The Buddhist View of Life and Death
I. Non-dualistic view of life and death.
a. Life and death are two sides of the same coin.

b. “Life-Death”, not “Life and Death”.
c. I began to die the moment I was born.

II. Shakyamuni Buddha’s view of life and death.
a. Loss of mother.
b. Four Gates — seeing death shook him up, leading to his renunciation.

c. Story of man shot by poisoned arrow.
d. Emphasis on this life.

III. Zen View

a. There is only “this life.”
b. Must see beyond life and death and nirvana.

IV. Tibetan View
a. Belief in reincarnation literally.
b. Dalai Lama is incarnate of previous lama.
c
d

. How to interpret “former lives”.
_ Problem of “no soul” doctrine of Buddhism and reincarnation.

V. Pure Land Buddhist View
a. “Popular” Pure Land belief - rely on Buddha to be born in Pure Land.
b. Deeper level of understanding — Pure Land is nirvana, not a place.
1. Saichi’s poem on “eyes” are borderline of seeing Hell or Pure Land.
2. Pure Land “here and now”, not after death.
VI. Understanding, awakening to one’s death is to awaken to life.
a. Impermanence means living fresh, creative life everyday.
b. Japanese expression, “Ichigo-Ichie” (Once in a lifetime).
1. Red Skelton
2. Masao Hanada
VII. Rennyo Shonin’s Letter on the White Ashes
a. Letter of condolence to follower, Minbu Aoki, who lost 17 year old daughter.

VIII. Where do we go when we die?

a. Ocean and Wave example
b. "Transcending" life and death. Saichi's poems as an example.

IX. “Coffinman”, the journal of a Buddhist mortician, by Shinmon Aoki.



Saichi’s Poems

(From D.T. Suzuki’s book, Mysticism: Christian and Buddhist)

I, bound for death
Am now made into the immortal ‘Namu-amida-butsu’.
p. 159

Life’s ending means not-dying;

Not-dying is life’s ending.

Life’s ending is to become ‘Namu-amida-butsu’.
p. 159

Death has been snatched away from me.
And in its place the ‘Namu-amida-butsu’.
p. 159

Saichi’s heart destined for death when his end comes,
Is now made an immortal heart,
Is made into the ‘Namu-amida-butsu’.

p. 160

To die — nothing is better than death;

One feels so relieved!

Nothing exceeds this feeling of relief.
‘Namu-amida-butsu, Namu-amida-butsu!’

p. 160

I’m fortunate indeed!

Not dead I go,

Just as I live,

I go to the Pure Land!

‘Namu-amida-butsu!’ )
p. 165 =

Led by ‘Namu-amida-butsu’,
While living in this world,
I go to “Namu-amida-butsu’.

p. 165

How grateful!
While others die,
I do not die:
Not dying, I go
To Amida’s Pure Land.
p. 167



N

"On the White Ashes"
From the Gobunsho, Letters of Rennyo Shonin

Translated by Taitetsu Unno

In silently contemplating the transient nature of human existence,
nothing 1s more fragile and fleeting in this world than the life of man. Thus,
we have not heard of human life lasting for ten thousand years. Life swiftly
passes, and who among men can maintain his form for even a hundred years?
Whether I go before others, or others go before me; whether it be today, or
whether it be tomorrow; who is to know? Those who leave before us are as
countless and as fragile as the drops of dew. Though in the morning we may
have radiant health, in the evening we may be white ashes. When the winds
of impermanence blow, our eyes are closed forever; and when the last breath
leaves us, our face loses its color. Though loved ones gather and lament,
everything is of no avail. The body is then sent into an open field and
vanishes from this world with the smoke of cremation, leaving only the white
ashes.

There is nothing more ‘real than this truth of life. The fragile nature of
human existence underlies both the young and the old, and therefore, we must
-- one and all -- turn to the Teaching of the Buddha and awaken to the
ultimate source of life.

By so understanding the meaning of death, we shall come to fully
appreciate the meaning of this life which is unrepeatable and thus to be
treasured above all else.

By virtue of True Compassion, let us realize the unexcelled value of
our human existence; and let us live with the Nembutsu, Namu Amida Butsu,

n our hearts.



Do not stand at my grave and
weep;

I am not there. I do not sleep.

I am a thousand winds that
blow.

I am the diamond glints on
snow.

I am the sunlight on ripened
grain.

I am the gentle autumn's rain.

When you awaken in the
morning's hush,

I am the swift uplifting rush
of quiet birds in circled flight.

I am the soft stars that shine
at night.

Do not stand at my grave and
crys

I am not there. I did not die.

J
Unknown
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The journal of a Buddhist mortician

Shinmon Aok:




