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Wondrous Fragrances at the End of Life

Written by Dee Jane Jiang on December 20, 2009
ML X 33 Translated into English by Chen Chin Wen
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Sometime between February and March, 2006, Dharma sister Guo-Wei
confided in me that her father’s condition was worsening and asked if I would
assist her in reciting Amitabha’s name if her father should die. On the June
day when my family returned from our vacation, just as I was thinking that I
would finally have a good night’s sleep at home, I received an unexpected call
from Dharma sister Guo-Wei, who announced that her father had just passed
away. I quickly finished my dinner and left for her house.

I arrived at her home around 8 p.m. , and sat next to her father. I made a
great effort to recite “Namo Amitabha Buddha” loudly, hoping to inspire him
to recite the Buddha’s name during his passage. Soon many other Dharma
brothers and sisters arrived, one after another. They followed the Five Precepts
and were long-time vegetarians. They were practitioners of great spiritual
cultivation and strength, with superb samadhi skill in reciting the Buddha’s
name. Once they sat down and began reciting, they didn’t get up again. They
didn’t need to take breaks. And nor did they need to get up and stretch or splash
their faces with water to stay awake. Under their leadership, we continued
reciting the Buddha’s name without interruption.

Around 10 p.m., we recited the four syllables “A-Mi-To-Fo.” I diligently
recited Amitabha Buddha’s name and envisioned Amitabha Buddha’s arrival.
However, I began feeling a bit drowsy near midnight. Since I was losing
my mental clarity—firstly as a result of sleepiness, but also because Buddha
recitation practice was not part of my daily routine—I mistakenly and without
any awareness began chanting “A-Mi-Fo-To.” The other reciters were unmoved
by my error. My mental muddiness provoked them neither to laughter nor
to distress—they surely demonstrated unwavering samadhi strength. Guo-
Wefi’s daughter, however, couldn’t resist rousing me, “Auntie,” she said, “you
recited incorrectly. It is not A-Mi-Fo-To. It’s A-Mi-To-Fo!” So you see, my
lack of practice in reciting the Buddha’s name had caused me to begin reciting
upside-down as soon as I became drowsy. This makes me wonder if my mind
will remain clear with proper thoughts at the moment when my life is ending,.

It’s time to rinse my face, I thought. As I was getting up I suddenly noticed
a heavy floral fragrance, which was accompanied by the fragrance of cypress
trees from the forest. I looked around, wondering whether there were any
pine or red cypress trees near Guo-Wei's house. Was the window open? Where
could such a strong scent have originated? While I was puzzling over this, the
usual smell of sandalwood incense from the Gold Sage Monastery appeared
as well. But Guo-Wei did not light any incense! I thought to myself. I then
suddenly realized that what just happened was, “inviting with floral fragrance
and welcoming with floral fragrance”; and what followed was an “offering of
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incense.” Guo-Wei's daughter and I stared at each other with exhilaration.
Apparently, she also noticed the fragrance. I looked at Dharma ssister “Mei-Jiou,”
who was sitting by the door, and who nodded her head to me in confirmation.
As for the male practitioners in the room, they remained expressionless and
continued to recite the Buddha’s name steadfastly. Apparently, the appearance
of the strong fragrances was not a new phenomenon for them. I was now so
exhilarated by this experience that I did not feel sleepy anymore. The smell of
the sandalwood lasted about half an hour longer and then gradually dissipated.

We continued to recite the Buddha’s name, and around 2:00 a.m. I began
to feel tired. But around 2:30 a.m. the floral fragrance and offering of incense
reemerged, and I felt invigorated once again. By 4:00 a.m. I was truly reaching
my limit. In order to re-enter the recitation site, I moved to a seat near the
door. I got up often to rinse my face and tried hard to keep awake but my
efforts seemed to be in vain, because as soon as I would go back and sit down
I would become drowsy again. I muddily recited Amitabha Buddha’s name
in between the states of “half-asleep and half-awake.” Fortunately, there
were strong practitioners with solid spiritual strength who kept the Buddha
recitation going the whole time without interruption.

By 5:00 a.m., the volume of my Buddha recitation was also decreasing, and I
skipped recitations here and there. At one point, as I opened my mouth widely,
ready for a big yawn, I ended up swallowing a large gulp of fragrance through
my mouth. I was shocked! This time I was truly awakened. Just like before,
it began with a heavy floral fragrance and a fragrance of the forest, followed
by an offering of incense. As I remember it, the times during the three periods
when the “offering of incense” appeared were not the same as those when the
floral and forest fragrances appeared. Dharma sister Mei-Jiou and I nodded
at each other again in tacit agreement. The experience of this recitation was
like attending three exceptional Buddha recitation Dharma assemblies presided
over by Amitabha Buddha himself.

There are two other phenomena worth mentioning. Outside the bedroom
was the living room, which was a large rectangular space. The fragrances
permeated the bedroom and one-third of the living room. There seemed to
be an “invisible boundary division.” As soon as one crossed the boundary line,
into the remaining two-thirds of the living room, one was not able to smell the
fragrances any longer. Those two-thirds of the living room were cold and plain
as usual.

Secondly, the mouth of Guo-Wei’s father was slanted at first, resembling a
triangle. After the Buddha recitation, his lips realigned to form a smile. This
was my first experience of assisting in recitation. It did not feel like attending a
funeral—there was no grieving or wailing. It felt more like attending a Buddha
recitation session. I was very happy and filled with Dharma joy. In the past,
I looked upon the word “assistance” [in recitation assistance] as “my help to
others.” However, after this recitation assistance experience, I realized that it
was actually Guo-Wei’s father who was “helping” me.

We were very lucky and were blessed with the rare opportunity to recite the
Buddhas’s name in the middle of the night. Because of the hours during which
it took place, the participants did not have to take meals or breaks to rest—
hence there was very little movement on the scene. The recitation site remained

stable and tranquil. < Continued on page 14
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Facing death is equivalent to the “graduation exam” of one’s spiritual
cultivation/practice. In fact, I have flunked this subject numerous times.
Today, [as the verse says] “It is not easy to be reborn in the human body
but I have gained it; it is rare to be able to hear the Buddhadharma, but
now I have heard it.” Therefore, we should diligently practice reciting
Buddha’s name and live our life according to the Buddhadharma. We
ought not to carelessly neglect what is most important. It will be too late
when death is right in front of us. May we all become more motivated
and diligent!
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