions serve to cleanse our mind of the stains of negativity that hold it back now, then we are practicing the Dharma. It does not depend on being a Buddhist. We could be Hindu, Muslim, Christian, Jewish, or no religion at all. As long as our actions are motivated by a virtuous mind and not a nonvirtuous one, we will slowly clear the delusions from our mindstream and cut the cause of suffering. This is something we can all do. For this, however, we need to know exactly what a virtuous action is, and that requires wisdom. Without wisdom, we may think that an action is a Dharma action while, really, it is only developing the negative mind.


If we are reborn in the lower realms in our next life, we will have to endure the most terrible suffering for many eons without being able to create any positive karma at all. We will remain continuously cycling in samsara, moving from one terrible environment to another, only extremely rarely finding a fortunate rebirth.


None of us wants to experience suffering, even for five minutes. Even the thought of being burned by a match or bitten by a flea frightens us, so how can we bear to think of all the sufferings of the lower realms that we must experience for such unimaginable lengths of time? When we decide that we must do whatever we can to avoid this, we will see that there is nothing whatsoever that can help us except the Dharma. And because death is definite and the time of our death is very uncertain—it can happen any moment—the time to start practicing Dharma is now.


Living for Others


To ensure a positive rebirth and the ability to continue our spiritual journey as purely as possible, we need to be fully prepared for death. There are many practices within Buddhism that can help us, such as accumulating extensive merit,15 doing prostrations, reciting mantras, and so forth. Besides these specific purification practices, we need to have a good heart in our daily life and try to help others as much as possible.


Wherever we are, whatever we do, whoever we are with, if we always practice holding the welfare of all beings in our heart and remain aware that the purpose of our life is to help others, we will never create the causes of suffering, either for ourselves or others. Furthermore, we become the source of happiness for all sentient beings, and they, in turn, become the cause of our enlightenment.


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 there is a difficult person at work, we should think that we are here to give happiness to that person. That is our job, to give happiness to all others.


With such a mindset, not only does practicing the Dharma become a joy but, because we are aware of its great importance, we are able to have the meaning of the Dharma in our heart instead of just studying the words dryly. This is the way to subdue our own mind, to make it softer, more patient, more tolerant, more compassionate, more loving, and more kind to others.


Having developed a more expansive mind that cherishes others, any serious problems that might occur in our life will no longer devastate us. Even if our business fails completely or we are diagnosed with cancer, since our focus is on the happiness of others, these problems will not hit us as hard. When somebody becomes angry with us, because we are deeply concerned about that person’s happiness, we won’t react back with anger or indignation; we will do whatever is necessary to help that person. Living with a good heart doesn’t mean never having problems, but it means that we will be able to deal with those problems in an entirely different way, in a compassionate way that helps others and helps ourselves. Living for others allows us to remain happy when problems arise rather than becoming upset or depressed.


By experiencing problems that arise with compassion and care for other living beings—whether it is becoming sick, having relationship problems, losing our job, or whatever—the problem can even become enjoyable, like experiencing a pleasant sense object: delightful music for the ears, delicious food for the mouth, beautiful forms for the eye. These very basic qualities of care and compassion for others give value to our human life, making the possession of this human body utterly meaningful. This is what brings real joy into our life.












2. THE SHORTCOMINGS OF NOT REMEMBERING DEATH





THE TRADITIONAL BUDDHIST TEACHINGS on impermanence and death talk about the shortcomings of not remembering death and the advantages of remembering death. Looking at these points, it becomes very clear that our Dharma practice can only really develop strongly when we take this topic seriously. Although, of course, there are many more, the six shortcomings of not remembering death are usually given as follows:


•We do not remember to practice the Dharma.


•We remember but we postpone our practice.


•We practice but we do so impurely.


•We practice purely but not continuously.


•We create nonvirtue.


•We die with much worry and fear.


If we fail to remember impermanence and death, we will be unable to remember to practice the Dharma. We may think we will die someday but not today. This misconception lasts until the day we die, and then it is too late to do anything worthwhile. This is one of the great disturbances to Dharma practice. In his Lamrim Chenmo Lama Tsongkhapa says,


With each passing day people think, “I will not die today; I will not die today,” clinging to this thought until the moment of death.16




Not remembering death means we can so easily become distracted. Being always under the control of distractions means that every day we think we need this and need that and then go about trying to obtain what we believe we need. And so our life is taken up in trying to obtain possessions and we have no time for anything meaningful.


With this conception of permanence, we get up in the morning, certain we will live for a long time, for another fifty or sixty years. When we go to bed, we still have this thought. With this misconception blocking us from practicing the Dharma, we are not motivated to do even a single practice. And then death comes—we experience the car accident or the heart attack where our life suddenly finishes—and we are still harboring this wrong conception.


WE DO NOT REMEMBER TO PRACTICE THE DHARMA


If we fail to remember death, we will not remember the Dharma. When we feel that we definitely won’t die today, today’s concerns become more important than preparing for death. Wrapped up in working for our own selfish ends, we create negative karma, leaving no time to create any merit at all.


We become overwhelmed by worldly problems—money problems, health problems, mental problems, relationship problems. And when death comes, we see how we have wasted our life and what terrible suffering awaits us.


Every day, we plan things with the underlying assumption that we will complete them, that we not going to die. That sense of permanence, that instinctive feeling that we will live for a very long time, will betray us one day—because it is not true. Countless people who have started the day with the thought that they would not die have never finished the day.


Living with this sense of permanence, we are unable to truly practice Dharma. We might think we should practice, but we become lazy, putting it off, feeling that worldly activities are more important. Under the control of the eight worldly dharmas,17 we are unprotected. At the time of death, all the hard work we have done clinging to this life, trying to enjoy the transient pleasures, all the nonvirtuous actions we have committed because of that—killing, stealing, sexual misconduct, lying, and so forth—all this is revealed as utterly meaningless.


Without remembering impermanence and death, nothing we do becomes Dharma, not even our Buddhist practices. Eating, sleeping, working, and shopping are all done with a sense of permanence and, hence, only act to reinforce our own selfish interests. This is also the case with prostrating, meditating, saying mantras, reading Dharma books, and so forth. Nothing becomes Dharma unless we remember death.


Not remembering death places us in great danger. Whenever somebody disturbs us, we are overwhelmed with delusions, like a tsunami sweeping away a whole city. When we are faced with difficulties, we become so filled with our own problems that we are totally unable to practice whatever Dharma we might have learned.


Even when life is going smoothly, if we don’t remember impermanence and death, there will be great hindrances to our Dharma practice. We will find that we have no time or energy to meditate. We have plenty of time to sleep, watch television, eat, or look at the scenery, but reading a Dharma book or meditating seems too hard. People in the West often say they have no time to meditate because they are so busy. Usually, however, hindrances to practicing the Dharma come from the mind, not from external circumstances. If we had the correct attitude, it would be easy to practice the Dharma.


The Kadampa geshés18 say that if we don’t remember impermanence and death when our day begins in the morning, then nothing we do throughout the whole morning becomes Dharma; everything just becomes the worldly activities of this life. In the same way, if we don’t remember impermanence and death at noon, then nothing we do in the afternoon becomes Dharma; it remains worldly dharma, the activities of this lifetime. And if we don’t remember impermanence and death in the evening, then whatever we do in the evening and throughout the night will only be worldly dharma, which creates even more nonvirtue.


If we observe all the actions we do on a typical day, we will probably see that we do more selfish, nonvirtuous acts than selfless, virtuous ones. From the moment we rise and have that first cup of coffee, are we working selflessly for others or are we working for our own self-interest, trying to obtain a bit of sense pleasure and enjoyment? When we go to work, when we interact with colleagues at work, when we have lunch, when we go out at night, is it done with a bodhichitta motivation—to attain enlightenment in order to free all beings from suffering—or is it solely for our own comfort? If most of our daily actions are done out of self-interest, then that will surely also be so when we are about to die.


We Have a Hundred Thoughts but Not One Thought


There is a wonderful saying from the Kadampa geshés:


You have a hundred thoughts, but the mistake is not having thought the one thought.


This was said for Tibetans but it is equally relevant for Westerners. Westerners have generally received a rich education. You know a lot and you are excellent at things like making money. You have “a hundred thoughts,” billions of thoughts in fact, but the big mistake most of us make is not having the thought of impermanence and death.


Not reflecting on the nature of our life—that it is impermanent and will end in death—means that even though many of us met the Dharma a long time ago, we still haven’t achieved any of the realizations of the lamrim—not even attaining the graduated path of the lower capable being that ensures us of a good future rebirth.


We are still a long way from realizing that one thought that understands death and impermanence. We are still bound up in the meaningless affairs of this life. We might know all the lamrim topics by heart—from guru devotion to emptiness—and be able to teach on them continuously. We may even call ourselves tantric practitioners. We might even earn money and fame lecturing on Buddhism, but our “hundred thoughts” don’t lead us any nearer to happiness. Without a real understanding of impermanence and death—this “one thought”—all the other thoughts mean very little.


Reflecting on impermanence and death, we naturally let go of attachment, and our problems dissolve. Where there was a mountain of problems, now there is only more and more genuine peace and happiness in our heart—all from this one thought, the thought of impermanence and death.


Reflecting on impermanence and death is the start of our Dharma path. It gives us the bravery to do whatever is needed in order to develop on the path, to overcome the hindrances we find in our way. It gives us the courage to turn away from the meaningless activities that ensnare worldly beings, those activities that create samsara. Because it gives us the courage to never again engage in negative actions, it destroys the cause of the lower realms. Having developed a strong sense of the reality of impermanence and death, every action we do becomes virtuous.


WE REMEMBER BUT WE POSTPONE OUR PRACTICE


Even if we are able to remember the Dharma, unless we reflect on impermanence and death, we will be unable to practice properly. Although we may see that practicing Dharma is worthwhile and that we need it in order to be happy, the work of worldly concerns still somehow gets in the way. This life’s affairs must be dealt with before we can think about anything else.


For example, imagine you have traveled abroad for a meditation course and upon returning home you have resolved to continue to meditate and study the Dharma. First, though, you will need to get a good job. Then, you determine to practice the Dharma as soon as you have bought a new apartment. Then, you decide to work for several years so you can have enough money to go into retreat. You will practice the Dharma when you have dealt with the problems you have. Soon, you have a partner and children and you must consider looking after the family and the children’s education, so it is still not the time to focus on meditation. But you resolve that as soon as the children have grown up, you will find the time to go to a quiet place to meditate and practice the Dharma.


Somehow, there is always the work of this life to take care of before we can practice the Dharma. Months go by, years go by. The wish to practice is there, but the thought of the eight worldly dharmas is stronger. And so, through not remembering impermanence and death, the Dharma is postponed. And then, before we actually get around to it, we die.


Until our desire to practice the holy Dharma is stronger than our desire to pursue worldly dharma, this is how it will be. Only when we remember impermanence and death, will we gain the deeper motivation needed to practice Dharma. Until then, there will always be a thousand good excuses why we must postpone our Dharma practice.


Even though we know how beneficial it is to recite even one mala19 of a mantra, somehow it does not get done; we are too busy doing worldly activities. We put off the retreat until later, when we think the conditions will be better. Waiting for better conditions that never come, waiting for free time that never happens, we somehow never do anything worthwhile. 


We might have the intention of studying the Dharma, but that intention by itself, while very worthwhile, will not bring us any benefit. The time to practice the Dharma is now, when we have time. Soon it will be too late.


If we could continuously reflect on impermanence and death, we would find that we have plenty of time to practice Dharma, and even our everyday work would become meaningful, even while living in the city without changing jobs or partners. Our external life would be the same, but our mind would be completely changed. Everything we do would become pure Dharma.


WE PRACTICE BUT WE DO IT IMPURELY


Having no sense that we might die prevents our Dharma practice from becoming pure. Perhaps we can overcome our reluctance to meditate and no longer postpone our practice, but somehow the energy is not there to make our practice effective. When we sit down to meditate, our mind is sluggish or distracted, running off to other more exciting things. We know the value of prostrations and other practices for collecting merit, but it seems so hard to actually do them.


We try to meditate, but we don’t have a strong motivation. Underneath the wish to practice is the wish to have comfort in this life. The lack of awareness of death is robbing us of the pure motivation that would cause us to work only for the goals of liberation and enlightenment.


Although we may perform Dharma actions, in our heart there is still self-interest. For example, we may make offerings because we want people to respect us and think we are a very religious person. They see that even though we live in the West, we still meditate every morning, sitting in a perfect meditation posture! Without checking our motivation carefully, this mixing of a Dharma and worldly attitude can easily happen. It’s like delicious food that has been poisoned.


We need to get to the stage when our daily Dharma practice is as important for us as our breakfast. In fact, it needs to be as important as our breakfast, lunch, dinner, and all the snacks we have during the day! If, for some reason, we have to miss out on lunch, it can often feel as if our world is collapsing! Do we feel like that when we miss out on doing some part of our daily Dharma practice?


And even if we start to practice Dharma purely, it will falter unless we continually remember the reality of death. Losing our pure motivation, small troubles preoccupy us and cause us to lose the energy to meditate. That is what will happen if we do not continually remember death.


We know logically that we might die at any moment, but this realization rarely sinks in deeply because, in our heart, we have a deep belief in our own permanence. Until the knowledge of death truly penetrates, we will get very little done. We need to get to the stage where we discard the need for the comforts of this life like we discard used toilet paper. Lama Tsongkhapa said that we should wake up with the complete acceptance that we will die today. Instead of rejecting death, we should see it as a very real and definite possibility.




WE PRACTICE PURELY BUT NOT CONTINUOUSLY


Without a deep sense of impermanence and death, even if our Dharma practice is strong, it will not be consistent or continuous. Our very last thought before our death is the key to our next rebirth. It is so important to be able to control this last moment.


There is the story of a man who felt that he had achieved a high enough level of practice that he told his wife and friends that he was ready to die. He knew that his next rebirth would be in the pure land of Padmasambhava,20 and that he could go any time he pleased. However, even though he still asserted that he had the power to choose whatever rebirth he wished, he told his family that he preferred to stay with them rather than go to a pure land. Because he had not, in fact, freed himself from his attachment, he had no choice; he was still tied to samsara.


Holding the thought for a few days that we might die today and then forgetting it is not enough. To be able to continuously and purely practice the Dharma, it is necessary to hold this thought continuously. It is quite common to push too hard when beginning a new Dharma practice—for example, we may be enthusiastic about going to the mountains and meditating, while having very little understanding of Dharma. We may meditate intensely for a month or two but then let go and return to our previous routines, basically back to the same position that we were in before.


Sometimes we squeeze too tightly, and when it becomes too much, we let it all go and overdo the relaxation, losing whatever progress we have made. We often don’t really know what we need to do in order to continue to practice and progress. We may fool ourselves, thinking that we are learning a lot about Buddhism, yet fail to see how vital it is in our life. We know the words, but they fail to become the medicine that we need to cure us. And because we feel that we are not getting better, we lose the energy to continue.


We have to be free from attachment before we die, and knowing that we can die at any time, we see we cannot waste a moment—we need to start to develop renunciation now. Life is full of the conditions that cause death. Right now, we have all the conditions for developing our mind to its ultimate, but those conditions will not last long.


WE CREATE NONVIRTUE


Of the traditional list of six disadvantages of not remembering death, the last two have to do with the suffering we experience through creating nonvirtuous actions. The Seventh Dalai Lama says,


After birth, you don’t have the freedom to rest a moment 


In the race you run toward Yama, the Lord of Death.21


When we are at the moment of death, we will think, “I am really dying now,” understanding that we are leaving our relatives, possessions, and body. We will look back on our life and see all the things we will never experience again, causing great attachment to arise. In a strict meditation retreat, we might feel incredibly isolated and miss our normal comfortable lifestyle terribly, but this is nothing to how we will feel at the time of death, when we are about to lose everything.


We know nothing of karma—or rather, we act as if we know nothing. Karma, by its nature, expands. The karma of killing a mosquito, if not purified, expands within a couple of weeks to become as powerful as the karma from killing a human being, and it keeps expanding. Every negative action we do has this potential, sitting in our mindstream as a karmic imprint, ready to ripen as suffering when the conditions come together. Within one hour we create countless tiny negative actions, all capable of bringing huge suffering unless we can purify them in some way.


Unmindful of this, we thoughtlessly commit nonvirtuous actions, which the Buddha listed as ten:


•killing


•stealing


•sexual misconduct




•lying


•slander


•harsh words


•idle gossip


•covetousness


•ill will


•heresy22


In a single day, we can very easily commit all ten nonvirtuous actions, all through our attachment and clinging to this life.


The definition of nonvirtue is that which brings suffering. It describes any action motivated by one of the three poisons of attachment, anger, and ignorance, but it is mostly attachment and clinging to this life that is the source of our suffering. Anger and the other negative states of mind stem from this desire for samsaric life. Attachment to the happiness of future lives, conversely, is not considered nonvirtue, because such desire encourages us to engage in virtuous actions, such as acts of devotion, generosity, and so forth.


Nonvirtuous actions can be the result of any negative state of mind. Usually, killing is the result of hatred, but it can also result from ignorance. Mao Zedong, the Communist Chinese leader, was responsible for the terrible destruction of holy objects in Tibet as well as the deaths of so many Tibetan and Chinese people. In his meeting with His Holiness the Dalai Lama in 1955, he told His Holiness that he thought religion was poison,23 so, for him, the destruction of monasteries and holy objects and the deaths of so many monks, nuns, and laypeople in Tibet was justified. This is ignorance—specifically, the ignorance of not understanding karma.


If we could see the consequences of our actions, we would be a lot more careful. Instead, we generally live our life heedless of the motivation for our actions, ruled by the mindset of clinging to the happiness of this life. The eight worldly dharmas are our boss and we obey them completely. We pursue fame, reputation, comfort, possessions—whatever we mistakenly see as the cause of happiness—regardless of the consequences.


Wrapped up in mundane concerns, we believe that my wishes are more important than yours. It is like a family in which everyone wants something different for dinner. One wants steak, one wants turkey or fish, one is a vegetarian. Whatever is chosen, the others are unhappy because their wishes were disregarded, not even tasting the food offered. On a larger scale, this self-cherishing attitude results in wars and the destruction of whole nations.


Unless we remember death and become aware of the karmic effects of our actions, we will continue to be ruled by our greed, anger, and ignorance, like a cat who can’t stop chasing after mice. Under the sway of such negative emotions, we see whoever gets in the way of our attachments as an enemy to be harmed without a second thought. So, what can we do to reverse this negative spiral that keeps us trapped in the suffering of samsara?


We Are Trapped in Samsara


We should begin by recognizing that this life of freedom and richness that we now enjoy is unbelievably rare. It is more precious and rarer than a universe filled with wish-granting jewels.24 Even to have a human body without the attributes of the perfect human rebirth is an extremely rare gift.


Shantideva25 shows this at the start of his wonderful text A Guide to the Bodhisattva’s Way of Life, where he says,


This unique opportunity, so difficult to obtain,


once it has been obtained can bring to realization all human aspirations.


If then one does not set the mind on what is beneficial,


how will this opportunity come again?26


We have worked so hard to create the conditions to have this opportunity and we must continue to work hard so it is not lost, to ensure we have another perfect human rebirth. Pure morality, great generosity, and the fervent wish to have such a body are the three things we must develop the most if we are to succeed.


If, on the other hand, we squander this precious opportunity, then how can we possibly expect to have it again? Why would we waste this amazing potential and risk untold suffering for ourselves in future lives? It’s like having a winning lottery ticket and not bothering to cash it in. This perfect human rebirth is like fertile ground, and to waste its potential is like planting worthless seeds in the ground and getting no return from the rich soil.


Chöden Rinpoché27 describes samsara as the continuity of the contaminated aggregates. These contaminated aggregates are both caused by karma and delusions and are, themselves, the cause of further karma and delusions that arise. This viscous cycle thus traps us in a never-ending cycle of suffering. In A Hymn of Experience, Lama Tsongkhapa says,


If you do not put effort into contemplating true sufferings—the faults of samsara—


You will not develop the wish for liberation.


If you do not contemplate true origins—the steps for entering samsara—


You will not understand how to cut the roots of samsara.


Therefore, rely on weariness, definite emergence from samsara;


And cherish the knowledge of what binds you to samsara.


You, the perfect guru, practiced in this way.


I, who am seeking liberation, will also practice in this way.28


Samsara is not a physical place but a state of mind. It is not a country, a city, a prison, a swamp. Our body is not samsara; our hair is not samsara. Some people see monks and nuns and mistakenly think, “If I shave my head, I will be free from samsara.” They think that putting on robes frees them from samsara. There is the story of a lama’s attendant who had such a wrong concept. He thought that laypeople were in samsara and the sangha weren’t, and that simply by changing his clothes he could be free. When a lama saw him in robes, he asked what practice he was doing. The attendant replied, “I have just given up samsara.” When the lama asked how, he replied, “I have taken off my pants!”


As long as we are not free from karma and delusions, we are not free from suffering and we are not free from samsara. Samsara is the suffering state that we live in continuously, without choice. As long as we have this imperfect body with this deluded mind, we must suffer. Geshé Sopa in Steps on the Path to Enlightenment says,


When you are forced to wander helplessly in cyclic existence, constantly assaulted by innumerable types of suffering, completely under the power of karma and afflictions, you cannot even do anything to help yourself, so how could you possibly do anything that would benefit others? This helpless entrapment is the door through which all the troubles of all beings arrive.29


Samsara goes around and around like this, always circling, with karma ripening and karma being created, ceaselessly tying us to this wheel that turns and turns without end, pushing us higher then lower, higher then lower, from the fortunate upper rebirths to the various terrible sufferings of the lower realms, from the tip of samsara to the lowest hell realm. We are never free from the burden of the karmic imprints. We will never be free from this cyclic existence until we can overcome our delusions.


At present, we are carrying the burden of a human existence, caused by karma and delusions. When we die, we will take another bundle of aggregates—the mental and physical constituents that are the sum total of what we are—and continue to carry this samsaric burden. Whether we are reborn as a cat, a dog, a bird, or a worm, we continue to carry this samsaric burden, although now in the aggregates of an animal. Whatever manifestation we are born into, the cause is karma and delusions. The suffering might be greater than our previous life or it might be less, but it is still suffering.


Worldly work is not only ultimately unimportant, but it is also unending. Like the ripples on a lake that just keep coming over and over again, samsaric life is an endless repetition of meaningless, frustrating actions. As long as we remain trapped in samsara, the work we must do will never end and it will never bring any satisfaction. That is the very nature of samsara. We have been doing samsaric work since beginningless time, and we have still not finished it. There is no way to complete it—how can there be? We do it to gain some satisfaction, and yet it is incapable of satisfying us, so we must just keep on doing it, like a rat on a treadmill.


In contrast, practicing Dharma can be finished very quickly, depending on how skillful and how determined we are. It is said that to attain enlightenment by the sutra method requires three countless great eons—a very long time indeed! But we can also do it within two countless great eons, or within sixteen lifetimes, or within three lifetimes, within one life, or even within twelve years. It’s possible. The great yogi Gyalwa Ensapa,30 using Vajrayana techniques, achieved enlightenment within twelve years without much effort.


If being unmindful of impermanence and death is like a huge mountain of obstacles that brings untold problems—so huge and solid it seems unassailable—remembering impermanence and death is like an atomic bomb that can level that mountain in one second. It is so powerful. Guns and stones can’t do anything to the mountain, but the atomic bomb of remembering impermanence and death easily can, subduing the mind and controlling anger and attachment and all the other deluded minds. By remembering impermanence and death, we see our deluded minds as the nonsense they are and wonder how we were ever so crazy. Our petty attachments and animosities seem so childish. Then, when somebody has the potential to harm us and make us angry, we see the danger and we can easily avert it.


WE DIE WITH MUCH WORRY AND FEAR


Even people who reject reincarnation and karma can experience a lot of fear at the time of their death, terrified about what will happen after they die. Some people die happily and peacefully, others in great fear. Whether there is happiness or fear at the time of death is normally related to the way a person has lived; it is the result of their past attitudes and actions.


Everybody knows about Elvis Presley. He was possibly the most famous man in the world for a while, especially to young people. They wanted to emulate him, to look and act just like him. He was the most successful entertainer in the world, but the year he was going to die, maybe while he was singing the last song, he was crying, his tears flowing out. And the audience were crying too. It was very, very sad. Even though he had achieved the best reputation in the world and had so much money and so many friends, there was still such sadness and depression in his heart when he saw he was going to die without having achieved satisfaction. All this is due to the attachment and clinging to this life.


The richest businessperson or the most important world leader may seem beyond worries, but they can die feeling totally terrified, crying like a child. Surrounded by friends and servants, surrounded by the richest possessions and total comfort, they can be far more afraid than the poorest beggar. As they near death, they can see all the negative actions they have done in their life in order to have all their wealth and power and know that none of this will help them at all now.


This can be our death too. We can die in real terror, deeply upset at losing the things and people we love and are attached to and horrified at what awaits us. We are unable to face the fact that there is absolutely no choice, that everything that we cherished in this life must be left behind, even this body that we have nurtured and taken such care of since we were very small. We have no control; we have no choice; everything will cease to exist for us at the moment of death. For many people, this thought is too awful, and they break down and weep uncontrollably.


If we have not learned to let go of our attachment by the time we die, that attachment will cause us the most horrible death. It is quite possible that, due to our negativities, when we die, we will experience karmic visions, terrifying experiences that are a portent of our next life. The life we know will fade, and the future life will appear before us, and it can be unbelievably horrifying, with fearful animals, humans, and maras31 with weapons attacking us, terrible sounds ringing in our ears—so many different things tormenting us. Those around us cannot see these things, but they will be very real to us.


The imprints left by a person’s past negative actions produce terrifying hallucinations. Just as we cannot see the dreams of other people, even of someone sleeping next to us, we cannot see the hallucinations of a dying person. Such fearful appearances are the result of negative karma and a sign that the person will be reborn in one of the lower realms.


This happened in Tibet to a leader who had tortured many people. All the people he had tormented while he was a leader came to him as he was dying and attacked him and pressed down on him. He screamed to his friends and servants that he was being attacked, flailing his arms in the air in terror, but they could neither see what he was seeing nor help him. His past victims—not actual people, but projections of his own mind—were taking revenge for the terrible things he had done to them.


Once, a great meditator called Geshé Jampa Wangdu32 helped a dying neighbor who lived near his meditation cave near Dharamsala.33 The man was screaming and opening his mouth as if he was drowning. His face was distorted and fearful as he kept trying to ward off invisible enemies—a great many sheep, who were digging into his body with their sharp horns, attacking him and trying to gore him to death. It seems that he had been a butcher and these were the kind of sheep that he regularly killed. He had never thought that there was anything wrong with his occupation, and so had had no thoughts of needing to purify his mind. But now as he was dying, these visions were manifesting. Even before his consciousness left that human body, it was already creating the hell realm it was going to inhabit for eons.


If there were no future lives, if we just ceased to exist when this body dies, then why should such fear arise at the thought of the life to come? Talking to some students at Vajrapani Institute in California who worked in hospitals, I asked them which kind of people had more fear at the time of death. They replied that, in their experience, alcoholics did. If there were no past or future lives, why should fear arise, whether a person is an alcoholic or not? The fact that they become afraid shows that, as they were dying, there were signs of what awaited them after death.


These visions of their next rebirth are more than just fantasies of a deluded mind; they are karmically created visions of what the future will definitely be. Perhaps, for somebody who enjoyed fishing, even if they are not aware that there was anything wrong with killing the fish and worms, because the karma of killing is nevertheless on their consciousness, they may suffer terrifying visions of being attacked, causing them to die with so much fear.
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