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Amitabha Buddhist Centre – Basic Program Module 5

Engaging in the Bodhisattva Deeds

Lesson No: 12
Date: 20th September 2005

As said by Lama Tsong Khapa in The Foundation of All Good Qualities: 

This life is as impermanent as a water bubble; 
  Remember how quickly it decays and death comes. 
  After death, just like a shadow follows the body, 
  The results of black and white karma follow.

Finding firm and definite conviction in this, 
  Please bless me always to be careful 
  To abandon even the slightest of negativities 
  And to accomplish all virtuous deeds.

Although we leave our bodies behind at the time of death, we carry into our next lives  the imprints of all the actions that we have committed in this life. These imprints follow us “just like the shadow follows the body”. We should first develop stable conviction in the law of cause and effect. After that,  we should always live our lives conscientiously. After death, we do not just disappear but we move on to the next life.
What is it that moves on from life to life? It is the merely labelled “I” or self which moves on from life to life. We also bring with us all the imprints of the positive and negative actions that we had performed in the past.
We know the unwanted experience of suffering arises as the result of negative actions that we have accumulated and that happiness comes from the positive actions that we have accumulated. If we do not want to experience suffering, we have to remove the causes of suffering, which are the negative actions that we have accumulated. In order to do that, we have to purify our mental continuum of all the negative actions that we have accumulated in the past. Before we can do that, we need to know how to purify. 
If we have accumulated very strong negative karma, then, at the time of death, it is said that we will experience intolerable suffering. We would also undergo very heavy suffering in the intermediate state. Because of those negative actions, we are thrown into the lower realms where there is great suffering. In order for us not to experience the results of the negative actions that we have accumulated in the past, we need to purify these negativities. 
The way to do this is to confess them. We need to engage in the confession practice that is complete with the four opponent powers. When our practice of confession is not accompanied by the four opponent powers, then no purification can take place. 
We must first learn how to do a proper practice of confession. In essence, we generate the mind of restraint restraining  ourselves from committing additional negative actions in the future and we generate regret for whatever negative actions we have already accumulated in the past. By relying on the antidote, which is any virtuous action, we purify the negativities accumulated.













We have completed the first opponent power, the power of eradication,  which is generating regret for whatever negative actions we have accumulated in the past. The outline “
Having investigated the way in which the negativity was performed, feeling regret” was completed  last week..
ii) Cultivating regret by fearing [the prospect] of dying while still in possession of the negativity and going for refuge

If we were to die without purifying the negativities we had accumulated in the past, without generating regret for such negativities, without generating restraint from committing such actions again in the future, without having accumulated any kind of virtue that can act as antidotes against these negativities, without having done all these and if we were to die, it would be very likely we would be taking rebirths in the lower realms. 
If that were to happen, what would we  do? Obviously, we have to look for refuge. 
Although we need to purify our past negativities, sometimes we think that, probably, we will not  die today. It is wrong to hold on to the attitude that “Probably, I am not going to die today so I can leave this purification of negative karma to a later time.” It is wrong to hold on to such a thought because it is said in the root text that our  fleeting lifespan is unstable. The Lord of Death will not  wait for us to finish our purification practice. He will  not  check if  we are committing negative actions or not, whether we are sick and so forth. 

Verses [32] and  [33] point out that we are definitely going to die as death is certain but the time of death is uncertain. Since that is the case, it is wrong to hold on to this attitude of procrastination, to think that,  “I would probably not die today” and not working to purify our negative karma. It is imperative that we  start to purify our past negative karma from this moment on. If we did not start the practice of purification immediately , if we were to die suddenly, then because we had not purified our negative actions, we would have to experience the results of those negativities , which is rebirth in the lower realms. 

Our bodies and life spans are likened to the candle flame being blown by the wind.  We do not know when or where we are going to die and what we are going to die from.  There is no certainty at all regarding  these factors . It is also uncertain whether we are going to die today or not. So, our bodies and life spans are likened to the candle flame that is in  danger of being blown out by the wind. 
There are  also many other conditions that can cause us to pass away from this life. The fact that we can go to sleep and that we are still breathing when we wake up the next day is actually  very amazing.  Nagarjuna said this in The Letter to a Friend. It is amazing that the candle flame can withstand the wind blowing at it from all directions. In the same way, it is an amazing thing that we can wake up in the morning after having gone to sleep for the whole night, as there are so many more conditions for death than life. 

In essence, this outline is pointing out that  if we are going to die without doing any purification practice at all  then, definitely, we are going to experience great suffering. By thinking along these lines, we can generate strong regret.
iii) Cultivating regret by reflecting extensively on the way one has performed pointless (meaningless) negativities

1. Regretting negativities we have performed for the sake of close friends, our body and material resources because we did not know that they are unreliable

2. An example of it becoming the very object one recollects at the time of death

3. Regretting the negativities we perform even now as we pursue unreliable things

4. Regretting negativities we perform due to not realizing that the time of our death is not certain

1. Regretting negativities we have performed for the sake of close friends, our body and material resources because we did not know that they are unreliable

Leaving all I must depart alone
At the time of death, we leave behind our close friends, relatives and people  we like. We leave behind our bodies, possessions, wealth, jewellery, clothing etc. We leave all these behind and  go on alone to the next life. At the time of death, we cannot  take anything along with us – not  our possessions or friends, not even our bodies. We have to go alone. This is what will happen at the time of death to all of us. 
Because we have not understood this, we have committed various kinds of negative actions for the sake of sustaining our friends and defeating our enemies. We do all sorts of negative actions motivated by anger, attachment or hatred, such as  killing, stealing and so forth. All these actions that we have already committed are meaningless and pointless. 

Why are these actions that are done to sustain our friends and defeat our foes considered to be meaningless or pointless? Whether we subdue or defeat our enemies, it is a matter of time that they themselves would also die and move on to the next life. Because of that, there is no need to subdue them. Therefore,  it is pointless to accumulate so many negativities in our quest to defeat or overcome them.
It is also pointless to engage in so many negative actions for the purpose of sustaining those who are on our side and close to us,  such as  friends and  relatives.. They  will definitely die one day. 
Our friends and enemies will definitely die one day; we ourselves will also definitely die one day. Therefore, it is pointless or meaningless to accumulate so many negative actions for their sake. In fact, all living beings will definitely die, sooner or later. 
In this life, we do all sorts of actions, motivated by negative emotions such as jealousy, attachment and hatred to support those who are close to us such as our friends and relatives. We engage in so many negative actions for their sake. We  engage in so many negative actions for the sake of subduing or destroying our enemies. All these actions are meaningless because, at the time of  death, all those dear ones whom we have fought so hard to make happy are of no use to us. This also applies to our enemies. Whether we subdue them or not, at the time of death, they cannot hurt us anymore. 

Thus,  engaging in negative actions for the sake of our friends and foes is pointless, as our foes will become nothing; our friends will become nothing and we ourselves will also become nothing. Reflect on how all things and conditioned phenomena are impermanent; how our friends and our foes and we, ourselves are in the nature of impermanence. By practising in this way, we can stop attachment to our friends and  anger and hatred to our foes. 
Even for people whom we hate or dislike,   when we see that person is on the verge of dying, due to illness, it is very unlikely that we will still have a very strong sense of hatred or anger towards that person. At the very worst, we might rejoice that the person is dying, thinking ‘Good riddance!’, but this would be quite extreme. 
Reflect on the fact that our enemies are  in the nature of impermanence, that  their time of death is uncertain. Reflect on the fact that we ourselves and  our friends  are also definitely going to die one day; although it is also uncertain whether that will happen today or not. If we were to reflect well on these points, we would be able to reduce our anger to our enemies  and our attachment to our loved ones.

2. An example of it becoming the very object one recollects at the time of death

The amended outline should read, ‘An example of it becoming only an object of memory at the time of death,’  “it” referring  to our life experiences. 

All the effort we put into subduing our enemies, pleasing and sustaining our loved ones, all our desire for and attachment to  respect, fame, glory, the objects of the five senses, whatever had happened to us in this life would only become insubstantial memories at  the time of death. They become objects that cannot be  touched, relied upon or used . When we dream and come into contact with objects of the senses, we do enjoy them, but when we wake up, the dream experience becomes nothing. That is an  analogy for what will happen to us at the time of death. 
Whatever experiences we had in life, those experiences that we shared  with our friends or enemies and all  those sense objects that we enjoyed in this life – they all  become simply  memories. When we are alive, we  use  all these different kinds of things but, at the time of death, we would not be able to do so. In fact, all these experiences become objects of memory. Apart from that, we do not derive any actual benefit from them. The point here is that there is no meaning in creating or accumulating negativities for the sake of all these experiences which will surely become only objects of memory at the time of death.

3. Regretting the negativities we perform even now as we pursue unreliable things

This means generating regret for the negativities that we are still continuing to create in our pursuit of things that we realise are actually unreliable. You know it is not going to help you, you know it is unreliable but yet you still do it. So, here we generate regret for the negativities accumulated along the way.

In this life, many  friends and enemies had already passed away and had all become only  memories. Apart from being a mere memory, these friends who had passed away were not of the slightest benefit to us. Similarly, the enemies who had passed away were also just memories and are no longer able to harm or cause us any problems. We can see that this is the case. 
A dead person cannot do anything to us; they become useless. But that is not the case with the negativities that have been  accumulated for their sake. They will not disappear and they will soon result in an  effect. The imprints of the negative actions that we have accumulated for the sake of our friends and foes follow us from life to life - just as the shadow follows the body -  until they ripen one day.  Then, we would have to experience the effect alone. We created those actions for their sake but, at the end, we have to experience the suffering result alone. We generate  a strong regret for these negativities, when we recognise this.
4. Regretting negativities we perform due to not realizing that the time of our death is not certain

This outline should be translated as, ‘Generating regret for the negativities that we have already accumulated, due to not having realized that our time of death is 
uncertain.’
 
  
We are like guests visiting for a short period of time in the present life. We do not know where we came from and we have no idea where we are going to go in our next life. Because of not realizing how quickly we will move on to the next life, we come under the control of grasping. 
We hold the wrong conception of grasping at impermanent things as permanent and we do not know what is to be abandoned and what is to be cultivated. As a result,  we generate very strong attachment for those on our side such as friends and relatives and because of the hatred for those we do not like, we engage in all sorts of negative actions like killing and stealing. Not   realising this, we have accumulated so many negativities in the past. Now is the time to generate regret for these negativities accumulated out of ignorance, not knowing that the time of death is uncertain.  
iv) Reflecting on the way in which negativities bring about fear 

1. Death is certain as you cannot add to your lifespan yet it decreases without respite and to die while still possessing negativities is fearful

2. One will have to experience suffering in this life as well if negativities are not purified

3. The reason great fear arises

4. The way in which [negativities] cause one to be tormented by suffering in future lives

1. Death is certain as you cannot add to your lifespan yet it decreases without respite and to die while still possessing negativities is fearful


We must start confessing and purifying those negativities that we have already accumulated because we are definitely going to die. Our life span is being  exhausted second by  second and is not increasing in any way. It is  like leaving a cup of water out for a couple of days - it will soon dry up through evaporation. Our continually decreasing life span is likened to that. This is the same as what was taught in the Lam Rim Chen Mo in the section on the reflection on death and impermanence and on how we are definitely going to die.
 We have a karmic life span. If we have the karma to live for 10 years, then we live for 10 years. If we have the karma to live 50 years, then we live for 50 years. If we have the karma to live 100 years, then we live for 100 years. Depending on the karma that we have accumulated, we will live for a fixed  number of years. As it  is not possible to extend our life span, we cannot  do much about it .
Reflect on the fact that  all sentient beings and ourselves are in the nature of impermanence and that our lives are slipping away by the hour, by the minute and by the second. In each and every single moment, we are closer to death.  By reflecting in this way, we come to the conclusion that death is certain and that we are definitely going to die.  With this understanding, we generate regret for the negativities that we have already accumulated in the past and with regret, we engage in the practice of confession. 


2. One will have to experience suffering in this life as well if negativities are not purified

a. Friends and loved ones cannot protect you from the suffering of being killed [losing one’s life] if negativities are not cleansed

b. The fear that comes from not performing meritorious acts

c. The anguish of regret




Our life span is already being exhausted when we are about to die. Even though close friends, relatives and the doctor surround us, they are of no benefit or use to us. “The feeling of life being severed” – the feeling of losing one’s life will be one’s personal experience alone. At the time of death, due to the power of the negativities that we have accumulated, we will also experience different kinds of hallucinations. Having visions of the messengers of death, we become afraid and terrified. But, again, this is something that can only be experienced by our selves alone. Even though our loved ones are around us, they cannot protect  or help us at all. 

Death is accompanied by its own set of sufferings. But this is something that we will have to experience alone. On top of that, we have accumulated negative actions and through their power, we will experience very frightful visions of the messengers of death. We also have to experience this alone. The only thing that is of any benefit to us or the only thing that can protect us at the time of death is the Dharma.
My merit alone shall protect me than,

But upon that I have never relied
The last two lines of verse [41] show us the fear that comes from not engaging in virtuous actions.  The only thing that protects us at the time of death is the virtuous actions that we have accumulated in our life. Those virtuous actions become the supreme refuge. But that is something that we have never thought about. If we had lived ethically and engaged in the practice of morality or any kind of virtue, those virtues would protect us at the time of death. If we had accumulated such virtuous actions in the past, then that is good. If we had not, we should generate regret for not having done so.

In essence, what will protect us at the time of death? It is the virtuous actions that we have done in the past. If we had not accumulated any virtuous actions in our lives, we should generate regret for not having done so. What will cause anguish, fear and suffering at the time of death? All these experiences are the results of negativities that we have accumulated in the past. If we had accumulated very powerful virtue, there would be no cause for fear or worry at the time of death. Fear of suffering will not arise at the time of death.
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[40]


While I am lying in bed,


Although surrounded by my friends and relatives,


The feeling of life being severed


Will be experienced by me alone.


[41]


When seized by the messengers of death,


What benefit will friends and relatives afford?








[ 39 ]


Remaining neither day nor night,


Life is always slipping by


And never getting any longer.


Why will death not come to one like me?





[38]


Thereby, through not having realized


That I shall suddenly vanish,


I committed so much evil


Out of ignorance, lust and hate





[ [37 ]37]


Even within this brief life


Many friends and foes have passed,


But whatever unbearable evil I committed for them


Remains ahead of me.








[ 36 ]


Just like a dream experience,


Whatever things I enjoy


Will become a memory.


Whatever has passed will not be seen again.








Cultivating regret for the negativities that we have performed for the sake of our close ones, our body and resources because of not understanding that these things are unreliable.


[ 34 ]


Leaving all I must depart alone.


But through not having understood this


I committed various kinds of evil


For the sake of my friends and foes.


[ 35 ]


My foes will become nothing.


My friends will become nothing.


I too will become nothing.


Likewise all will become nothing.





[32 ]


But I may well perish


Before all my evils have been purified;


So please protect me in such a way


As will swiftly and surely free me from them.


[ 33 ]


The untrustworthy lord of death


Waits not for things to be done or undone;


Whether I am sick or healthy.


This fleeting lifespan is unstable.
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