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In these pages you will meet death. But it won't be the death you fear; it'll be
a death you open doors to, take tea with, and hold near. This death is to be
welcomed, not feared.

Death, the theme of this issue of the magazine, touches all of us without
exception. Yet most of us choose to ignore it — until it happens to someone
close to us, or when we're forced to face our own mortality. Pushing it out of
view doesn't mean it's not there, of course; it just means we see it less clearly.
Is it any wonder, then, that it became strange and terrible, forever fixed in our
mind in a grimace of pain?

This is not its true face.

In our cover story about a father's final departure and a daughter's grief,
the death we encounter is not to be reasoned with, but to be accepted and
even embraced, because what had seemed like an end turned out to be a
beginning. The writer's experience with loss is not uncommon, if we care to
recall the examples around us of people spurred by the death of a beloved to
discover new meaning in life. Every death that wounds is really an opening —
an invitation to lead an authentic life. It's up to us whether or not to take it up.

If we aren't afraid to live, we won't be afraid to die. In two articles here
- one by Tibetan Buddhist teacher and author Tsoknyi Rinpoche, and the
other an interview with Tergar's meditation teacher Lama Yadie — we hear how
we can approach death without regret or fear. In their own ways, they share
with us their understanding of how we may discover the joy of becoming — as
Tsoknyi Rinpoche puts it in his book, Open Heart, Open Mind - a "virtuoso in
the art of living".

Indeed, the virtuosos among us who lived well and died with grace are
deservedly admired.

The Irish poet and Nobel laureate Seamus Heaney, who died earlier this
year, aged 74, was asked a few years ago if he could pick something from
his life's work that would do for his epitaph. After some thought, he quoted
from his translation of Sophocles' Oedipus at Colonus, in which the play's
Messenger character, telling of the old king's death, says: "Wherever that man
went, he went gratefully".

At Heaney's funeral service, his son told the gathering that the poet's
final words, minutes before he passed away, were to his wife of almost 50
years. He wrote her a text message that read, in Latin, "Noli timere" — "Don't
be afraid".

Don't be afraid. How would you choose to meet death?
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NO RAIN
WITHOUT CLOUDS

Text Mabel Sieh  Photography Hung Lam

The death of a loved one is hard to bear,

but allow grief to harden us and we may miss the gift it brings

My good friend Terence Poon lost his sister to a
motorcycle accident in 1991. She was 26 years old
and had just graduated from a university in Taiwan.
She was killed while travelling to a graduation
party, on the back of a motorbike.

We may have lots of ideas about death that
we can talk about, but when a loved one dies, we
completely lose the words. When he told me the
news, Terence spoke not of his grief but simply
about what happened: his sister was riding on a
schoolmate's motorcycle. The schoolmate had no
driver's licence. He survived the accident while
Terence's sister died. | remember thinking that,
in Terence's place, | would be so angry with the
driver! But my friend remained calm when he met
the young man at the hospital.

"She was in a coma when he came to
apologise. He asked me and my brother if we'd
like any compensation," Terence recalls. "I
thought to myself at the time, 'There's nothing
you can do to make her live again'. So | made just
one request. 'Get a licence', | told him, 'don't let
this happen to another person again'."

With time, Terence has come to feel the
presence of destiny in matters of life and death.
"Her death made me feel for the first time what
it means to lose someone — forever." The loss
brought the surviving siblings closer together, in
a bond of trust that remains sealed today.

Death is not pleasant to talk or even think
about. Only gradually do we learn that, after
death closes one door, others may open for us
- such as renewed bonds of strength in families.
Except that death doesn't really close doors, as
the Buddhist teacher Thich Nhat Hanh writes:
"When the clouds disappear, we have rain; when
the rain disappears, we have tea." In death, our
form changes, but does not disappear.

Terence's story and others like it made me

wonder about the meaning of death. Does it

serve a purpose? | found my own answer years
later, when death came to my family.

My father passed away in December 2003,
from Alzheimer's disease. We witnessed his
memory fade away day by day, month by month,
until he didn't recognise anyone except my
mother. It was a horrible way to die, and | took a
long time to reconcile myself to it. Now | can see
that his death taught me a huge lesson: how to

love my mother.

‘This woman is amazing'

| was only a teenager when my father decided to
take the family to live in Canada. | did not like his
decision to leave Hong Kong, and | told him so.

| reasoned with him, and | pleaded. | told
him: "You go, I'll stay here on my own." My
father thought | was crazy and quite naturally he
ignored my request. He knew | didn't know what
| was talking about and that | had been spoiled -
by him.

As it turned out, it was in Canada that |
experienced the most amazing years of my

school life. | also had the chance to be close to

Canada's beautiful nature of mountains and lakes.

Its open culture and liberal learning environment
contributed to the person | am today. It all
happened because of my father.

But it took me years to realise this. All |
could think of then was that | wanted to leave
the country and my family, to be on my own. So
after | graduated from university and worked at
a magazine for a year, | decided to go back to
Hong Kong.

When [ told my father about it, he didn't say
anything. His silence worried me because | didn't
want to upset the person who loved me so much.

One night while | was packing, he walked into

my room and watched me pack. My heart started
to pound: | was afraid he would ask me to stay,
because it would hurt to refuse him, and | was
determined to refuse.

Those words never came. Instead, he started
to help me pack my books — | felt my tears run
down my cheek.

Before | could say anything, he said to me:
"I'm proud that my daughter knows what she
wants to do in life." That made me cry even
harder. He wrapped me in his arms and gave me
a big warm hug.

His support when | was younger made me
heartsick with guilt when he became ill, because
| wasn't by his side. | was working in Hong Kong,
and | went home every year to see how he was
doing. Each time | returned | felt more depressed.
| couldn't stand seeing him gradually lose his
speech, mobility, appetite and memory; it was
like watching someone die very slowly before my
eyes.

| remember crying a lot at night, feeling a
huge sense of emptiness and loneliness, with
the single thought: my father is dying and there
is nothing | can do. | began to have a recurring
nightmare of two men trying to kill my father with
a sharp knife.

It was in this fearful, hopeless state of mind
that | began to "see" my mother.

Every morning, mother would kiss father on
his cheek and call him "daddy, daddy", as we
children did. He would look at her face as if in a
trance. She liked to hold his face with both hands
while talking to him, though he couldn't utter a
word back.

She would spend three hours feeding
him a single breakfast because of his difficulty
swallowing. Sometimes mother would sing him a
song in Mandarin — the childhood tune he sang

to us when we were children, about a sheep
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taking a shower, which | could never quite get the
meaning of.

| used to sit by my mother watching her take
care of dad. It was like watching a stranger, and |
thought to myself: "This woman is amazing and
she's my mom."

| was starting to learn what the Zen Buddhist
teacher Thich Nhat Hanh meant when he said,
"When you look at a person, for instance someone
beloved, look deeply. Don't wait to do that only
after the person has died. Look at [her] now." | was
finally learning to look deeply at my mother.

"When we look deeply enough, we will see
the cells in our body working together; they flow
as in a river," he once said. "We will see a river of
senses and feelings, one after another. We will see
the river of awareness. And we will see the river of

our mind, the river of consciousness."

A love without fear

Growing up, | felt close to my father but not so

much to my mother. | admired my father's many

talents; | loved the poetic letters he wrote me

in his beautiful Chinese handwriting. I liked to
watch him read the newspaper and write in his
diary in the study room, so quietly. This image of
him inspired me to take an interest in writing and
later to become a journalist. | was proud to be his
daughter.

But my mother was "just a housewife",
and our personalities were very different. She
is a sociable person who can make friends with
strangers she just met on the street — an ability |
find quite hard to understand. She enjoys talking;
with her high-pitched voice you could hear her a
street away.

Now I'm full of admiration for this woman.
Even now, | don't know how she did it: if | cried so
much on my visits each year, how many tears did
she shed watching her husband deteriorate every
day?

In her | saw the kind of love that has no fear
- not even of death.

A decade after my father's death, my mother
and | still talk about him and laugh about his

jokes and funny talk. Sometimes | think the love

| couldn't return to my father | now give to my
mother — having finally learned how to love her.

| didn't understand why my father had to die
and in that horrible way. And | don't pretend that
| get it now.

If I had a choice, | would want to go back
in time, to make another decision - to stay in
Canada and spend more time with my father.

But in return, would | have given up the
opportunity to know and love my mother better?
Perhaps, to understand death, we have to
understand life. Maybe it's more important to
"see" the people who are living around you.

| like the attitude of my friend Terence, who
is still troubled sometimes by the "why" of his
sister's death.

"l don't know why she had to die but | don't
want to approach it by reasoning," he says. "I
think there's no reason for a lot of things in life,
like suffering. | see death as a phase leading to
something else in life. Without death, life doesn't
move on. And the presence of death makes me
want to live this life | have by contributing to
making others happy."

08 09
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A gift to the world

The week when | was writing this article, a lot of
stories about death came to my attention, including
an NHK documentary on the 2011 tsunami and
earthquake in northeastern Japan. Called "Healing
Words: Tanka in Tohoku", the documentary featured
1,007 Japanese tanka poems written by people all
over the country, in remembrance of those who
died in the disaster.

The poems express the grief of loss and hope
for the future, such as this one by a 91-year-old

survivor of the tsunami.

At 91 came the third tsunami in my life. I've

lived long and seen tragedies in the world.

Like many others, this woman lost her
family and home and has been living alone in a
temporary house, two years after the disaster. She
took the reporter to a big oak tree in the town. It
had been there since her childhood, and was still
standing after the tsunami. Pausing beneath the

oak tree, she said: "I need to be strong."

After the earthquake, | visited Tokyo to see
friends. Though they didn't lose their homes, like
those who lived near the sea, they experienced
the frightening moments when the tremors hit,
and the long nights of blackout when the traffic
system broke down and few could get home.

During my visit that year, my friend Tomoko
showed me a photo of her flat on her phone. It
was a messy scene — the cupboards and shelves
had fallen apart, and there was a lot of debris.

[ listened to her talk, and the horror and
misery in her voice. With the nuclear meltdown
seemingly getting worse every day, the future
seemed bleak and some people chose to leave
the country. | asked her if she wanted to leave too.

"Where can | go? This is my home," she said.

Thinking back on our conversation, | think
Tomoko was quite right. Where can we go to
avoid accidents and danger? Where can we go to
avoid death? Where could the 91-year-old woman
in Japan go before, and after, the tsunami? Where
could my father go to avoid the disease that killed
him? Where could Terence's sister go to be safe

from all harm?

Wherever we are, we will all die one day,
whether we like it or not.

And when we do, we will leave behind much
more than grief for our loved ones, says Thich
Nhat Hanh. "Look at an orange tree and you
will see the beauty of its green leaves, its lovely
fragrant flowers and sweet fruit. This is the tree's
gift to the world. It's the same for a person. In our
daily life, we think, we speak, we act. Our way of
thinking can be beautiful, compassionate and full
of love. Our words can be kind and encouraging,
filled with love and understanding. Our actions too
can be compassionate; we can protect and heal."

Our thoughts, words and actions live on long
after our mind and body fall away. Look closely at
death, and we find life.

It was certainly that way with my father. The
nightmare | had of him stopped after a few years.
Much later, | had a dream of my father again. This
time | dreamt that we were walking together. He
wasn't in a wheelchair and could walk with a stick.
I had my arm around him. | could feel his weight
leaning towards me. | felt able to take care of him.
It was a comfortable feeling.
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GRACE IN GRAVITY

A conversation with Lama Yadie
Translated from the Chinese Grace Ng  Photography Hung Lam

Nobody wants to die with regrets. Lama Yadie, a teacher at the

Tergar Meditation Centre in Hong Kong, tells our interviewer about

the importance of preparing for death

Q: Different religions have different views of death.

Regardless of what our ideas may be about
consciousness after death, how can we hold a

more positive attitude towards death?

. Like it or not, death is something you have to
face. Not just you, but all living beings have

to face it, too. Most people consider death

too horrible a topic for discussion. But all of us
have to face it whether we talk about it or not.
According to the Buddhist point of view, we
have to prepare for death so that when that
moment arrives, we can leave with a peaceful
mind. Tibetan Buddhism tells us that we go
through a state of transition after death and
before our next life, known as the bardo state. It
teaches the importance of preparing for death,
whether we are still in samsara or on the path of

liberation. Without preparation for that moment,

great terror and regret will arise within our mind.

: How do we prepare for that moment?

. According to Buddhist dharma practices, every

good deed we perform is a kind of preparation
for death. In Tibetan Buddhism, the bardo
teachings, or The Tibetan Book of the Dead, are
instructions on how to deal with death when it
comes. These teachings inform you of what will
happen when you are dying, listing clearly all the
signs of dying that you will meet.

: That's helpful if you're Buddhist, but how do

non-Buddhists prepare for death in their daily
lives?

. Do good. But when doing good, it's not just the

act that counts — you have to do so with good

motivation. You may not be a Buddhist, and you
don't have to be one to perform good deeds.
Being kind in this way will help you when the

moment of death arrives.

: How can we tell if we're doing good with good

motivation?

. For example, you have offered me some great

help today. You do this with the intention of
helping someone to solve a problem, that's

it. When it's over, you just leave and do not
expect me to pay you back now or in the future.
This is a good deed performed with good
motivation. If you have the expectation that "l
have helped this guy and | must get something
back from him in the future”, you are not doing
good deeds with good motivation. This is just a

business transaction. Buddhas and Bodhisattvas

perform good deeds with good motivation.
They hold the view that when they act to benefit
others, they do not ask for any reciprocation.

Moreover, there must be no hesitation or regret.
If you have any doubt and find yourself asking
questions, such as "Am | making the wrong
decision?" or "Would | be hurting anybody with
my action?", then the good deeds you have
performed cannot be considered truly good.
Good deeds performed perfectly are pure. You
don't have to do something big, just something
within your capability, but do it with good
motivation, without hesitation or regret.

: How can we help other people face their death?

: There are two ways to deal with it. A Buddhist

who has received teachings of The Tibetan
Book of the Dead may help the dying according
to those teachings. One will recognise the signs
of death in the dying person's face, general
conditions and behaviour. When you see the
moment approaching, you may reassure the
dying person, telling him or her not to be afraid,
that all living beings have to go through death.
Encourage the dying person to keep a peaceful
mind and remind him or her that this is an
opportunity to attain enlightenment. You may

tell the dying person these teachings.

The other way is to comfort the bereaved. When
a person is dying, his or her family, friends and
relatives will be in great sorrow, and some may
cry out and wail, "Don't leave us". We can
console them by telling them this is not helping
the dying person but will in fact cause him or
her pain. We can help the family to let go, so
the person may die peacefully. When a person
is dying, he or she will already have to face
many struggles. By holding on so tightly, family
members will make the dying process even
more fraught; this doesn't help at all. So we can

help by consoling the bereaved.

Q: Bardo is a state of transition. In many traditional

cultures, a transitional state is a time of instability
linking two life stages that are somewhat stable.
However, according to Tibetan Buddhism, the
bardo state refers to more than the transition
between death and the next life. In fact, all
stages in our lives can be called bardo, which
makes every stage of our life an inherently
unstable transition. Why is that?

. That's because from a Buddhist point of view,

not a moment in life is stable. To believe there

is a time of stability in our lives is to hold a
mistaken view — an absolutely wrong view. This
is known in Buddhist teachings as "attachment".
Buddhists hold that everything is impermanent.
There are those who say that some things in this
world are permanent; the 84,000 teachings of
the Buddha say otherwise.

Impermanence can be divided into two
categories: gross and subtle impermanence.
Gross impermanence is something we can

see. For instance, the house next door was fine
yesterday, but it might collapse today. Or my
friend was fine yesterday and we even had a nice
chat together. However, this morning comes

the news of his death. We witness change, from

existence to non-existence.

Subtle impermanence is something we don't
see. Change begins from the moment of
entering the mother's womb. You keep changing
from that moment onwards and won't stop even
for a second. According to Buddhist teachings,
in one snap of the fingers, 60 units of time called
a "sana" would have passed. And change won't
stop even for a "sana". Yet we don't recognise
such changes. If change doesn't happen, none
of us would be born. Nothing can remainin a
solid, unchanging state, either living or non-
living things. The only difference is whether we

can recognise such changes or not.

. Intellectually we know that death is unavoidable.

Yet why do we still find this fact of life so painful
and difficult to accept emotionally?

A: Just as | have mentioned before, because we

are not prepared. We know we will die, but

we don't want to think about it, don't want to
prepare ourselves for it. This means that when
the moment arrives, we will experience great
fear and regret. Tibetan Buddhist teachings
warn that the regret we feel at the moment of
death is the most powerful that we will ever feel.
All living beings have to die - it's a fact. Yet why
do we refuse to prepare for it? If you are going
to travel to somewhere far away, you will buy

a ticket for the plane journey that will take you

there. Death is a journey we must all take.

If you are well prepared, there won't be any fear.
Many Tibetan monks rejoice when the moment
of death approaches. When the doctor tells a
monk his death might be today, tomorrow or
the day after tomorrow, he will celebrate with
his fellow monks and other dharma friends.

It's an occasion of great joy. The dying person

celebrates because he is well prepared.

: How do we prepare for the death of our loved

ones?

. If you have received the teachings of The

Tibetan Book of the Dead, use the teachings to
help them.

: Some people believe in ghosts and are afraid of

them. What are your views?

: Many Chinese believe people can see the dead,

such as in cemeteries. This is a cultural belief, or
a concept in traditional thinking. According to
Buddhist beliefs, the spirit of the dead cannot
linger because it is bound to take a new life form
49 days after death. Tibetans also have a fear of
the dead. We will carve mantras on stones and
put them in locations for sky burial, and chant
there. People do feel scared about those places.
This is a very human idiosyncrasy.
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All of us have an eye for photography that
is waiting to be discovered, says Venerable
Changlin. This September, he led students

of the Joy of Living meditation programme
on an interesting journey to see the world

through our 'photographer's eye'

To take a good photograph we don't need the newest or most expensive
camera, but rather a pair of attentive eyes and a calm and alert mind. Meditation
and photography have one thing in common - the close observation of life. By
being aware, we learn to sharpen our attention and develop our clarity.

This is what | learned from Venerable Changlin's three-day workshop,
"Photography, Life and Meditation". In September | joined the classes with 30
other students and volunteers from the Joy of Living meditation programme.
One class was conducted in Stanley, where we tried to put theory into practice.

Venerable Changlin urged us not to be fixated on technique, but rather
to focus on learning to "see". He encouraged us to use our "photographer's
eye" to observe things around us. If we are too concerned with equipment and
technique, they will blind our photographer's eye, just as heavy clouds block
the sun. When we arrived in Stanley, Venerable Changlin first led us in a walking
meditation to calm our minds. Then he gave us two hours to photograph our
favourite scenes. My mood was as bright as the weather that day.

In the final class, when classmates were sharing their favourite works, |
remembered what Venerable Changlin said earlier, that the best photography
is not self-conscious but is as natural as breathing. Only when the "self" steps
out of the way can the technique be fully realised instead of interfering with the
creative process. Is life not the same way? As Venerable Changlin said, on our
path to happiness we need to relax when we meditate. Trying too hard will make
us anxious and nervous. Wisdom comes from a calm mind. A clever person only
knows how to avoid a problem; a wise person knows how to face the problem
and solve it.

Indeed, both photography and meditation are part of the art of living.
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Photography

1. Ken Young

2, 8. Rayson Lee
3, 4. Renza Luk
5. Natalie Lau
6. Eliza Ting

7. Jackie Chan
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MY FRIEND, FEA

An excerpt from Joyful Wisdom Chapter 1

As a child, Yongey

Mingyur Rinpoche suffered
debilitating panic attacks.
Here he talks about his
struggles growing up, and
how he found a way to turn
problem into practice

As an extremely sensitive child, | was at the mercy
of my emotions. My moods swung dramatically in
response to external situations. If someone smiled
at me or said something nice, I'd be happy for
days. The slightest problem —if | failed a test, for
example, or if someone scolded me — | wanted

to disappear. | was especially nervous around
strangers: |'d start to shake, my throat would close
up, and I'd get dizzy.

The unpleasant situations far outnumbered
the pleasant ones, and for most of my early life the
only relief | could find was by running away into the
hills surrounding my home and sitting by myself
in one of the many caves there. These caves were
very special places where generations of Buddhist
practitioners had sat for long periods in meditative
retreats. | could almost feel their presence and the
sense of mental calmness they'd achieved.

I'd imitate the posture I'd seen my father —
Tulku Urgyen Rinpoche, a great meditation master
- and his students adopt, and I'd pretend to
meditate. I'd had no formal training as yet, but just
sitting there, feeling the presence of these older
masters, a sense of stillness would creep over me.
Time seemed to stop. Then, of course, I'd come
down from the caves and my grandmother would
scold me for disappearing. Whatever calmness I'd
begun to feel would instantly evaporate.

Things got a little better around the age of
nine, when | started training formally with my father.
But — and this is a little embarrassing to admit for
someone who travels around the world teaching

meditation — while | liked the idea of meditation

and the promise it represented, | really didn't like
the practice. I'd itch; my back would hurt; my legs
would go numb. So many thoughts buzzed through
my mind that | found it impossible to focus. I'd be
distracted by wondering, "What would happen

if there was an earthquake, or a storm?" | was
especially afraid of the storms that swept through
the region, which were quite dramatic, full of
lightning and booming thunder. | was, truth be
told, the very model of the sincere practitioner who
never practices.

A good meditation teacher — and my father
was one of the best — will usually ask his or her
students about their meditation experiences. This
is one of the ways a master gauges a student's
development. It's very hard to hide the truth from a
teacher skilled in reading the signs of progress, and
even harder when that teacher is your own father.
So, even though | felt | was disappointing him, |
really didn't have any choice except to tell him the
truth.

As it turned out, being honest was the best
choice | could have made. Experienced teachers
have, themselves, usually passed through most
of the difficult stages of practice. It's very rare for
someone to achieve perfect stability the first time
he or she sits down to meditate.

I'm forever grateful for the kind way my
father responded to my confession that | was so
hopelessly caught up by distractions that | couldn't
follow even the simplest meditation instructions,
like focusing on a visual object. First, he told me
not to worry; distractions were normal, he said,
especially in the beginning. When people first start
to practice meditation all sorts of things pop up in
their minds, like twigs carried along by a rushing
river.

The "twigs" might be physical sensations,
emotions, memories, plans, even thoughts like
"| can't meditate." So it was only natural to be
carried away by these things, to get caught up,
for instance, in wondering, Why can't | meditate?
What's wrong with me? Everyone else in the room
seems to be able to follow the instructions, why is
it so hard for me? Then he explained that whatever

was passing through my mind at any given moment

was exactly the right thing to focus on, because
that was where my attention was anyway.

It's the act of paying attention, my father
explained, that gradually slows the rushing river
in a way that would allow me to experience a little
bit of space between what | was looking at and the
simple awareness of looking. With practice, that
space would grow longer and longer. Gradually, I'd
stop identifying with the thoughts, emotions, and
sensations | was experiencing and begin to identify
with the pure awareness of experience.

| can't say that my life was immediately
transformed by these instructions, but | found
great comfort in them. | didn't have to run away
from distractions or let distractions run away with
me. | could, so to speak, "run in place," using
whatever came up - thoughts, feelings, sensations
- as opportunities to become acquainted with my

mind.

'Hello, fear! How are you?'

The Tibetan word for meditation is gom, which,
roughly translated, means "to become familiar
with." Going by this definition, meditation in
the Buddhist tradition may perhaps best be
understood as a process of getting to know
your mind. It's actually very simple, like meeting
someone at a party. Introductions are made —
"Hello, my name is..." Then you try to find a
common point of interest: "Why are you here?
Who invited you?" All the while, though, you're
looking at this other person, thinking about the
color of his or her hair, the shape of the face,
whether he or she is tall or short, and so on.
Meditation, getting to know your mind, is
like that in the beginning: an introduction to a
stranger. That may sound a little odd at first, since
most of us tend to feel that we already know what's
going on in our minds. Typically, however, we're
so accustomed to the flow of thoughts, emotions,
and sensations that we rarely stop to look at them
individually — to greet each with the openness we
would offer a stranger. More often than not, our

experiences pass through our awareness more or
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less as mental, emotional, and sensory aggregates
- a collection of details that appear as a singular,
independent whole.

To use a very simple example, suppose
you're driving along on the way to work and
suddenly encounter a traffic jam. Although your
mind registers the event as "traffic jam," actually,

a lot of things are occurring. You decrease the
pressure of your foot on the gas pedal and increase
pressure on the brake. You observe the cars ahead,
behind, and on either side of you slow down

and stop. The nerves in your hands register the
sensation of holding on to the steering wheel while
the nerves in your back and legs are registering
contact with the seat. Perhaps the noise of car
horns penetrates your window.

At the same time, you may be thinking, "Oh,
no, I'm going to be late for my morning meeting,"
and in a flash you start running through a kind of
mental "script" associated with being late. Your
boss might be angry; you might miss important
information; or maybe you were supposed to give
a presentation to your coworkers. Then your heart
starts beating a little faster and maybe you start to
sweat. You might find yourself getting angry with
the drivers up ahead and start tapping the car horn
in frustration. Yet even though so many processes
— physical, mental, and emotional — occur
simultaneously, they all appear to the conscious
mind as a single, cohesive experience.

According to the cognitive scientists I've
spoken with, this tendency to roll many different
strands of experience into a single package
represents the normal operation of the human
mind. Our brains are constantly processing multiple
streams of information through our sense organs,
evaluating them against past experience, and
preparing the body to respond in certain ways.

For the most part, these processes occur
spontaneously, beyond the range of ordinary
consciousness. Less than one per cent of the
information our brains receive through the
senses actually reaches our awareness. The brain
competes for limited resources of attention, sifting
out what it judges unnecessary and homing in on

what appears to be important. In general, this is

quite a useful arrangement.

The disadvantage of this arrangement,
however, lies in the fact that we end up mistaking
a very small fraction of our moment-by-moment
experience for the whole. This can cause problems
when we're faced with an uncomfortable
situation or a strong emotion. Our attention fixes
on the most intense aspect of whatever we're
experiencing — physical pain, the fear of being late,
the embarrassment of failing an exam, the grief of
losing a friend.

In general, our minds spin in one of two
directions when faced with such situations: We
try to escape or we become overwhelmed. Our
experience appears to us as either an enemy
or, by completely taking over our thoughts and
manipulating our reactions, a "boss." Even if we
do manage to temporarily escape whatever is
bothering us — turning on the TV, reading a book,
or surfing the Internet — the problem just goes
underground for a little while, secretly gaining
more power because now it has become mixed
with the fear of facing it again later on.

My father's advice to me, when | told him
of the trouble | was having practicing meditation,
offered a middle way between these two extremes.
Instead of trying to block distractions or give in to
them, | could welcome them as friends: "Hello,
fear! Hello, itch! How are you? Why don't you stick

around awhile so we can get to know each other?"

The chatter in our minds

This practice of gently welcoming thoughts,
emotions, and sensations is commonly referred to
as mindfulness — a rough translation of the Tibetan
term drenpa, to become conscious. What we're
becoming conscious of are all the subtle processes
of mind and body that ordinarily escape our notice
because we're focused on the "big picture," the
dominant aspect of experience that hijacks our
attention, overwhelming us or provoking an urge
to escape. Adopting a mindful approach gradually
breaks down the big picture into smaller, more

manageable pieces, which flash in and out of

awareness with amazing rapidity.

It's a bit astonishing, in fact, to discover how
shy the mind becomes when you offer to make
friends with it. Thoughts and feelings that seemed
so powerful and solid vanish almost as soon as they
appear, like puffs of smoke blown away by a strong
wind. Like many people who begin to practice
mindfulness, | found it quite difficult to observe
even a tenth of what was passing through my mind.
Gradually, though, the rush of impressions began
very naturally to slow on its own; and as it did, |
noticed several things.

First, | began to see that the sense of
solidity and permanence I'd attached to disturbing
emotions or distracting sensations was actually an
illusion. A split-second twinge of fear was replaced
by the beginning of an itch, which lasted only
an instant before the sight of a bird outside the
window caught my attention; then maybe someone
would cough, or a question would pop up: "I
wonder what we're having for lunch?" A second
later, the fear would come back, the itch would get
stronger, or the person sitting in front of me in my
father's meditation room would shift position.

Watching these impressions come and go
became almost like a game, and as the game
progressed, | began to feel calmer and more
confident. Without consciously intending it, | found
myself becoming less scared of my thoughts and
feelings, less troubled by distractions. Instead of
a dark, controlling stranger, my mind was evolving
into, if not precisely yet a friend, at least an
interesting companion.

Of course, | could still get carried away
by thoughts and daydreams or shifting between
states of restlessness and dullness. Again, my
father advised me not to worry too much about
such occurrences. Sooner or later, I'd remember to
return to the simple task of observing whatever was
happening in the present moment. The important
point was not to judge myself for these lapses of
attention.

This proved to be an important lesson,
because | often did judge myself for drifting off.
But here again, the instruction to simply observe

my mind produced a startling realization. Most of
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bt | was, truth be told,
the very model of the sincere practitioner

what troubled me consisted of judgments about
my experience. "This is a good thought. This is a
bad one. Oh, | like this feeling. Oh, no, | hate this
one."

My fear of fear was, in many cases, more
intense than fear on its own. | felt for a while as if
there were two separate rooms in my mind: one
filled with thoughts, feelings, and sensations that |
was gradually beginning to recognize, and another,
secret back room occupied by chattering ghosts.

In time, | realized that the rooms weren't
really separate. The chatter was going on alongside
everything else | was thinking and feeling, though
so faintly that | hadn't recognized it. By applying
the same process of gently observing the running
commentary in my mind, | began to see that
these thoughts and feelings were ephemeral. As
they came and went, the power of their hidden
judgments began to fade.

During the few years | trained exclusively
with my father, the extreme swings of mood that
had haunted me in my early childhood diminished
somewhat. | wasn't so easily swayed by praise or
terrified by embarrassment or failure. | even found
it a bit easier to talk to the many visitors who
frequently came to my father for instruction.

Soon, though, my situation would change
and | would face a challenge that required me to
apply the lessons I'd learned on a much deeper

level than I'd ever imagined.

'l wanted to run'

When | was eleven years old, | was sent from

my father's hermitage in Nepal to Sherab Ling
monastery in India — a journey of more than three
thousand miles — to begin a rigorous course of
study in Buddhist philosophy and practice. It was
my first trip away from home and family, and my

first experience on an airplane.

who never practices.

Boarding the flight from Kathmandu to Delhi
in the company of an older monk who served
as my escort, | was seized by terror. What would
happen if the plane suddenly lost power or was
stuck by lightning? Images of the plane plunging
from the sky and smashing to the ground filled my
head, and | gripped the armrests of my seat so
hard that my palms hurt. Blood rushed to my face
as the plane took off and | sat rigid in my seat,
sweating.

Seeing my discomfort, a man sitting beside
me told me, with the confidence of a seasoned
traveler, that there was really nothing to worry
about; the plane was quite safe, he said, smiling,
and since the flight was short — only one hour -
we'd be landing before | knew it. His kind words
restored my nerves a little bit, and | sat for a while
trying to practice watching my mind as I'd been
taught.

Then, suddenly we hit some turbulence. The
plane shook and the man almost jumped out of his
seat, yelping in panic. For the rest of the flight, | sat
immobilized, imagining the worst. Forget about
watching my mind. | was sure | was going to die.

Fortunately, the thirteen-hour drive from
Delhi to Sherab Ling was much less eventful. In
fact, as we approached the mountains in which the
monastery is located, the view became expansive
and the drive quite pleasurable.

Unbeknownst to me, however, a reception
at the monastery had been planned for my arrival.
Many of the resident monks had lined up on the
hill overlooking the road, waiting to greet me with
eight-foot-long ceremonial horns and large, heavy
drums.

When the passenger door was opened
and | stepped out, | was greeted by such a loud,
enthusiastic fanfare that | could feel the vibrations
in my bones. I'm not sure which was more alarming:
the noise of the instruments or the sight of all those

strangers lined up to welcome me. All the terror I'd
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felt on the airplane came rushing back, and | made
a wrong turn, walking off in the wrong direction. If
it weren't for the monk who'd accompanied me, I'm
not sure | would have made it through the entrance
gate at all.

It was not a particularly auspicious beginning
to my stay at Sherab Ling. In spite of the fact
that the monastery itself — nestled between
the Himalayas to the north and east and rolling
flatlands to the south and west — was very beautiful,
| was for the most part miserably unhappy.

My old sensitivity and anxiety came back with
overwhelming force, defeating my best efforts to
welcome them as my father had taught me.

I had trouble sleeping and little things could
set off a chain reaction of disturbing thoughts. |
remember quite vividly, for example, waking up
one morning and discovering a tiny crack in the
window of my bedroom. For weeks afterwards |
was terrified that the housekeeper would blame
me for breaking the window and for the trouble it
would cause to replace the glass.

Group practice sessions were especially
painful. There were about eighty monks in
residence at the time, and they all seemed quite
friendly with one another, strolling between classes
and practice sessions in groups, laughing and
joking. I was a stranger among them. Except for our
robes, | didn't feel we had anything in common.
When we sat down in the main hall for group
rituals, they all knew the words and the gestures
much better than |, and | wondered whether they
were watching me, waiting for me to make a
mistake. Most of these sessions were accompanied
by horns, drums, and cymbals — a sometimes
deafening roar of music that made my heart pound
and my head spin. | wanted so badly to run out of
the hall, but with all those others watching, there

was no escape.
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k& |t's a bit astonishing, in fact,
to discover how shy the mind becomes
when you offer to make friends with it. 7’

Of bandits and bodyguards

The only moments of real comfort | experienced
came during my private lessons with my tutors
Drupon Lama Tsultrim, who taught me language,
ritual, and philosophy, and Saljay Rinpoche, who
instructed me in meditation practices. | felt an
especially close connection with Saljay Rinpoche, a
very wise lama with a squarish head and gray hair
and, despite being in his eighties, a face almost
unwrinkled by age.

In my mind's eye, | can still see him with his
prayer wheel in one hand and his mala - a set
of beads used to count repetitions of mantras,
special combinations of ancient syllables that form
a sort of prayer or which, more generally, can be
used as a support for meditation — in the other. His
kindness and patience were so great that | came
to view him almost as a second father, to whom |
could bring problems both great and small.

His responses invariably wound up as
profound lessons. For instance, one morning while
washing my hair, a little bit of water got trapped
in my ear. | tried everything to get rid of it: wiping
the inside of my ear with a towel, shaking my
head, twisting little bits of tissue paper inside my
ear. Nothing helped. When | told Saljay Rinpoche
about it, he advised me to pour more water in my
ear, then tip my head to let it all drain out. To my
surprise, it worked!

This, Rinpoche explained, was an example
of the principle, taught long ago by the Buddha, of
using the problem as the antidote. Timidly, | asked
if the same approach could be used to deal with
thoughts and feelings. He looked at me quizzically,
and soon | found myself pouring out the whole
story of how anxious I'd been most of my life; the
fear that sometimes attacked with such violence
I could hardly breathe; how I'd tried to watch my
mind in a friendly, nonjudgmental way as my father

had taught me; my small successes back in Nepal,

where everything was familiar; and how all the old
problems had resurfaced even more forcefully in
this new, strange environment.

He listened until | ran out of words and then
replied with the following story.

"Tibet," he said, "is full of long and lonely
roads, especially in the mountains, where there
aren't many towns or villages. Traveling is always
dangerous, because there are almost always
bandits hiding in caves or behind rocks along the
sides of the road, waiting to jump out and attack
even the most watchful travelers. But what can
people do? To get from one place to another, they
have to take those roads. They can travel in groups,
of course, and if the groups are big enough,
maybe the bandits won't attack. But that doesn't
always work, because the bandits will usually see
an opportunity to steal more from a larger group.
Sometimes people try to protect themselves by
hiring bodyguards. But that doesn't work very well,
either."

"Why not?" | asked.

He laughed. "The bandits are always more
fierce and they have better weapons. Besides, if
fighting breaks out, there's more of a chance that
people will get hurt."

His eyes closed, his head drooped, and |
thought maybe he'd fallen asleep. But before |
could think of any way to wake him, he opened his
eyes and continued.

"The clever travelers, when attacked by
bandits, make a deal with them. 'Why don't we
hire you to be our bodyguards? We can pay you
something now and more when we reach the
end of our journey. That way, there won't be any
fighting, no one will get hurt, and you'll get more
from us than you would by simply robbing us on
the trail. Less danger for you, because no one
will come hunting you in the mountains, and less
danger for us, because you're stronger and have

better weapons than any bodyguards we could

hire. And if you keep us safe along the road, we
can recommend you to other people and soon
you'll be earning more than you could ever hope
to gain by robbing people. You could have a nice
home, a place to raise a family. You wouldn't have
to hide in caves, freezing in the winter and boiling
in the summer. Everybody benefits.""

He paused, waiting to see if | understood the
lesson. My expression must have given away that |
hadn't, so he continued.

"Your mind is the long and lonely road, and
all the problems you described are the bandits.
Knowing that they're there, you're afraid to travel.
Or you use mindfulness like a hired bodyguard,
mixing it with hope and fear, thinking. 'If [ watch
my thoughts, they'll disappear.' Either way, your
problems have the upper hand. They'll always
seem bigger and stronger than you are.

"A third choice is to be like a clever traveler
and invite your problems to come with you. When
you're afraid, don't try to fight the fear or run from
it. Make a deal with it. 'Hey, fear, stick around. Be
my bodyguard. Show me how big and strong you
are." If you do that often enough, eventually fear
becomes just another part of your experience,
something that comes and goes. You become
comfortable with it, maybe even come to rely on it
as an opportunity to appreciate the power of your
mind. Your mind must be very powerful to produce
such big problems, yes?"

I nodded. It seemed logical.

"When you no longer resist a powerful
emotion like fear," he continued, "you're free
to channel that energy in a more constructive
direction. When you hire your problems as
bodyguards, they show you how powerful your
mind is. Their very fierceness makes you aware of
how strong you are."

I'd never thought of the emotional storms |
suffered as evidence of the power of my own mind.
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THE GAP

EXPERIENCE

By Tsoknyi Rinpoche

The Tibetan Buddhist teacher and author Tsoknyi Rinpoche visited Hong Kong

in October for the launch of the Chinese translation of his book, Open Heart,

Open Mind, and to give a series of lectures on the Tibetan Buddhist teachings

on bardo, which broadly refers to the state of intermediate existence between

two lives. Tibetan Buddhist texts detail the experiences of human consciousness

after death and before one's next birth. For those who have been appropriately

trained, they say, the bardo state during this time offers an opportunity for

liberation from samsara.

While bardo meditation would seem to be a topic that interests only

Buddhists who accept reincarnation as part of reality, Tsoknyi Rinpoche's teaching

in fact contained little that was esoteric or mystical. His sharp and humane

insights into meditation are relevant to modern life, and will be of use to anyone

who wishes to explore the workings of the mind and realise its full potential. This

article is based on the first part of his teaching in Hong Kong.

There are two ways of learning. One is based on
cognitive intellectual understanding, and one is
based on practice, on experience, which is feeling-
oriented. In the end, we need both. Cognitive
understanding brings clarity about many things,
but it might not change old, strong habitual
patterns. To change our old habits, our feelings
need to be involved, and we need to practise
again and again until the new behaviour becomes
automatic.

For example, once you have learned how to
drive, you don't really need to think about it, you
just drive. Many of our habits are based on this
sort of "automatic brain". So we have to practise
dharma until it, too, becomes automatic for us.

Both cognitive intellectual understanding
and feeling-oriented experience need to come
together. Then our life can change.

In Buddhist teaching, all phenomena and

perceptions are accepted as part of reality; nothing

is excluded, we flee from nothing. Experiences
can be pleasant or unpleasant. For a Buddhist
practitioner, then, death is part of life. Without
death, life is not completed. We could have a
very boring, long life, yet impermanence means
that death will happen. So if we want to complete
the cycle of life, we need to include death in our
practice. Whether we like it or not, it's going to
happen. So why don't we look into it? Life and
death are both part of life.

Rush-hour thinking

Bardo means "in between". There are four stages
of bardo: the bardo of living; the bardo of dying
or death; the bardo of dharmata; and the bardo of
becoming.

There's a way we can be liberated from
samsara during the bardo of death and the bardo

of dharmata. But they both depend on what we
do during the bardo of living, which starts on the
day we are born and continues until the process of
death begins and dissolution of the four elements
starts.

All bardos depend on how we live during
the bardo of living. This is the most important
bardo. So we need to live properly. In this bardo of
living, there are two subcategories — the bardo of
meditation and the bardo of dreams.

Let's talk about the bardo of meditation. Our
normal mind is full of feelings, thoughts, concepts,
which obscure the true nature of our mind. It's
like the late-afternoon rush hour — one thought
after another, again and again. In this rush-hour
thinking we cannot find the gap between thoughts,
concepts and feelings.

But through meditation, we can find those
gaps, so that is where we must direct our efforts.

As Milerapa says, "Between thoughts, wisdom
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dawns". As he taught us, when past thoughts cease
and future thoughts have not yet happened - and
we're not clinging to the present moment — there
lies the true nature of reality. Of course, that is easy
to say.

Do you know about this gap between
thoughts? You may know of the gap, but to
experience it is another matter. Now you're thinking
about this gap, but the act of thinking about it
blocks the gap - that is the problem.

On the other hand, you cannot find the gap if
you don't think about it. So what should we do?

Some say, "just stop our rush-hour thinking".
But of course it doesn't automatically stop when we
tell it to stop. You may know that it's a good idea to
stop this rush-hour thinking, but do you think your
feelings will listen and obey?

In the morning you want to wake up; your
mind says "wake up now", but your feelings say
"10 more minutes".

Many things block us from recognising
that gap between thoughts and feelings. Our
responsibilities, achievement, fears, stress,
restlessness, speed, loneliness - rush-hour
thoughts and rush-hour feelings — all rush in to
obscure the gap.

We are controlled by our habits. We think
habits take over because we don't have enough
understanding, and that those habits will change
once we understand that we should not behave in
a certain way.

But actually it doesn't happen that way.
Nowadays we have no lack of information and
understanding, but it does not touch our feelings.
In other words, our feelings are disconnected
from our thoughts. What changes our feelings is
experience, not thoughts.

So what can we do to realise the bardo of
meditation? To see the nature of reality, we have to
rest our minds in those gaps between the thoughts.
It's not for us to think about the gap but to be in
the gap. The gap is our home.

Things move so fast in big cities; we are always
running, never "being". So we never see these
gaps. "Being" and running are two different things.

Yet we can experience them together if we're aware

enough: we can "be" and "run". We can dwell in
the gap, then run.

The gap is our home. Outside the gap we are
homeless in a sense, and haunted by fears. There
is always a lot of fear when we are not connected
to our basic Buddha nature, our basic enlightened
quality, our basic freedom.

To go through all the stages of bardos — the
"immigration of bardo" — we need a "visa", and
this visa is the gap. This all depends on the bardo
of meditation. In the process of dissolution at the
time of death, we can remain in the gap and let the
four elements dissolve, without moving from there.

In other words, when we face death, the
important thing is to have the "visa". Whether
or not you know the immigration rules — that is,
whether or not you know what you will see and
hear during the bardo of death — all that is not that
important; if you have no visa, what's the point?

Happy without reason

First, we have to know a little bit about the system
of the mind. There are eight different types of
consciousness — the five sensory consciousnesses,
the sixth is our "knowing" consciousness,

the seventh is our "judging and analysing"
consciousness, and the eighth consciousness is like
a hard drive, where all our habitual patterns are
stored.

If we have bad habits, we react according
to those bad habits. Buddhists see that this is
a problem; so we have to educate the seventh
consciousness. How is that possible when it reacts
so quickly? Before you can communicate with this
seventh consciousness, it's already decided how
you feel about something.

Because of this, Buddhists develop the
practice of shamatha. Shamatha meditation slows
down our reactions. If we cannot slow down our
thinking, we might not see the gap. Shamatha
meditation is a stepping stone towards finding the
gap; we have to slow down the leap from the sixth
to seventh consciousness.

We try to rest the mind without being

influenced by the seventh consciousness; this is
awareness of the present moment. The present
moment is not a gap, however; it's a single thought
that is not influenced by the seventh consciousness.

We have to condition ourselves, to think
that death is OK. Set the motivation: death is
fine, but | must have the tools to go through the
"immigration of bardo". While still alive, | can
apply for a "visa".

This visa doesn't expire, and it leads up
to enlightenment. The best kind of visa is the
realised nature of mind. As Milerapa says, between
thoughts, wisdom dawns. Free of concepts, free of
fear, free of hope, free of time, free of dimensions,
free of "in and out" - that kind of gap. The gap is
inner space, simplicity, suffused by compassion, an
empty compassionate gap.

In order to find that gap, we have to sort
out the traffic jam, which is all these rush-hour
perceptions that arise because of our dualistic
fixation.

Shamatha meditation is resting on the sixth
consciousness; it's our base camp. Keep resting
on the sixth consciousness, establish some kind of
royal seat on the sixth consciousness, and you can
tell the seventh consciousness, "I think what you're
thinking and feeling is wrong".

I'll talk more about shamatha and the gap
tomorrow.

There's a continuation to this teaching, so it
will be good if you can come. You may have some
questions, but for now, be happy. Remind yourself
to be happy — open-heart happy. This kind of
happiness is being "happy without reason".

"Heart happiness" does not need a reason,
whereas you need a reason to be "head happy";
"heart happy" is simple, but "head happy" is
complex. The simplicity of our heart and the
complexity of our head must come together.

We can be "simple inside, complex outside".
You're sophisticated, you're high-maintenance
outside. But how you live inside, who you are, is
very simple. If who you are inside is complex, you'll
never be happy. So we need to play, to dance
between simplicity and complexity. If you know this

dance, you will die very nicely.
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