Sent January 31, 2008

CANCELLING This Sunday’s Program (Feb 3rd); and comment on death

Dear Supporters and Friends,

This Sunday’s children’s program is canceled because I have been called out of town.  A child of a Buddhist family in the _____  area died unexpectedly several days ago, and the grieving family asks that I attend her services, in order to counsel children who will attend.  (I’ll leave Friday afternoon and return Monday early afternoon.)

I hope that everyone understands and will not be overly inconvenienced.  

News of the death of a child sends a feeling of shock through most people.  Yet, who does not die at some point?  The Buddha said that every person (whether bhikkhu, bhikkhuni, layman or laywoman) should always reflect upon the inevitability of his or her own death – and we should always reflect upon inevitable separation from everyone (and everything) we love:

“All that is mine, dear and delightful, will change and vanish,” or, in another translation, “All that is mine, beloved and pleasing, shall become otherwise, shall become separated from me.” (‘Sabbehi me piyehi manaapehi naanaabhaavo vinaabhaavo’ ti abhi.nha.m paccavekkhitabba.m.)

A heavy wind sweeping through a region blows down many aged brown leaves, and they cover the ground.  Yet not only brittle old leaves may fall.  The winds also tear away some green leaves still in their prime, and even some of the most tender little leaves that have barely unfurled.  Meanwhile, strangely, some brown old brittle leaves remain fixed in place on the tree, sometimes for years. This is the truth of nature.  

The winds of change (anicca) sweep over our lives every day. At any moment death may -- or may not-- come to the elderly, to the middle-aged, or to the youngest among us.  We cannot predict with certainty that anyone’s life will continue beyond the next few breaths. Occasionally, someone we know, or even our closest beloved, is swept from our lives, and our tears and protests do not stop their departure.  This, too, is the truth of nature. Remember Patacara! Remember Kisa Gotami!  

The relentless and unpredictable law of death is one of the worst curses and greatest blessings of our lives.  To the extent that we blindly cling without wisdom, the law of death breaks our hearts.  Yet it also points us towards the right direction, repeatedly crushing us into an attitude of humility and gratitude, causing us to cherish the people around us, give up selfishness and petty quarrels, and forgive others’ shortcomings.  

Most importantly, news of death awakens us to the terrible reality of all conditioned phenomena, thereby sending us urgently onto the great path of spiritual search, like our own Lord Buddha while he was still only a Bodhisattva.  The aching pain we feel at learning of a death reminds us that whenever we feel pain, there is a cause for that pain, and the promise that all pain can be diminished and brought to an end once we tackle the cause of pain (through following the eightfold path).  

Every time you hear news of a death, let it be like a wake-up bell reminding you the terrible news: Nothing is permanent, your dear ones will all-too-soon be separated from you; and therefore you must treat them well, and meanwhile urgently seek the only lasting remedy: the Lord Buddha’s powerful medicine.

A grieving mother named Vasitthi had become a lost beggar, like a bag-lady, but regained her senses on meeting the Buddha.  She listened to him and applied herself to his instructions.  She later exclaimed, “Now all my sorrows are hewn down, cast out, uprooted, brought to utter end, in that now I have comprehended the base on which my miseries were built.”  (Thig 138)

The grieving mothers Patacara and Kisa Gotami were wholly lost, until the Buddha pointed out to them what cannot be remedied (their children’s deaths) and what can (their own broken hearts).  They saw the truth of impermanence.  Having let go of grasping for anything in the world, they found bliss and perfect peace.

Students of Patacara quoted her:

“Whose way you do not know, either coming or going, that being you lament, come from who knows where, crying ‘My son.’  But you do not grieve for him whose way you do know, either coming or going; for such is the nature of living creatures.

“Unasked he came from there, unpermitted he went from here, surely having come from somewhere or other, having lived a few days.  He went from here by one road, he will go from there by another.  Passed away with the form of a man he will go journeying-on.  As he came, so he went.  What lamentation is there in that?”

Truly she has plucked out my dart, hard to see, nestling in my heart; she has thrust away that grief for my son for me, overcome by grief.  Today I have my dart plucked out; I am without hunger, quenched.  I go to the Buddha-sage, the doctrine and the Sangha, as a refuge.  (Thig 127-132)

News of death reminds us that there is no lasting relief until we start to develop the wisdom that lets us drop our expectations and cease our clinging.  Where there is no clinging, then no matter what the winds of change may bring, we live in peace, happily.

Kind regards,

Bhikkhuni Sudhamma

