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Foreword



BEING WITH DYING” is a phrase that aptly describes the human condition. We may be unique among species in being aware of our mortality. Although the capacity to contemplate death is an essential human trait, most people actively eschew thinking about how their life might end.

While the dominant orientation of Western culture toward death is avoidance, for over 2,500 years Buddhists have studied the question of how one can best live in the presence of death. In a sense, a life-threatening injury or disease makes Buddhists of us all, waking us from the illusion of immortality, suddenly and from that time forth. From the moment of diagnosis, death becomes the bell that won’t stop ringing. Like a dreaded phone call, we can try to avoid it, but the noise is always there. We can distract ourselves with medical information and frenetic activity. We can drink or take drugs to muffle the peal, but at quiet moments we can always hear its ring. Ultimately, usually reluctantly, we find that only by answering the call can we hope to silence the shrill bell within.

Life-threatening illness calls us to a place—metaphorically a desert or mountain peak—where, as we sit, the hard wind of reality strips away all the trappings of life, like so much clothing, makeup, and accessories. We are left naked, only “me” with my in-breath and out-breath in this moment, here and now. Illness reveals that at every moment of every day we are—and have always been—merely a heartbeat away from death. This incontrovertible fact need not be depressing. Instead, as Roshi Joan Halifax eloquently conveys in this remarkable book, our readiness to die can inform and enliven how we live and how we relate to one another.

Sitting with just our breath, we may find that in losing all that we have associated with life, we discover anew life within us—raw, elemental, and pure. It is not easy. The disruptions of illness can be terrifying. Guidance is welcome from someone like Roshi Joan, who is familiar with this foreboding terrain. Yet even alone, we have the wisdom of our bodies. Our in-breath provides, literally, inspiration, while the out-breath, like the sound of “Aahhhhhh,” allows us to settle calmly in this new reality.

Indeed, mortality teaches us a lot about life, if we let it. People I have met as patients have often told me that having a serious, life-threatening condition forced them—or gave them the opportunity—to reprioritize the things to which they accord time and energy. Ask a person who is on a heart or liver transplant list, or someone facing cancer chemotherapy for the third or fourth time, “What matters most?” and the answer will always include the names of people they love. After the diagnosis, many people decide to swiftly complete projects or turn over work-related responsibilities to others. Most decide to spend more time with family and friends. It is common for people to place higher emphasis on aesthetic aspects of life, including food (when they can enjoy it), nature, children, music, art, and other things of beauty.

It would be wrong to give the impression that in acknowledging mortality and the approach of death, people must embrace death or become passive while preparing to “go gently into that good night.” In fact, in my experience, an element of defiance often exists within an emotionally and psychologically robust attitude toward death and life. Perhaps the most defiant act in the face of death is the love of one person for another. The love of two people is a deliberate act of creation and an affirmation of life. In the context of progressive, incurable illness, love is a declaration to the force majeure that whatever else we can or cannot change, including death itself, we matter to one another!

Time and again, I have witnessed remarkable people respond to what they felt was the utter unfairness and unacceptability of death’s approach by becoming ever-more-fully alive in each moment. This was not denial, but a sophisticated response to an unwanted, difficult situation. One such person, a teenage girl with recurrent leukemia, said of her waning life, “It is what it is.” She knew that she had a limited time to live, yet she was not about to give death more power than it was due. Instead, she was determined to embrace life with increased intensity in whatever time she had left.

Being with dying is not a philosophical or metaphysical matter detached from the reality of life; it is rather a practice of profound and pragmatic significance. This book is a gift of wisdom and practical guidance for living.

Ira Byock, MD




Introduction

Healing the Divide



IN MANY spiritual teachings, the great divide between life and death collapses into an integrated energy that cannot be fragmented. In this view, to deny death is to deny life. Old age, sickness, and death do not have to be equated with suffering; we can live and practice in such a way that dying is a natural rite of passage, a completion of our life, and even the ultimate in liberation.

The beautiful, difficult work of offering spiritual care to dying people has arisen in response to the fear-bound American version of “the good death”—a death that is too often life-denying, antiseptic, drugged-up, tube-entangled, institutionalized. And our glaring absence of meaningful ritual, manuals, and materials for a conscious death has generated a plethora of literature. Although techniques for compassionate care have been developed specifically for dying people and caregivers, many of these teachings on death can address healthy adventurers as well—acolytes eager not only to explore the full range of life’s possibilities but also to focus pragmatically on the one and only certainty of our lives.

After four decades of sitting with dying people and their caregivers, I believe that studying the process of how to die well benefits even those of us who may have many years of life ahead. Of course, people who are sick or suffering, dying of old age or catastrophic illnesses, may be more receptive to exploring the great matter of dying than those who are young and healthy, or who still believe in their own indestructibility. Yet the sooner we can embrace death, the more time we have to live completely, and to live in reality. Our acceptance of our death influences not only the experience of dying but also the experience of living; life and death lie along the same continuum. One cannot—as so many of us try to do—lead life fully and struggle to keep the inevitable at bay.

In our discomfort, we often joke about death, the only thing as certain as taxes. Woody Allen has famously typified the attitude most of us find amusing and normal: “It’s not that I’m afraid to die, I just don’t want to be there when it happens.”1 Funny, yes; but the tragic distortion is that when you avoid death, you also avoid life. And I don’t know about you, but I want to be there through all of it.

When a group of people gathers together for a meditation retreat, important shifts in one’s mind and life may unfold. I often think of one retreat in particular, because what happened one day illustrates with fierce clarity the fragility of these human bodies we inhabit, and the gravity of what Buddhists call “the great matter of life and death.”

This particular retreat took place sometime in the seventies at a quiet center on Cortez Island in Canada, a place then called Cold Mountain Institute. It was the beginning morning of the program, and we had just finished the first period of silent sitting meditation. The bell rang softly to announce the end of the period, and we all stretched our legs and stood up to do walking practice—but one man remained seated.

I remember feeling concern as I turned to look at him: why was he not getting up? He was still sitting in full-lotus position, his legs perfectly folded and his feet resting on his thighs. Then, as I watched in shock, his body tilted over to one side, slumped and sagging, and he fell to the floor. He died on the spot. There were several doctors and nurses participating in the retreat who helped perform CPR and administer oxygen, but it was too late. Later we learned that his aorta had burst while we were all sitting.

This man was healthy enough—perhaps in his late thirties. He almost certainly had not imagined when he came to this retreat that he would die during it. And yet, that day, sixty people sat down to meditate—and only fifty-nine stood up.

It’s an unnerving story to most of us, who move through our lives feeling and acting as though we are immortal. We glibly reel off truisms about death being a part of life, a natural phase of the cycle of existence—and yet this is not the place from which most of us really function. Denial of death runs rampant through our culture, leaving us woefully unprepared when it is our time to die, or our time to help others die. We often aren’t available for those who need us, paralyzed as we are by anxiety and resistance—nor are we available for ourselves.

As someone who works with dying people, I used to feel a little apologetic about being Buddhist, concerned that my practice might seem sectarian and inappropriate. But over the years I’ve seen how much the teachings of the Buddha have helped the living and the dying of every faith, and my reservations have dissolved. It’s crucial that we Westerners discover a vision of death that valorizes life. The encounter between East and West has unwrapped the gifts of love and death, and now we can see that they are two sides of the coin of life. I hope this book, which reflects the forty years of work I’ve done in the field of care of the dying, reflects back to you some of the extraordinary possibilities that can open for each of us in life as we encounter death.

What’s written here is not theoretical but grounded in my work with dying people and in the many years I have had the privilege of teaching professional and family caregivers. It is also influenced by my friendship with Roshi Bernie Glassman, who articulated the “Three Tenets,” a basis for peacemaking. The Three Tenets are not-knowing, bearing witness, and compassionate action. These three reflect the kind of experiences I have had with dying people, those who are grieving, and caregivers. The tenets have become guidelines for me as I practice being with dying.

The first tenet, not-knowing, invites us to give up fixed ideas about others and ourselves and to open the spontaneous mind of the beginner. The second tenet, bearing witness, calls us to be present with the suffering and joy in the world, as it is, without judgment or any attachment to outcome. The third tenet, compassionate action, calls us to turn or return to the world with the commitment to free others and ourselves from suffering. I have used the three tenets in my work with dying since Roshi Bernie shared them with me years ago, and they are used in this book as a way for us to consider how we can be with living and dying.

As you will see, I have not made much distinction in this book between living and dying. We normally make a false dichotomy between living and dying, when in reality there is no separation between them, only interpenetration and unity. The meditations and practices offered here can be, with a few minor changes, done for oneself if ill or dying, for one’s dying loved one, for oneself if one is a caregiver, for all beings, or simply because they make our living more vivid and tender.

After each chapter in this book I offer suggestions for meditations you can do on your own, so that you can have some practical experience of what it is like to begin looking at the great matter in this integrated, concentrated way. These practices are upaya, translated from Sanskrit as “skillful means”—the techniques and technologies we can use to be more skillful and effective in our living and our dying through training our heart and mind. They are gateways to be entered again and again, until you make them your own through your own experience with them.

I sometimes say that our monastery in Santa Fe should have a slogan hanging over the gate: “Show up.” That’s all we have to do when we meditate—just show up. We bring ourselves and all of our thoughts and feelings to the practice of being with whatever is, whether we are tired, angry, fearful, grieving, or just plain resistant and unwilling. It really doesn’t matter what we’re feeling; we just come to the temple and sit down. So experiment with using whatever arises for you as a component of your meditation practice: “Oh, look who’s here today—resistance. How interesting.” Or maybe: “Today I feel scared. Let’s sit with that.”

Our attitude of openness and inclusiveness is essential as a basis for working with dying, death, caring, and grieving. The only way to develop openness to situations as they are is by practicing the partners of presence and acceptance. We give our best to experience everything as totally as we can, not withdrawing from the vividness of any experience, no matter how scary it seems initially.

This is actually a totally ordinary state. I call it “no-big-deal dharma”—simply everyday life. It is nothing special. With this kind of open and spacious awareness, we are complete, and this moment is complete. There is nothing special to realize, no transcendent reality to achieve, nothing outside of what is unfolding in any given moment.

Contemplative practice is a completely natural activity. We can live in this straightforward way with things just as they are. Although it certainly helps to have become trained in this process through sitting meditation, we need not reserve a particular time or place, or produce a special state of mind, in order to do it. Nor do we have to force the experience on ourselves. When self-conscious effort or unusual mental experiences arise, simply observe, accept, and let them go. Notice, relax, and let go—three key aspects of mindfulness. The mind of not-knowing is simple, straightforward, open, and fresh. This kind of mind is like clouds in the sky, water flowing, a light wind; nothing obstructs it.

Whether you are thinking, writing, walking, or sitting in silence, be willing to use all of the ingredients of your life as they present themselves to you. I promise you that, as the poet Rilke wrote, “No feeling is final.”2

However unbearable any discomfort seems, ultimately everything we experience is temporary. And please make the wonderful effort to show up for your life, every moment, this moment—because it is perfect, just as it is.

1. From “Death: A Play” in Without Feathers, by Woody Allen (New York: Random House, 1975), 106.

2. Rainer Maria Rilke. “God Speaks” in Rilke’s Book of Hours: Love Poems to God, trans. Anita Barrows and Joanna Macy (New York: Riverhead Books, 1996), 88. Used with permission.
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PART ONE



Uncharted Territory



FOR MANY of us, the journey into being with dying begins with a diagnosis, either our own or that of a friend or relative: Alzheimer’s, cancer, diabetes, a failing heart. For others, it is the loss of a son in a war, the shooting of a daughter in a school yard, the death of a coal miner under the press of earth and stone. Suddenly we’re thrust into uncharted territory; we leave behind everything familiar and move into the unknown. In Buddhist terms, we’re called into a realm of “not-knowing” or “beginner’s mind.”

In being with dying, we will encounter this not-knowing no matter how we try to map everything out or control it. We wonder, What will it feel like to die? Will I suffer? Will I be alone? Where will I go after death? Will I be missed? Is death painful? Is it a relief? In asking these questions our not-knowing is born, because in truth we cannot ever answer them.

The first tenet, not-knowing, may seem strange to us. Conceptual knowledge is so valued in our world. Yet in many cultures wisdom is equated not with knowledge but with an open heart. And how can we know what will happen in the next moment anyway? Anthropologist Arnold van Gennep calls this process of stepping away from the predictable and habitual “separation,” the first phase in a rite of passage, during which we enter into the unfamiliar.1 This initial phase of separation is where the mind of not-knowing is opened and affirmed. This willingness to stay open in the midst of uncertainty is what the ancient Buddhist poem “Song of the Jewel Mirror Awareness” refers to as “embracing the road.”2

Wisdom, said one Zen teacher, is a ready mind. This fresh and open mind is the mind that does not rely on facts or knowledge or concepts. It is deeper than our conditioning. It is the mind that is not attached to fixed ideas about self or others. This is the courageous mind that is able to separate from the familiar landscape of mental busyness and dwell in the still reality of how things are, rather than how we think they should be. Not-knowing reflects the potential that all beings have for a clear and open mind—the wisdom mind of enlightenment that is at once groundless, intimate, transparent, inconceivable, and pervasive.

The true nature of our mind is like a great ocean, boundless, complete, and natural just as it is. Most of us choose to live on a small island in the middle of this ocean in order to feel safe and have a familiar reference point. Then we forget to look beyond our stable, seemingly secure landscape to the vastness that is who we really are.

When we die, the lines that hold us to the shore of life are cast off. We move into unknown waters, far beyond our familiar ground. André Gide reminds us that we cannot discover new lands without losing sight of the shore for a long time.3 This is the nature of dying: letting go into the unknown, casting off our moorings, and opening to the vastness of who we really are.

1. Arnold van Gennep, The Rites of Passage, trans. Monika Vizedom and Gabrielle Leboeuf Caffee (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1960).

2. Dongshan Laingje, “Song of the Jewel Mirror Awareness,” trans. Joan Halifax and Kazuaki Tanahashi, Upaya Zen Center.

3. André Gide, The Counterfeiters, trans. Dorothy Bussy (New York: Vintage Books, 1973), 353.
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A Path of Discovery

The Lucky Dark



I GREW UP in the South, and one of the people I was closest to as a girl was my grandmother. I loved spending summers with her in Savannah, where she worked as a sculptor and artist, carving tombstones for local people. She was a remarkable village woman who often served her community as someone comfortable around illness and death, someone who would sit with dying friends.

And yet when she herself became ill, her own family could not offer her the same compassionate presence. My parents were good people, but like others of their social class at the time, they had no preparation for being with her as she experienced her final days. When my grandmother suffered first from cancer and then had a stroke, she was put into a nursing home and then left largely alone. And her death was long and hard.

This was in the early sixties, when the medical establishment treated dying, like giving birth, as an illness. Death was usually “handled” in a clinical setting outside the home. I visited my grandmother in a plain and cavernous room in the nursing home, a room filled with beds of people who had all been unwittingly abandoned by their kin—and I can never forget hearing her beg my father to let her die, to help her die. She needed us to be present for her, and we withdrew in the face of her suffering.

When she finally died, I felt deep ambivalence, sorrow, and relief. I looked into her coffin in the funeral home and saw that the terrible frustration that had marked her features was now gone. She seemed at last at peace. As I stood looking at her gentle face, I realized how much of her misery had been rooted in her family’s fear of death, including my own. At that moment, I made the commitment to practice being there for others as they died.

Although I had been raised as a Protestant, I turned to Buddhism not long after my grandmother’s death. Its teachings put my youthful suffering into perspective, and the message of the Buddha was clear and direct—freedom from suffering lies within suffering itself, and it is up to each individual to find his or her own way. But Buddhism also suggests a path through our alienation and toward freedom. The Buddha taught that we should practice helping others while cultivating deep concentration, compassion, and wisdom. He further taught that enlightenment is not a mystical, transcendent experience but an ongoing process, calling for three fundamental qualities: fearlessness, intimacy, and transparency; and that suffering diminishes when confusion and fear change into openness and strength.

In my twenties, I entered “the cave of the blue dragon,” the dark space inside where the bilge of my short life had accumulated.1 I knew instinctively that I had to realize healing directly through my own experience, that my habitual relationship to anguish could be resolved only by facing it fully. I felt that befriending the night was an assignment for survival, and knew intuitively that thinking about it would not be of much help. I had to practice with it—that is, I had to sit still and look within for my natural wisdom to show itself.

I also understood through the civil rights movement and protesting the Vietnam War that the rest of the world suffers as well. My bones told me that Buddhist teachings and practices might be the basis for working with and transforming the experience of alienation, both personal and social, so a commitment to social action began to grow strong roots inside me. I found I could put my own difficulties into perspective through working with those whose problems were more difficult than mine.

My grandmother’s death guided me into practicing medical anthropology in a big urban hospital in Dade County, Florida. Dying became a teacher for me, as I witnessed again and again how spiritual and psychological issues leap into sharp focus for those facing death. I discovered caregiving as a path, and as a school for unlearning the patterns of resistance so embedded in me and in my culture. Giving care, I learned, also enjoins us to be still, let go, listen, and be open to the unknown.

One thing that continually concerned me was the marginalization of people who were dying, the fear and loneliness that dying people experienced, and the shame and guilt that touched physicians, nurses, dying people, and families as the waves of death overtook life. I sensed that spiritual care could reduce fear, stress, the need for certain medications and expensive interventions, lawsuits, and the time doctors and nurses must spend reassuring people, as well as benefit professional and family caregivers, helping them to come to terms with suffering, death, loss, grief, and meaning.

As I worked with dying people, caregivers, and others experiencing catastrophe, I practiced meditation to give my life a strong spine of practice, and an open heart from which I could see beyond what I thought I knew. I was grateful to find that Buddhism offers many practices and insights for working skillfully and compassionately with suffering, pain, dying, failure, loss, and grief—the stuff of what St. John of the Cross has called “the lucky dark.”2 That great Christian saint recognized that suffering can be fortunate because, without it, there is no possibility for maturation. For years the lucky dark has been the atmosphere that lends clarity to my life, a life that had seen death as an enemy, but was to discover death as a teacher and guide.

As a young anthropologist, I further explored death through studying the archeological record of human history. Through the millennia and across cultures, the fact of death has evoked fear and transcendence, practicality and spirituality. Neolithic gravesites and the cave paintings of Paleolithic peoples capture the mystery through bones, stones, bodies curled like fetuses, and images of death and trance on cave walls.

Even today, whether people live close to the earth or in high-rise apartments, death is a deep spring. For many of us, this spring has been parched of its mystery. And yet we have an intuition that a fragment of eternity within us is liberated at the time of death. This intuition calls us to bear witness—to apprehend a part of ourselves, which has perhaps been hidden and silent.

As death draws near, a dying person may hear a still small voice inviting her to freedom. Sitting with the dying, sitting still in meditation, and sitting at the edge of cultures different from my own, I have also encountered that still small voice. It is there to speak to us all, if we can give it enough silence to be heard.

MEDITATION

How Do You Want to Die?

A few years ago, a dying friend read me some lines from the Hindu epic the Mahabharata. They made me smile. Virtuous King Yudhistara (the son of Yama, the Lord of Death) is asked, “What is the most wondrous thing in the world?” And Yudhistara replies, “The most wondrous thing in the world is that all around us people can be dying and we don’t believe it can happen to us.”3

In teaching care of the dying, I often begin by asking questions that explore our stories around death, including the legacies we may have inherited from culture and family. Looking at our stories may help us be taught by what we believe will happen when we are dying, and open new possibilities for us.

We begin with a very direct and plain question: “What is your worstcase scenario of how you will die?” The answer to this question lurks underneath the skin of our lives, subconsciously shaping many of the choices we make about how we lead them. In this powerful practice of self-inquiry, I ask you to write it all down, freely and in detail (telling how, when, of what, with whom, and where), about the worst death you can imagine for yourself. Write from your most uncensored, uncorrected state of mind, and let all the unprescribed elements of your psyche emerge as you write. Take about five minutes for this.

When you are finished, ask yourself how you feel, how your body feels, and what is coming up for you—and write down these responses as well. It is crucial at this point to practice honest self-observation. What is your body telling you? Give yourself a few minutes to write down how imagining this worst-case death makes you feel.

Then take another five minutes to answer a second question: “How do you really want to die?” Again, please write about this in as much detail as possible. What is your ideal time, place, and kind of death? Who will be there with you? And a second time, when you have finished, give some attention to what is happening in your body and mind, writing these reflections down as well.

If you can, do this exercise with someone else, so you can see how different your answers are. Amazingly, your worst fears might well not be shared by others, and your ideas about an ideal death might not be someone else’s. My own answers to these questions have changed as time has passed. Years ago, I felt that the worst death would be a lingering one. Today I feel that it would be harder to die a senseless, violent death. A lingering death might give me the time to prepare myself more fully. In addition, in my dying I might be of some use to others.

At a divinity school where I taught several classes on death and dying, one-third of the class answered that they wanted to die in their sleep. And in other settings where I have posed these questions, more people wanted to die alone and in peace than I would have guessed. Quite a few wanted to die in nature. Among the thousands of responses I have received to this question, only a few people said they wanted to die in a hospital or nursing home, although that is in fact where many of us will die. And almost everyone wanted to die in some way that was fundamentally spiritual. A violent and random death was regarded as one of the worst possibilities. Dying painlessly and with spiritual support and a sense of meaning was considered to be the best of all possible worlds.

Finally, after exploring how you want to die, ask yourself a third question: “What are you willing to do to die the way you want to die?” We go through a lot to educate and train ourselves for a vocation; most of us invest a great deal of time in taking care of our bodies, and we usually devote energy to caring for our relationships. So now please ask yourself what you are doing to prepare for the possibility of a sane and gentle death. And how can you open up the possibility for the experience of deathless enlightenment both at this moment and when you die?

1. John Daido Loori, Mountain Record of Zen Talks (Boston: Shambhala Publications, 1988), 21.

2. San Juan de la Cruz, “The Dark Night,” in The Poems of St. John of the Cross, trans. John Frederick Nims (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1979), 19.

3. Jane Polden, Regeneration: Journey through the Mid-Life Crisis (New York: Continuum, 2002).
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The Heart of Meditation

Language and Silence



YEARS AGO I spent time with an old Tibetan lama who seemed to be rejoicing as his death approached. I asked him whether he was happy because he was old and ready to die. He replied that he felt like a child who was returning to his mother. All his life had been a preparation for death. He told me that his long preparation for death had actually given him his life. Now that he was about to die, he would finally open his mind to its true nature.

A spiritual practice can give us a refuge, a shelter in which to develop insight about what is happening both outside us and within our minds and hearts. It can provide stability, which is just as important for caregivers as it is for those of us actively dying. It can cultivate wholesome mental qualities, such as compassion, joy, and nonattachment—qualities that give us the resilience to face and possibly transform suffering. And a spiritual practice can be a place where what Keats called the “negative capability” of uncertainty and doubt can transform into a refuge of truth.

One dying woman described her experience of meditation as being held in the arms of her mother. She said she wasn’t escaping from her suffering when meditating, but rather she felt met by kindness and strength. As she let go into her pain and uncertainty, she realized the truth of not-knowing in that very surrender. This experience gave her much greater equanimity.

Our own feelings can be powerful and disturbing as we sit quietly with a dying person, bear witness to the emotional outpouring of grieving relatives, or struggle to be fully present and stable as we face the fear and anger, sadness and confusion, of those whose lives are going through radical change. We may want to find ways to accept and transform the heat or cold of our own mental states. If we have established a foundation in a contemplative discipline, then we may find stillness, spaciousness, and resilience in the storm—even in the storm of our own difficulties around dying.

Buddhists often refer to their regular schedule of meditation as a practice—because we are practicing being present. We don’t have to get it perfect, we just have to show up for it. And a regular meditation practice offers us the sister gifts of language and silence, gifts that often come arm in arm to help. Language brings crucial insights into our minds and hearts, while silence is integral for cultivating that deep concentration, tranquillity, and mental stability within us. Contemplative strategies using these sister gifts prepare us both for dying and for caregiving. Some involve silence, focus, and openness, while others involve nurturing a positively oriented imagination or generating wholesome mental qualities.

Often we feel that silence and stillness aren’t good enough when suffering is present. We feel compelled to “do something”—to talk, console, work, clean, move around, “help.” But in the shared embrace of meditation, a caregiver and dying person can be held in an intimate silence beyond consolation or assistance. When sitting with a dying person, I try to ask myself carefully, What words will benefit her? Does anything really need to be said? Can I know greater intimacy with her through a mutuality beyond words and actions? Can I relax and trust in simply being here, without needing my personality to mediate the tender connection we share?

One dying man told me, “I remember being with my mother as she was dying. She was old like I am now and was ready to go. I used to just sit with her, hold her hand. . . . Will you hold mine?” So we sat together in silence, with touch joining our hearts.

Like silence, words can truly be of service. We may rely on the gift of language—whether prayer, poetry, dialogue, or guided meditation—as a way to reveal the meaning in moments and things. Listening to the testimony of a dying person or a grieving family member can serve the one speaking; it all depends on how we listen. Maybe we can reflect back the words and feelings in such a way that the speaker can at last really hear what he’s said. And bearing witness like this also gives us as listeners insight and inspiration. Language can loosen the knot that has tied a person to the hard edge of fear and bring this person home to compassionate, heartopening truths. Good words or a guided meditation can also cultivate a positive attitude and skillful means for attending to the issues.

Mindfulness, the core of everything that we do in being with dying, is a practice of giving deep attention to what is happening in the present moment—what is happening in the mind and body of the observer and also what is going on in our surroundings. We might practice being mindful of the body, the breath, or the experience of physical change (including sickness and pain). We can also experience being mindful of our responses—the feelings that arise in reaction to pleasure or discomfort—and watching them arise and disappear. And finally we can study our mental states—such as longing, anger, confusion, concentration, clarity, or feeling scattered. These are the four foundations of mindfulness: the body, feeling, the mind, and the objects of mind.

Trust and patience combined with openness and acceptance—qualities nurtured by mindfulness practice—enable us to sustain ourselves in being with dying. These qualities help us develop the necessary relationship between compassion and equanimity and learn to respond from a place that is deeper than our personality and our conceptual mind. With equanimity and compassion as inseparable companions in our work we are also less judgmental and less attached to outcomes. For me, mindfulness practice has been the ground of my learning and practice of caregiving. It has given many of us access to the still inner space from which we must learn to draw our strength and wisdom.

Mindfulness practice also helps us stabilize the mind and the body. It helps us be less reactive, more responsive and more resilient. It reduces stress and opens our intuitive capacities.

Mindfulness is energized by the aspiration to help others. A commitment based in an altruistic state of mind helps us to break from our strong self-attachment. The desire to serve also helps to give our practice energy and depth and makes it more tender and inclusive.

Whether praying or meditating, we need to bring our whole being to our meditation practice if the practice is going to have real benefit. Our intention to practice in order to help others and the commitment, wholeheartedness, and energy we bring to our practice make a big difference in the quality and outcome of our meditation. When we fall in love, for example, we put a lot of energy into bringing our very best to our beloved. If we are told we are gravely ill, we will try hard to find a cure. Our spiritual practice requires the same degree of commitment and effort.

We should also be aware that unrealistic expectations can be a problem. A meditation practice is not a quick fix for long-standing mental habits that are causing suffering. Just as the body needs to be slowly stretched for greater flexibility, so does the mind need time for its training. We can’t lift heavy weights in a day if we have not conditioned the body to do so. We can’t immediately go to a high altitude if the body isn’t ready. If our expectations are too great and we start having trouble, we might well abandon our practice.

In fact, so-called trouble should be expected, because when we stop our habitual mental and physical activity and sit quietly, difficulties often become more visible. We can become even more sensitive to suffering and feel at risk for a breakdown. What is probably breaking down is the ego—our identity as a small, separate self—and the healthy part of us should welcome this. But often, accepting the raw and difficult feelings that accompany the deconstruction of the ego may not be that easy. Be patient, and know that all of the meditative techniques in this book have been developed over years of trial and error. And time is needed for them to be effective, so be patient. Difficulties with your practice might even be indicative that your practice is working. Even if patience or letting go aren’t easy for you, try to suspend judgment and gently remind yourself of these qualities whenever resistance is present. We have to be willing to risk everything, especially the things we most want to clutch to ourselves.

Finally, don’t forget the importance of commitment, consistency, and motivation, all of which take effort. We can’t just sit there and expect something magical to happen. Bring all of yourself to your meditation, including the heart of acceptance when it seems as if there is no reason to carry on. Accept this feeling and then go forward. When these very resistances are used to support our meditation practice, they give it strength and depth—the very same qualities of mind that make our encounter with dying more sane.

Alongside effort, cultivate awareness whenever you aren’t actually meditating, staying in touch with the present moment. Whatever we do in this work with dying people, we vow to do it mindfully, whether giving a sponge bath, changing a bedpan, sitting silently with a sick friend, sitting in silence with ourselves. Formal mindfulness practice gives us a spacious and powerful container in which to cultivate this awareness—and we need that kind of concentration, because in being with dying, our mindfulness will be routinely challenged by all kinds of complex conditions: working with families in extreme states of grief, rage, or frustration; working with dying people suffering almost unbearable pain, fear, denial, or isolation; sitting with a friend who is caught in the slow tide of Alzheimer’s, or a mother whose son has been murdered. Concentrated awareness synchronizes body, speech, and mind, bringing our full attention to the immediate situation without adding anything extra.

When we are learning to practice mindfulness—and even when we have been meditating for many years—we bring our concentration to that most intimate object, our breath. We abide in that intimacy. We then expand our concentration to include our body, learning to dwell in the oneness of breath, mind, and body. Once we are familiar with this state, we can open our concentration to include the world around us. Slowly we expand our confidence beyond the razor-topped fences of our fear. This is how we can come into an unbroken, intimate relationship with existence itself.

MEDITATION

Strong Back, Soft Front

The practice of following the breath and stilling the mind is not only central to Buddhist practice, I believe it is crucial for the practice of being with dying as well. In this meditation, we’ll learn how to settle down and find stillness inside ourselves, helping us be at peace with every moment, no matter what that moment brings.

Sit down, in a comfortable position where you will be able to hold still for some time, whether in a chair or on a meditation cushion. After you sit down, slowly become aware of your breath and your body. Let your body soften. If you are sitting on a chair, relax your legs and put both feet flat on the floor. If you are sitting on a cushion, you can arrange your legs in whatever way is most comfortable, but be sure not to cut off the circulation. Be present to a sense of gravity. Invite the groundedness of the earth into your body and mind. Let your whole body experience the strength of your stable connection with the earth. Relax into the firmness of this stability.

Now bring your awareness into your spine. Breathe into your spine. Appreciate how vertical, strong, flexible, and conductive it is. Rock gently from side to side as you settle your posture. The strength of your spine allows you to uphold yourself in the midst of any condition. You can remind yourself of this strength by silently saying, “Strong back.” Your mind and your back are connected. Feel the sense of uprightness and flexibility in your mind.

Now let your awareness go to your belly. Breathe into your belly. Let your breath be deep and strong as your belly rises and falls. Feel your natural courage and openness as you breathe deeply into your belly. Shifting your awareness to your chest, touch the tender, open feeling of this space. Let yourself be present to your own suffering and to the fact that, just like you, others also suffer. Imagine being free of suffering and helping others be free too. Feel the strength of your resolve rising up from your belly. Let your heart be open and permeable. Release any tightness as you allow your breath to pass through your heart. Remind yourself of your own tenderness by saying, “Soft front.”

Now bring your awareness to your lungs. With your spine straight, let your breath fully enter your lungs. Fill your lungs softly with air. With gratitude, remember that your life is supported by each breath. At this point the whole front of your body may begin to feel open, receptive, and permeable. Through your open body, you can feel the world, which lends compassion. Through your strong spine, you can be with suffering, which gives you equanimity. Let these qualities of equanimity and compassion intermingle. Let them inform one another and give you genuine presence. Strong back, soft front. This is the essence of our work in being with dying.

Bringing awareness to your shoulders, let them soften and relax. Then shift your focus to your hands. Experiment with the following two hand positions and see how they inform your state of mind. One position is to rest your hands on your knees, leaving the front of your body open. This is a way of entering into shared awareness as you subtly welcome everything into your consciousness. Alternatively you can put your hands together in front of your belly, which strengthens internal awareness and concentration.

What you do with your eyes affects your mind. Your eyes can be gazing forward, not grasping onto anything. They can be slightly open, gazing down at the floor. Or they can be closed. With your eyes gazing open, you can be with life as it unfolds, bringing forth a sense of luminosity to the phenomenal world. With your eyes slightly open, you are at the threshold between your mind and the outer world. Not entering either world, you bring both together in emptiness. With your eyes closed, you relax into an undistracted concentration.

Whatever sounds, sights, smells, tastes, or feelings arise, simply let them pass in and out of your awareness as you keep your mind on your breath. Allow yourself simplicity. You are relaxing in such a way that you can begin to drop into a place that is deeper than your personality, deeper than your identity, deeper than your story.

When we have completed our meditation practice, we offer to others whatever good has arisen for us. We also remind ourselves to bring the spirit of practice into our everyday life in order to help others.

This is the basic meditation we will return to throughout the book. Following the breath for a few moments is the best way I have found to settle the mind and body and prepare for any more complicated or potentially arousing practices. I often use the breath as the object of my attention, because this very life depends on it. Furthermore, you can discover your state of mind by the quality of your breath—is it ragged or smooth, shallow or deep, fast or slow? Often you can calm yourself by regulating your breathing. Whenever things get too fraught or scattered, you can always return to the breath for as long as you need to ground yourself again.
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