WHAT the BUDDHA TAUGHT ABOUT DEATH Page 1

(1) DEATH IS INEVITABLE - even for the holy and enlightened

1. Everyone has to die.
2. Our life span is decreasing continuously
3. The amount of time spent in our life to develop the heart/mind is very small.

The uncertainty of the time of death
4. Human life expectancy is uncertain.
- 5. There are many causes of death

6. The human body is so fragile

Only spiritual practice can help us at the time of death
7. Our possessions and enjoyments cannot help

8. Our loved ones cannot help

9. Our own body cannot help

King Pasenadi asked the Buddha, " Venerable sir, for one who has taken birth, it there anything other to
expect than aging and death? ” The king was overcome with sorrow as his mother had died. He told the
Buddha he would have given anything, a huge gem or even his entire country, if he could have saved her
Jfrom death. The Buddha answered that just as a potter’s clay vessel always ends up broken into pieces, so,
when a person assembles and is born, there is no escaping death, no matter how wealthy, politically
powerful, or enlightened you are.

The Buddha lived 80 years, suffering in his old age from back pain and digestive problems, and eventually
died, saying that his body had become like an old cart, barely held together by straps, unable to be held
together any longer. He died lying under two sala trees, instructing his disciples, answering final questions,
consoling those who grieved, and then entering his final meditation. SN: 3 (3) Aging and Death

(2) FEAR of DEATH IS GOOD - it spurs you not to waste life and to undertake spiritual practice
THE FIVE DIVINE MESSENGERS

The Buddha taught that everyone has to die. This may seem obvious, but it is a fact that most people in the
developed modern world continue to deny until they face death in a doctor’s diagnosis. In the Devaduta
Sutta the Buddha describes a person who has died and arrived in hell, where he meets King Yama. The
wardens of hell say, “Sire, this person has ill treated their father, mother, holy people, and elders.”

The First Divine Messenger: King Yama asks,“Good person, haven’t you ever seen a young tender
infant lying prone in his own excrement and urine?” “I have, sir.” “Didn’t it ever occur to you - an intelligent
and mature person - that you, too, are subject to birth and death? Surely I had better do good by body,
speech and mind.” "No, sir, [ was negligent.” King Yama says, “This negligence is not due to your mother
or father, sisters, brothers, friends, etc, but it is your own, and you will experience the result.”
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The Second Divine Messenger: King Yama asks, “ Good person, have you never seen a man or woman at
80, 90 or 100 years, aged, as crooked as a roof bracket, doubled up, supported by a walking stick, tottering,
frail, youth gone, teeth broken, grey-haired, scanty-haired, bald, wrinkled, with limbs all

blotchy?” “ [ have, sir.” “Didn’t it ever occur to you — an intelligent and mature person - [, too am subject to ageing
.. surely I had better do good ...” * No sir, I was negligent . . . ."” “This negligence is your own and you will
experience the result.”

The Third Divine Messenger: King Yama asks, “ Good person, have you never seen a man or woman
afflicted, suffering, and gravely ill, lying fouled in their own excrement and urine, lifted up by some and set down
by others? “ I have, sir.” “Did it not occur to you, I, too am subject to sickness, I had better do good .. .” “No sir,

..” “This is your own negligence and you will experience the result.”

The Fourth Divine Messenger: Good person, have you never seen when a robber or culprit is caught, kings
have many kinds of torture inflicted on them, flogging, beheading ...” “T have, sir.” “Did it not occur to you, those
who do evil are tortured in this life, what about in the next?”

The Fifth Divine Messenger: King Yama asks, “ Have you never seen a man or woman one-day dead,
two-days dead, three-days dead, bloated, livid, oozing with matter?” “I have, sir.” “Did it not occur to you, I too am
subject to death. . .” Then, after pressing and questioning and cross-questioning him, King Yama is silent. MN:
130 Devaduta Sutta

In a grove at Savatthi, a deva recited this verse in the presence of the Buddha.

Life is swept along Time flies by, the nights
swiftly pass
No shelters exist for one who has reached old age. The stages of life successively desert us.
Seeing clearly this danger in death Seeing clearly this danger in death,

One should do deeds of merit that bring happiness. One should do deeds of merit that bring happiness.

Life is swept along Time flies by, the nights
swiftly pass.

No shelters exist for one who has reached old age. The stages of life successively desert us.

Seeing clearly this danger in death Seeing clearly this danger in death,

A seeker of peace should drop the world'’s bait.” A seeker ofpeace should drop the world’s bait.
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(3) THERE IS SOMETHING/ ENERGY THAT CONTINUES ANDS DETERMINES FUTURE
EXISTENCE

Just as the physical energies that make up our life (carbon, nitrogen, calcium, iron, electrons,
quarks, strings) do not cease to exist when we die, becoming the building blocks of new life
forms, so, too, our mental-emotional energy continues and affects/infects other beings. It could
be our children or co-workers, it could be someone we don’t know or is still unborn. Just as we
desire to clean up the physical energy we pass on to future generations, so they don't inherit
our DDT, PCB’s, arsenic, and so on, so, too, we undertake spiritual practice in order to “clean
up” as much unwholesome energy of the heart/mind as we can, so that future generations do
not suffer under its burden. This applies to the afflictive emotions: anger, jealousy, cruelty,
greed, debilitating doubt, sloth and ignorance. Through spiritual practice these energies can be
transformed into beneficial forces, the energy of determination to change that which is unjust,
into sympathetic joy, generosity, deep questioning, serenity and wisdom arising out of inner
stillness. Just as one thought moment conditions the next thought moment, so one existence
can be said to condition (not become) the next.

The future is born out of our actions in the present. The present is the result of the
accumulation of our actions in the past.

Suppose I die afraid or demented? 4 student once became worried about this notion of
continuity after death and told the Buddha, “When I leave your presence I feel uplified,
mindful and serene, but then I enter the city which is populous and congested. Suppose I'm
run down by a stray elephant or horse or cart, or murderer, and I'm killed. Then my last
thoughts would be muddled and fearful. What then would be my destination? ” The Buddha
reassured him, saying, “Dont be afraid. Your death will not be a bad one. When a person’s
mind has been fortified over a long time by faith, virtue, earning, generosity, and wisdom,
the crows, vultures, hawks, dogs, jackals [will] eat his body, consisting of form, composed
of the four great elements, originating from mother and father, built up out of rice and
gruel, subject to impermanence, to being worn and rubbed away, to breaking apart and
dispersal. But his mind, which has been fortified over a long time by faith, virtue, learning,
generosity and wisdom, that goes upward, goes to distinction.”

The Buddha uses a simile: " Suppose that a man submerges a pot of ghee in a deep pool of
water and breaks it. All of its shards would sink downward, but the oil would rise upwards.
So, too, will your fortified mind rise upward. Do not be afraid. ”SN 21(1) Mahanama
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(4) REALIZE THE DEATHLESS -- REMOVE the FEAR of DEATH

Of course, we should be prudent about the safety of our body, jumping out of the path of an
oncoming elephant or car. But consider, if the fear of death were gone from our lives, how
different would our thoughts, and thus our life, be? Don’t most of our fears, when we trace
them down to the bottom, have the origin in fear od death? Our spiritual task is to
experience for ourselves that which is beyond the bounds of time, space, and beyond
human attempts to grasp with the mind. It is simultaneously endless birth and death, and no
birth and no death. The place it can be touched is in the eternal present, when our minds
are clear, open and completely receptive. That great mystery is the source of our life. We
were born out of it, and will merge again with it when we die.

Vow for Awakening - Zen Master Dai E Zenji

“Our deepest prayer is to be firm in our determination to give ourselves to the
Buddha'’s Way, so that no doubts arise however long the road seems to be, to be light
and easy in the four parts of the body, to be strong and undismayed in body and in
mind, to be free from illness and drive out both depressed feelings and distractions .

Our further prayer is not to be extremely ill or to be suffering at the time of
departure, to know its coming seven days ahead so that we can quiet the mind to
abandon the body and be unattached to all things in the last moment,

Where in we return to the Original Mind of no birth and no death and merge
infinitely into the whole universe to manifest as all things in their true nature and
with the great wisdom of the Buddhas to awaken all beings to the Buddha Mind.”
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