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To my husband, Chuck,

and to my daughters,

Jessica and Deborah


If all of us would make an all-out effort to contemplate our own death, to deal with our anxieties surrounding the concept of our death, and to help others familiarize themselves with these thoughts, perhaps there could be less destructiveness around us.

—Elizabeth Kübler-Ross,

On Death and Dying

If one knows that what is born will end in death, then there will be love.

—Sutra of Buddha Teaching the Seven Daughters

Let us deprive death of its strangeness, let us frequent it, let us get used to it; let us have nothing more often in mind than death. . . . We do not know where death awaits us: so let us wait for it everywhere. To practice death is to practice freedom.

—Montaigne,

The Oxford Book of Death
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A NOTE ON THE EXERCISES

AS YOU READ this book, you will notice that it includes a number of short exercises as well as instruction in meditation and contemplative practices. The primary meditation practice I introduce is a simple mindfulness practice that uses awareness of the breath to settle the mind. It is a simple practice, with a minimum of form. Contemplative practices have more form; they work with the contents of our mental-emotional world. Basically, contemplative practices involve sitting quietly and looking into our experience in some depth. For instance, the contemplation of death is a systematic way of exploring our concepts and feelings about impermanence and mortality. The contemplative practice of “sending and taking” is a way of looking deeply into our self-absorption and our potential to step beyond that.

In deciding which practices to include, I selected those meditative and contemplative practices that I personally have found to be most relevant and helpful in working with dying people and in exploring my own relationship to death. In my classes, I have taught these same practices to nurses, health professionals, hospice volunteers, and others with a depth of experience in working with the dying. I have also taught them to people who were dealing with serious illnesses themselves. They are meant to be put to use. As a rough guideline, set aside twenty to thirty minutes for each of the exercises. Do not rush through them.

In some ways, this is a how-to book—how to get started with these contemplative and meditative practices and how to apply them in your life. If you would like to work with some of these practices further, you can set aside a little time each day to do so. You can take a break from your busy life for a while to work with this material. Then, when you are in the midst of activity again, you can use the six slogans in Part Three as reminders that you can continue working with your state of mind moment to moment, no matter what you are facing.


PREFACE

THIS BOOK is about life and death, and the interplay between the two. It is based on the teachings of the Buddhist tradition—teachings that I first stumbled across in 1971, while living in New York City. At the time, I was a graduate student in sociology at Columbia University and in the odd and enviable position of being stranded in New York being paid to do nothing. I had been involved in the planning stages of a cross-cultural research project, and just at the point when I was to go to India for fieldwork, war broke out between India and Pakistan. In response to United States support for Pakistan, the Indian government withheld most visas for American researchers, and I was stuck. I couldn’t go to India, so I had to stay in New York, and since my preliminary work had already been completed, I had nothing to do.

Eventually, as it was a hot summer in the city and some of my friends were going to Vermont for the weekend, I decided to tag along. That is how I ended up at the Buddhist meditation center Tail of the Tiger attending a seminar entitled “Work, Sex, and Money.” The seminar was taught by Chögyam Trungpa Rinpoche, a Buddhist lama who had fled Tibet in 1959, arriving in the United States via India and England. During the following months, Trungpa Rinpoche came to New York several times to teach programs on Buddhist psychology and give meditation instruction. I didn’t know much about Buddhism, but I did know that what I heard made sense and that it directly affected how I went about my daily life. And as I became personally acquainted with Trungpa Rinpoche, I was impressed as well by the gentle and precise way he embodied what he was talking about. The whole experience inspired me to leave New York and move to Boulder, Colorado, in order to study with him further. Had it not been for the India-Pakistan war, I would not have been in New York, and my life would have taken an entirely different course. And ironically, had it not been for the Chinese communist takeover of Tibet, Trungpa Rinpoche would not have been in New York either. So we met purely by coincidence.

For me, the human factor is important. I went to Colorado because I had a connection with a particular teacher and an interest in hearing what he had to teach. That is what inspired me. Since that time in New York, I have had other coincidental encounters that connected me with people who had something to teach me and who inspired me to make changes in my life. At the same time, I knew I was on my own. Even the Buddha himself told his students that although he could teach them what he knew, what they did with it was up to them.

Once in Colorado, where I stayed for another twelve years, I continued my studies, and beginning in 1975, I was pushed by my teacher into doing a little teaching myself, giving introductory talks and seminars. Although the prospect terrified me, and I would get sick to my stomach even thinking about it, I proceeded with the teaching. Somehow, painful as it was at the time, I also saw that it was a remarkable way to learn. For one thing, I learned that you do not have to wait to get over your fear before undertaking something new. You could just be afraid and go ahead anyway. And I learned that teaching can be the best activity for a student, because the room is filled with people who are all teaching you.

I first became acquainted with the teachings of The Tibetan Book of the Dead in 1976, when Rinpoche asked me to teach a course on the subject at the Naropa Institute summer program, a few months after my father’s death. It turned out that Francesca Fremantle, the translator and scholar scheduled to teach the course, was unable to come. So there was a course without a teacher. I knew nothing about the book and only a little about Buddhist teachings on death and dying, but I agreed to give it a try. About forty students had signed up for the course, expecting a scholar and translator. Instead, they got me, and amazingly most of them stayed. Their inquisitiveness and enthusiasm were such that I scrambled from one lecture to the next, struggling to keep one step ahead of them and come up with something helpful—anything, really—one talk at a time, sixteen talks in all.

It was clear that The Tibetan Book of the Dead had tremendous appeal for Western students. At the same time, many people found it difficult to read, as it presumed a substantial background in the Buddhist teachings in general and the tantric Buddhism of Tibet in particular. The colorful imagery and shocking visualizations, the Tibetan and Sanskrit terminology, the many technical references, all acted as barriers to understanding what the text had to offer. But when I began to extract some of the basic teachings of The Tibetan Book of the Dead for my students and present them in plain English, even people with no previous background found them relevant and accessible. So I came to see the course as a way of providing relative newcomers access to this text and to the world of Buddhism in general.

As I continued to teach on this topic, I discovered that the people attracted to the course saw it not only as a way to learn something about Buddhism but also as an opportunity to learn about the practice of meditation. They did not just want to develop their intellectual understanding of Buddhist teachings on change and impermanence; they wanted to know how to tame their minds. They were curious to see if meditation practices originating in the Buddhist tradition could be applied more broadly, beyond the confines of a particular religion, and they wanted to see for themselves if meditation practice was beneficial.

Perhaps most of all, the people taking my course saw it as a way to develop a new approach to death and dying. Some of these students dealt with death on a regular basis, as nurses and health professionals or as hospice workers; others were severely ill themselves. So the students took what was being taught extremely personally. Their interest was not just theoretical; they wanted to be able to apply what they learned in the nitty-gritty of their lives and as they went about their work.

I wrote this book at the request of a number of my students, especially students in the course at Naropa University entitled “The Psychology of Birth and Death.” Based on what I have learned from my students, I have tried to balance three components in this book: theory, meditation practice, and practical application. By theory, I mean basic Buddhist teachings on change and the nature of the spiritual journey from confusion to wakefulness. The meditation practices I present—mindfulness meditation, the contemplation of death, and the exchanging of self for other—are ways to work with this material personally and directly. Practical application has to do with how to bring theory and practice together in facing your own death and in helping others.

The book is in three parts: Part One is about making a relationship with your own death; Part Two is about using your personal relationship with death as a basis for extending to others; and Part Three introduces six slogans, or guidelines, for developing your understanding and training further through working with dying people.

Without the help of my teacher, Chögyam Trungpa Rinpoche, I would never have undertaken any of this. I am neither a scholar nor a translator, so I am simply trying to take what I have learned and present it as clearly as possible. Although this book is inspired by the Buddhist tradition, it focuses on how insights from that tradition can be applied more generally, by anyone facing the mysterious boundary of life and death.
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PART ONE

Ground

 

Cultivating a Personal Awareness of Death



THE TEACHINGS presented in this book are rooted in the cultivation of an ongoing personal awareness of death. We are on a journey that begins with our birth and ends with our death. At each moment of that journey, we confront the boundary of life and death. We are constantly in transition. At the moment of death, theoretical understanding is of limited use. Many of our ideas are untested and merely reflect our fears and confusion. As we try to avoid pain, we only increase our suffering. We need a different approach. Instead of avoiding the reality of death, we need to look into it and examine our own fixed ideas and preconceptions.

Having done so, we could look freshly at our immediate experience through meditation, or mindfulness practice. Mindfulness practice is a way to drop our preconceptions and reconnect with our immediate moment-to-moment experience of life and death. With that as our ground, we can begin to explore our relationship to death in a systematic way by means of the traditional practice: contemplating the reality of death. Through that powerful combination—mindfulness practice and the contemplation of death—we can change how we relate to death and enhance our appreciation of life. We can begin to make friends with our own death.


1

A One-Shot Deal

LIFE WON’T WAIT. It just keeps moving along, and in a blink, it is gone. It is continually changing. Because of that, we may feel as if we are always playing catch-up. Just as we begin to figure out how to deal with one stage of our life, we are on to the next. We might think, “If only I could go back and do that again”—but we can’t.

Our life is a journey that begins with birth and ends with death, and once we begin that journey, we are on our way, nonstop. There are no breathers, no time-outs. It is a one-shot deal. So we should relate to our life now, while we still can—but to do so, we must also learn to relate to our death.

What is this journey all about? No one can tell us. It is up to us to find out for ourselves. If we recognize that we are on a journey, one that we share with all living beings, we can look into that journey and learn from it. But most of the time, we are so caught up with everyday hassles that we lose track of our life. It is too threatening to look at the big picture, so we hole up in our concerns of the moment. We are afraid to look beyond that; instead, we keep busy and avoid the whole issue. Meanwhile, our life is slipping away.

For the most part, we are not aware of actually living a life. Instead, the whole thing goes by in a blur. We lose touch with the preciousness and mystery of the cycle of life and death and our connection with others. It is easy to take life for granted, as though we had all the time in the world. But in cutting ourselves off from the reality of death, we lose any sense of urgency, and life has less value. It does not feel quite real, as though we were in an endless rehearsal for a play that never opens. We cannot quite commit to our life as a journey that has already begun and only happens once.

Our journey is well under way already, and soon it will be over. The starting point is birth and the end is death, and we are in the middle somewhere, between our birth and our death, faced with the question of how to relate to the whole thing. We find ourselves in the midst of life, and fundamentally, we have no clue how we got here or where we are going. That is the context, it is our path, we cannot change it. And how we walk on that path is now up to us. It is entirely up to us.

As children, we may have asked, “Mommy, where did I come from?” If our mommy tried to answer us, we may have learned a little about the birds and the bees and about our parents and grandparents. But fundamentally that question has no answer. Our existence can only be traced back so far. Eventually we hit the mysterious border separating our life from whatever came before; and looking ahead, to the time of our death, we encounter a similar boundary.

Cultivating a personal awareness of death begins by cultivating an appreciation of our life as a whole. With this as our basic view, as we go about our business, whatever we do takes place within the context of that entire journey. So cultivating an awareness of death is at the same time cultivating an awareness of life. We are reconnecting with the experience of actually living a life.

How do we work with this journey of life and death? The starting point—the only option, really—is to begin in the middle of things, where we are right now. We can learn to appreciate our journey, knowing that it will not last. Although we have not been here forever and we will not be here forever, right now we have something to work with.

 

CONTEMPLATING BIRTH, DEATH, AND LIFE

Take a few moments to sit quietly.

Reflect back on your life to the point at which it first began, when you first appeared. When did you appear? Where were you before that? Where did you come from? Contemplate the mystery of birth.

Now go forward in your life to the point at which it ends and you are no longer here. What will happen to you then? Where will you go? How is it possible for your life to end and you no longer to exist? Contemplate the mystery of death.

Reflect on your life now, sandwiched between your birth and your death and utterly unique. Where are you now? What is this all about? Contemplate the mystery of life.

 


2

Riding the Crest of the Wave

WE COULD LOOK at our life as a whole as a journey from our birth to our death, but we should not stop there; we could take a closer look. What is our experience of life right now? What is our experience of our life moment to moment? When we look into our immediate experience, we realize that not only is our life as a whole bounded by birth and death, but each moment within that journey is also bounded by birth and death. So it is not just at the end of our life that we encounter death; we are confronting death at every moment.

Death begins with ourselves. It is a part of our life, a part of who we are. Much as we try to keep them apart, death and life cannot be separated; they are completely interwoven. So the boundary between life and death is present all the time, not just when we gasp our last breath. This may not be so hard to grasp intellectually, but experiencing it personally is another matter. It requires that we change our whole approach.

Cultivating an awareness of the immediacy of death is a threat to everything we hold dear. It is a threat to our self-image, to our attempt to make our world solid, to our sense of control, and to our desire to keep death as far from our life as possible.

We have this notion of me and my solid life—here I am, “me,” in my secure life—and somewhere on the border of that is this threatening thing called “death.” There is this “me” that I know and love—and then there’s “death,” out to get me. Death is out there somewhere, in the distant future, hopefully—more hopefully still, it is way out in the very distant future! We think, “At some point—but not now!—I am going to have to relate to this thing, because I know it’s out there, and eventually it’s going to catch up with me.” It is as if our life were a line that grows longer and longer over time. Inch by inch, we fight to extend it, until eventually the Great Scissors comes and—chop!—that’s the end of our particular line. We know that no matter how hard we try to extend our life, in the end it is a losing battle. But we are afraid to let down our guard. As a result, we freeze up, like old rusty engines in need of oil.

We maintain that frozen approach to life by distracting ourselves from our immediate experience. When we are not just zoning out, we keep ourselves occupied with thoughts of the past and future. We pile up memories—me when I was a child, me twenty years ago, me and all my little thoughts, me and my experiences of this and that. Then we drag all that along with us. Over time, we keep adding more stuff, more and more and more—and we are afraid to let go of any of it, just like a bag lady with her shopping cart. By holding on to those memories, we try to keep what is already past alive.

When we are not busy thinking about the past, we are speculating about what’s going to happen in the future. “I’m going to change my life.” “I am going to stop drinking, and then I’m going to help everyone who’s addicted.” “I am going to get a great job and make a lot of money.” “I’m going to drop out of school.” By speculating and planning, we try to make future possibilities a reality. In our heads, they are real. “I already bought the tickets, so I’m definitely going to go. I marked it in the little box on my calendar, and as soon as I get to that box, I’ll be on the plane and out of here.” But we do not actually know if any of that will ever happen.

To make ourselves feel more solid and real, we continually blur the lines between past, present, and future. We try to force all of that into one airtight package. Although it is a struggle to maintain, we prefer this struggle to the tenuousness of the present moment—and for the most part, it hangs together pretty well. But in fact, our life is not one solid thing from beginning to end.

At any given moment, one part of our life is already gone, and the other part has not yet happened. In fact, a great deal of our life is gone for good—everything up to this very point in time. If we are thirty, for example, that means that our first twenty-nine years are dead and gone already. They will not be any more or less dead and gone in the future, at the time of our physical death, than they are already. As for the rest of our life, it has not yet happened, and it may never happen. The boundaries of our life are not so clear-cut. The distinction between life and death is not black-and-white.

We do not actually live in either the past or the future but rather in the present—that undefined territory where past and future meet, on the boundary of what is gone and what is to come. That boundary is vivid but not all that substantial. It is the cutting edge of our life and death. The past is at our back, just an instant behind us, nipping at our heels; and the future is totally questionable. Directly ahead of us, we see our death closing in on us. We are caught between those two throughout our life, from our first breath to our last. It is as if we were riding the crest of a wave in the middle of a vast ocean. What is immediately behind us is constantly disappearing as we ride the edge of the wave; and as we are propelled forward, we can neither turn back nor slow that wave’s powerful momentum.

The practice of sitting meditation, or mindfulness, can help us to become more familiar with that undefined territory where past and future touch. The exercise at the end of this chapter, a simple meditation on the breath, is a good way to begin. Through meditation practice, gently, step by step, we learn to make friends with death as it arises in our immediate experience. We begin to reconnect with the immediacy of life and death here and now. On that cutting edge, death is our constant companion.

Practically speaking, if we want to be more at ease with our own death and better able to help others as well, we need to develop our awareness of this moment-to-moment encounter of life and death. Mindfulness practice is a powerful tool for doing so. Birth and death are close at hand, not just in the distant past and the distant future. They can be seen in the birth and death of each experience as it arises and dissolves. At first, it is difficult to stick with the experience of the immediacy of death; it is a little too close for comfort. But as we become more familiar with this experience, our awareness begins to expand so that our personal experience of the reality of birth and death is ongoing rather than sporadic.

Mindfulness practice starts very simply, with what is closest at hand, the breath. What is our experience of each breath, as it comes and goes? The breath is our simplest, and perhaps most profound, connection with life and death. Our life begins with an inbreath and ends with an outbreath. So our breath has weight; it is fraught with meaning. It is not just dead air. With each breath, we can feel that contrast of life and death, that slight edge of discomfort. When our breath goes out, it just goes; it doesn’t come back. Every time that happens, there is a subtle threat, a tiny flicker of doubt. “Wait, I’ll hold a little bit of you back, in reserve, just in case. I need you. Don’t just go!” And when we breathe in, we think, “Thank heavens! You’ve come back! I’m still alive!” It couldn’t be more basic.

As a by-product of the cultivation of mindfulness, we begin to notice similar boundaries and meeting points throughout our experience. We begin to take note of our thinking, for instance, as a process rather than just a collection of thoughts. Thoughts seem to arise out of nowhere. By the time we notice them, they are already there. We don’t know how they got there; they are just there blithering away. But as we settle down and look further, we begin to see that they come and go, too, just like the breath. Thoughts go through a cycle of birth and death, just as we do. Like people, thoughts arise from nowhere, they hang out for a while, and eventually even the most stubborn of them fade away.

In subtle and more obvious ways, the experience of birth and death is continuous. All that we experience arises fresh, appears for a time, and then dissolves. What we are experiencing can be as subtle as the breath or the thinking process or as dramatic as being fired, getting a divorce, or losing our life. That arising and vanishing of experience is our life; it is what we have to work with. As we go about our life, and especially in working with the sick and dying, we should never forget that we, too, are dying.

 

OBSERVING THE BREATH

Begin by sitting quietly. Take some time to settle.

Once you are settled, pay attention to your breath as it comes and goes.

Start by noticing the inbreath. What is its quality? How does it feel?

Now pay attention to the outbreath. What is its quality? How does it feel?

What happens between these two? At the turning point?

Conclude by simply sitting quietly for a few moments.

 


3

Doorways

OUR LIFE as a whole is a transition. It is not one solid thing. Currently we are in the transition from birth to death. According to Buddhist tradition, after we die, we are also in transition—the transition from death to birth. Over the course of many lifetimes, we cycle from birth to death, from death to birth, from birth to death, and so on. Transitions also take place in smaller cycles throughout our life. In fact, each moment of experience is a transition, bounded by its own birth and death. Within the overall context of our life and the great transition we all face at the time of our physical death, we encounter many smaller transitions on a daily basis. Our life is filled with transitions. It is a continual series of births and deaths.

Transitions are like doorways. When we open a door, we think we know what we will find on the other side, but we can never be sure. We do not know with certainty whether we will find a friend or an enemy, an obstacle or an opportunity. Without actually opening the door and walking through, we have no way of knowing. When we face such a door, we feel uncertain, vulnerable, exposed. Our usual strategies do not hold. We are in no-man’s-land. Transitions make us uncomfortable, and they are often accompanied by some degree of pain, but at the same time, they open us to new possibilities.

It does not matter whether the transitions we face are minute or major dramatic occasions. In either case, they have the power to transform our lives. When one experience has died and the next has not yet arisen, we are not caught, but free. Such moments are precious. During these moments of heightened vulnerability, it is possible for us to see things freshly. This can be liberating, but it can also be terrifying.

Transitions shake up old patterns and provoke us to explore new directions. This was the case for a woman I know who lost everything when she suffered a major stroke. Before her stroke, she had a successful career in business and a loving husband; she was at the peak of her powers. But after the stroke, she suddenly had nothing. Her husband left her, and she lacked the strength to resume her career. She had to start all over, at the most basic level. But there was no way she could put her old life back together again.

At that point, instead of trying to reconstruct her old patterns, she cleared the decks. She stepped back and looked at her life from a completely new perspective. Had it not been for her stroke, she would not have taken such a leap. The stroke opened doors that had been closed for a long time. It awakened her appreciation for life as well as her openness and adventurous nature, which had become dormant. Since she was no longer taking her way of life for granted, she was more vibrant and alive. She was in that rare place where there is nothing to lose and nothing to prove.

Transitions are not easy. For instance, I met a man who had been robust all his life and then unexpectedly began experiencing a series of health problems. It turned out that he had contracted the AIDS virus from a girlfriend who was unaware that she carried it. The man was so distraught at this news that he decided to commit suicide. He tried hanging himself, but the rope broke. So he got a stronger rope, but the window frame where he tied it did not hold. When he made his third attempt, someone discovered him and cut him down just as he was losing consciousness. But at that point, something clicked. He was filled with a dramatically heightened appreciation for his life just as it was, with all its difficulties, and he was determined to find a way to work with it.

Although we are always in transition, it is easier to recognize major transitions in our lives than the more subtle transitions moment to moment. There are so many: our first day at kindergarten, graduating from high school or college, getting married, getting divorced, getting our first job, losing our first job, becoming a parent, and many more. Such transitions stir things up—exhilaration and fear, sadness and doubt, the comfort of the familiar and the possibility of new directions. We can see the way things open up and then close down again over and over as we go through life, and how we take on new identities as we enter each new stage of life. Transitions have a lot to teach us; they are very revealing.

When we hit transitions, there is a unique quality of freshness. It is like traveling to a strange county where we are not familiar with the language, terrain, or customs. At first, everything is vivid and new, almost overwhelmingly so. But eventually, as we adjust, that freshness dissolves, and we no longer see so clearly. We have a new set of blinders, the blinders of familiarity. Once things get familiar, we can again coast on autopilot; we are no longer as awake.

When a relationship is new, it also has this quality of freshness. We take a great interest in every aspect of our lover’s life and pay attention to what she thinks, her style of talking, her fears, her hopes, the way she brushes her teeth, everything. But over time, we grow so familiar with that person that we no longer need to pay attention; we already know what we will see. And eventually, all we see is what fits our preconceptions. Since we are not interested in looking further than that, nothing new can enter our view of her. In effect, we have made a mummy out of a living person, and we may not take another fresh look at our lover until we enter our next big transition, such as when that relationship ends. At that point, we may once again really see that person, but in an entirely new light.

Our basic strategy is to avoid the pain of transition. We prefer to define our world, to pin it down so that we can live comfortably within our own definition of things. Even the briefest encounter with uncertainty throws us, and we soon begin to panic. For instance, we may have an appointment to meet somebody at his house. But when we find his house and ring the doorbell, there is no response. At that point, we begin to get nervous. Our mind starts to race: “Did I make a mistake? Is this the right house? The right time? The right day? Did he stand me up? Did he forget?” In the brief time before that door opens, we spin out a million theories. We do so because we are intent on securing our ground. We are uncomfortable with the transition in which we find ourselves.

Securing our ground is so important to us that we may even prefer bad news to the uncertainty of not knowing. We are much happier once we can affix a label, any label. For instance, when I was in India, I became very sick with a tropical fever. In my semidelirious state, I kept replaying scenes in my mind from an old TV movie, in which colonials were dropping like flies from mysterious undiagnosed fevers while the natives beat their drums ominously in the surrounding forests. I remember the distinct relief I felt when my malady was finally given a label, “typhoid fever,” although you could hardly call such a diagnosis good news. In part, having a label for the disease meant that there might also be a remedy. But beyond that, my relief came from the simple fact of there being a name, some handle to make what I was feeling less raw and threatening.

We like to “get a handle on things,” and we are much less comfortable with experience that we have not yet processed or that we cannot label. But we encounter such experiences all the time, in the transitions from one experience to the next and in the many gaps and discontinuities of life. Such transitions are not just occasional blips; they take place continuously.

How do we relate to these moment-to-moment transitions, the many small births and deaths we experience in everyday life? Do we notice them, or are we simply oblivious to them? Even momentary transitions have a lot to teach us, but first, we need to slow down enough to connect with them. There is no possibility of learning from them if we are caught up in the never-ending project of covering them up. And if we are unable to deal with the transitions going on now, how can we possibly deal with the more extreme transition of our own physical death?

Although big transitions are hard to miss, most of the little transitions in life pass us right by. We jump from one experience to the next, like frogs hopping across lily pads, and never notice how we get from here to there. In that way, we create an illusion of continuity, a pretense of solid ground. For us, there is no pond—only one solid green lily-pad world. However, that is not our only option. It is possible to learn how to be more in tune with the process of life and the fluidity of experience rather than continuing to leap from one secure ground to the next. Working with transitions is a way of opening ourselves to the dimension of change, to experience not yet captured.

To work with transitions and learn from them, we could start by noticing how pervasive they are and how we tend to blank them out of our awareness. We could begin simply, working with very ordinary experiences such as walking though a door, taking a bite of food, drinking a cup of coffee, turning the pages of a book. Stop and notice the process taking place. Note where you blank out completely. For instance, what happens when you eat a meal? At first, the food is on the plate, and then it is all in your stomach. How did that happen? You missed the whole transition. First, there was a cup of coffee, and now it’s gone. What happened? Where were you? First, we were awake, and then we fell asleep and disappeared, and now here we are again! What happened? First, we were alive, and now we are dead. What happened?

There are many opportunities to work with the experience of change, since every single day is filled with transitions that for the most part go unnoticed. All we need to do is to pause and notice such transitions while they are happening and pay attention to what comes up. When we leave our comfort zone and enter unknown territory, what happens then? Do we experience anxiety, restlessness, or boredom? If so, how do we deal with it? What is it that makes this experience uncomfortable? Notice how difficult it is to stay with it. When we enter unknown territory, rather than immediately trying to pin things down, we could try pausing and letting things remain undefined for a moment. Even taking that simple step can begin to loosen our habitual fear of the unknown and undefined.

The more we familiarize ourselves with such undefined moments, the more we can learn to relax with the many gaps in our experience. Instead of covering them over and living in fear, we could make friends with the constant transitions that mark our lives from beginning to end, with no interruption whatsoever. In effect, we are learning to accept death as our constant companion in life.

 

NOTICING DAILY TRANSITIONS

Choose a twenty-four-hour period in which to pay attention to transitions. Begin as you are about to go to bed and continue through the following evening. Notice the process of falling asleep and the flickering between consciousness and unconsciousness as you approach the transition from being awake one moment to being asleep the next. When you wake up in the morning, before you do anything else, pause for a moment and try to remember what you are doing, and continue where you left off.

Throughout the day, pay attention to the many small transitions you go though. Notice the gaps in your experience, when you seem to blank out. Pay attention to stopping and starting, beginnings and endings, doorways and passages.

Pay attention to your inner world as well, the shifts of thoughts, emotions, and moods, as they come and go.

Try to maintain your awareness through each transition, through each change and transformation. Are you experiencing transitions directly or noticing them after the fact? How does your state of mind change when it is in between experiences? Watch how your awareness comes and goes.

To conclude, spend a few minutes sitting quietly and feeling the movement of your breath as it flows in and out.

 




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/pub.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
Making Friends
with Death

L 3

JUDITH L. LIEE





OEBPS/images/cover1.jpg
GRACE
AND GRIT

A

KEN WILBER





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





