Following our Habits,

Karma and Thoughts Betore Death
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| A Dharma Talk by Abbot Heng Lyu in CTTB’s Buddha Hall on December 30, 2017
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Time flies, 2017 is going to end and become history
very soon. 2018 is coming. It reminds us that our life
will also pass very soon. What will happen after our
life ends, where will we be in the future?

Let us see how the Buddha answered this
question. On one occasion the Buddha was staying
at Kapilavastu and his cousin Mahanama went
to the Buddha and said, “World Honoured One,
Kapilavastu is rich and prosperous, populous
and crowded. Sometimes when I have entered
Kapilavastu, I had met up with runaway elephants
and runaway horses, runaway chariots and runaway
carts and runaway persons. At times like that my
mindfulness with regard to the Buddha becomes
muddled, my mindfulness with regard to the Dharma
and the Sangha gets muddled. If I were to die at this
moment, what would be my future destination?”

The Buddha said, “Have no fear Mahanama,
have no fear. Your death will not be a bad one; you
will be reborn in a good place. Suppose a tree is
leaning towards the east, slanting towards the east
and inclining towards the east. When its roots are
cut, which way will it fall?”

Mahanama replied, “In whichever way it was
leaning, slanting and inclining, World Honored
One.” “Mahanama, you are the same.” The Buddha
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said, “You have been mindful of the Buddha, the
Dharma and the Sangha sincerely all the time.
When you pass away, your body is eaten by crows,
vultures, stray dogs or coyotes. When your body
is cremated, nevertheless your pure soul rises up
towards a good place.” Therefore, the purpose of
ordinarily chanting Amitabha Buddhas name and
even attending these 7-day sessions like this is to
purify our mind so we will be naturally reborn in
the Western Pure Land after death.

In fact if we really want to know our rebirth
after life, we should observe our minds and our
dreams and check them carefully. Are they causes

of rebirth in the Pure Land or causes of rebirth in

the three lower existences? Like the saying “If we

e e want to know our previous life, we observe our present life,
- which is the retribution of our previous life. If we want to
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know our future life, we just observe our present life, which
is our cause of our future life.” We should carefully examine

if our karma of body, mind and speech are pure and gentle.
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becomes pure. If one doesnt lie, doesnt engage in frivolous speech,
gossip or harsh speech, then the karma of speech becomes pure. If the
mind doesn’t engage in greed, hatred or stupidity, then the karma of
the intellectual mind becomes pure. When in this manner, the ten evil
actions will have become eternally cut off. Then the causes in the three
lower realms are gone.

On the contrary, if we don’t cultivate the spiritual path well, we
may wake up one morning to find our bodies covered with peacock
feathers and become members of the peacock family at CTTB.

Since cultivation of the spiritual path is so important, why don’t
people cultivate the spiritual path? In the Samyuktigama Sutra, the
Buddha told us that people don’t cultivate the spiritual path because
of their emotional love and attachments.

Once there was a rich merchant who
had four wives. He loved the fourth wife
the most and adorned her with rich robes
and treated her to delicacies. He took
great care of her and gave her nothing
but the best. He also loved his third wife
very much. He was very proud of her and
wanted to show her off to his friends.
However, the merchant was also in great
fear that she might run away with other
men. He also loved his second wife; she
was a very considerate person, always
patient. Whenever the merchant had
problems, he always turned to his second
wife and she would always help him out
through difficult times.

The merchants first wife was a
very loyal partner and had made great

contributions to the family. However, the
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merchant didn’t love his first wife and although she loved him deeply,
he hardly took any notice of her.

One day the merchant fell ill. Before long, he knew he was going
to die soon. He thought of his luxurious life and told himself, “Now
I have four wives. When I die, I will be alone. How lonely I will be.”
He asked his fourth wife, “I loved you the most, endowed you with
the finest clothing, took great care of you. 'm dying now, will you
follow me and keep me company?” “No way!” replied the fourth
wife. She walked away without another word.

This answer cut the merchant’s heart like a sharp knife. Therefore,
he then asked his third wife, “I've loved you all my life, now that I'm
dying, will you follow me and keep me company?” “No!” replied the
third wife. “Life is so good, 'm going to remarry after your death.”
The merchant’s heart sank and turned cold.

He then asked his second wife, “I always turned to you for help
and you have always helped me out. Now I need your help again.
When I die, will you follow me and keep me company?” “I'm sorry,
I cannot help you out this time” replied the second wife. “At the very
most, I can only send you to your grave.” The answer came like a bolt
of thunder and the merchant’s heart was broken.

Then a voice called out, “I will be with you, I will follow you
wherever you go.” The merchant looked up and there was his first
wife. She was so skinny, almost like she suffered from malnutrition.
Greatly grieved, the merchant said, “I should have taken much better
care of you while I could have.”

Actually we all have four wives or four husbands in our lives. The
fourth wife/husband is our body. No matter how much time and
effort we lavish in making it look good, it will leave us when we die.
The third wife/husband is our status and wealth. We are very proud
of them but when we die, they will go to others. The second wife/
husband is our family and friends. No matter how close they are to us
when we're alive, they can only be with us up to the grave.

The first wife/husband is our thoughts that are always there but
goes unnoticed. In fact, our thoughts are often filled with greed for
material wealth and sensual pleasures instead of developing pure
thoughts such as mindfulness of the Buddha, the Dharma and the
Sangha. Due to our thoughts, filled with all kinds of emotional love
and attachments, we create our own bad karma that will lead us to
the three evil paths. It is like the first wife telling her dying husband
“I will follow you wherever you go.”

After hearing this story we understand that people don’t cultivate
and even cannot attain rebirth in the Western Pure Land because of
their emotional love and attachments to the world and their bodies.
How do we develop pure mindfulness of Amitabha Buddha instead
of false thoughts of greed for material wealth and sensual pleasures

so we can attain rebirth in the Western Pure Land? This question is
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answered in the story. When the merchant was going to die he realized that
he should’ve taken better care of his first wife. Therefore the Buddha said
people cultivate the spiritual path with lots of false thoughts because they
are not mindful of death in their daily practice.

The Buddha always addressed monks that mindfulness of death would
bring great fruit and benefit. When developing the mindfulness of death,
one should have the thought as if they were living for the time needed
to chew and swallow one morsel of food, for the time of breathing in
after exhaling or for the time of breathing out after inhaling. In this way,
they would direct their mind on the Buddha’s teaching. By doing so, they
wholeheartedly focus on their cultivation and live diligently, vigorously
cutting off false thinking. This is what monks should do.

Life is impermanent. When we breathe out the air in our lungs, we
cannot ensure that we can breathe in again. However, we often don’t pay
much attention to this fact. I'd like to share a true story with you. One
monk who cultivated vigorously was hospitalized. Due to the seriousness
of his sickness, the doctors said he would die in one or two days. Both the
hospital and the monk agreed to go home to Tathagata Monastery, so we
could provide the best condition of Amitabha Buddha’s name recitation
on his deathbed in the monastery. He asked me, “Dharma Master, I've
come back. What am I going to do now?” I told him to prepare for rebirth.
With surprise, he exclaimed, “Rebirth? I'm not prepared for rebirth yet!”
However, after 10 hours he passed away.

According to statistics, there are 107 human deaths per minute in the
world. We don’t know when it will be our turn to die. Therefore Master
Yin Guang, the 13th patriarch of the Pure Land School, said cultivators
should put the word “death” on their foreheads and always think of it.

Someone may say if I think of death all the time, I will become very
tense. In fact, mindfulness of impermanence and death can make us free
from afflictions, instead of becoming tense. There was a young monk
named Yi-Xiu ( Ikkyu) who left home at the age of 9. One day during his
time as a novice, he accidently broke into pieces his teacher’s teacup. It
was a very beautiful antique that his teacher treasured and considered his
prized possession. Hearing his teacher’s footsteps coming, Yi-Xiu scooped
up the pieces into his hand and then swiftly tucked them into his robe out
of sight.

By the time his teacher arrived, Yi-Xiu had formulated a plan. He
asked his teacher, “Why do people have to die?” His teacher answered,
“Everything in the world experiences both life and death, it’s natural.” He
asked again, “Everything?” “Of course.” his teacher said with certainty. Yi-
Xiu pulled out the broken pieces of teacup from his robes, showed them
to his teacher and said, “It’s time for your teacup to die.” At that time his
teacher just smiled without losing his temper.

Seeing the favorite cup broken, the teacher smiled instead of getting
angry because he was observant of impermanence and death. Therefore,

mindfulness of impermanence and death is the best contemplation
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because it can get rid of our greed, ignorance and arrogance in the three
realms and help us bring forth bodhi resolve. It also reminds me of the
late shramanera Guo Yi, who was the first one to leave home after the
Master entered nirvana and passed away in 1997. It has been 20 years
since he passed away. Here I'd like to share his story with you.

Guo Yi Shr was born in Taiwan in 1950 and earned a master’s
degree in electronic engineering in the United States in 1980. He had
a successful career and a happy family. After taking refuge with Master
Hua in 1987, he was the chairperson of the San Jose Lay Buddhist
Association for years. While working, he would spend his lunch hour
at the Buddhist Association, helping to answer the phone and guiding
many people to study Buddhism. During the holidays, he helped repair
the roof at the monastery.

In 1994, he came to CTTB in an attempt to leave the home life
but he gave up because his family didnt agree. In 1995, the DRBA
Sangha decided to accept new left home people three years after
Venerable Master’s nirvana. Unfortunately, in 1996 he was diagnosed
with terminal liver cancer and found out he only had half a year to live.
At that time he and his family came and begged us to let him leave
home. We fulfilled their wish and held his leaving home ceremony at
ITI in Burlingame. That was a very low-key affair because Venerable
Master Hua just entered nirvana the previous year.

I still remember 20 years ago he reported his conditions on this
platform. He believed he didn’t do any evil in his whole life, but why
did he have such retribution of a short lifetime of 47 years? “Fortunately,
after learning Buddhism, I understand cause and effect in the three
periods of time. Because of my karma in the past, I have such retribution
in this life. I never complain.” he said.

However, when his conditions became critical, he asked to stay in
the hospital where it was more convenient for his family to visit him.
Although his family was with him at the Ukiah Hospital for several
days, he wished to return to CTTB. When the ambulance was waiting
outside to bring him back to the City, he passed away.

When I received the news of his death, it was during the meal
offering before lunch. Dharma Master Jiang and I immediately went to
the hospital in a hurry. On the way to the hospital I thought, lunchtime
is a difficult time to pull people away from CTTB because people
needed to eat. When we arrived at the hospital, his eyes were wide open
and his mouth was gaping wide. His family was weeping beside him.
I covered his face with a piece of cloth. At that time, all of his friends
from San Jose just visited him. We sincerely recited Amitabha Buddha’s
name beside him. After chanting the Buddha’s name for eight hours
and holding the transference of merit, we removed the piece of cloth
covering his face. His eyes closed and he had a smile on his face.

I thought when he was still a layperson, spending his lunch hour

helping people when everyone else was eating, he created such unique
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conditions. When he passed away at lunchtime - the most difficult time to pull
people away from CTTB, all his friends from San Jose appeared to help him.
Therefore, never neglect the importance of helping others in ordinary times.
Blessings are generated through helping others at ordinary times as well as how
inconceivable the merit is from chanting Amitabha Buddha’s name is. Even
the deceased can smile happily by hearing Amitabha Buddha’s name recitation.

However, in Buddhism one reaps what one sows and one reaps nothing if
one hasn’t sown. How can merit from chanting Buddha’s name be transferred
to someone else? In fact, the transference of merit doesn’t mean all good deeds
that you've done can completely transfer to someone else. If it’s possible, then
all the Buddhas and Bodhisattvas, who are so kind and compassionate would
have completely transferred their good deeds to all living beings and we should
be in the Pure Land or at least there are no three evil paths now, right?

What exactly is transference of merit? It’s just like when we chant Amitabha
Buddha’s name around a dying person. We cannot take the place of the dying
person but we can provide the person favorable conditions conducive to
the recitation of Amitabha Buddha’s name. We may help the person recite
Amitabha’s holy name and bring forth the Bodhi resolve to attain rebirth in
the Western Pure Land. However, whether or not that person will be reborn in
the Western Pure Land depends on the person’s Bodhi resolve to attain rebirth
there and the sincerity of their recitation of Amitabha Buddha’s name.

Transferring merit from doing good deeds such as helping others out,
chanting mantras, Sutras and the Buddha’s name will inspire the recipients
to bring forth their good roots and good thoughts, rejoice in our good deeds
or even taken actions to practice good deeds. For sure, the recipient will have
good rewards and response in return.

In the same way, the Venerable Master was very kind and compassionate to
teach us to set up rebirth plaques to benefit living beings. However the plaques
are the passport to be reborn in the Western Pure Land. So we shouldn’t think
that the deceased will be reborn in the Western Pure Land after we set up a
rebirth plaque for them, it’s superstitious. Even Buddhas and Bodhisattvas are
unable to do that. If setting up a rebirth plaque and transferring merit can
send the deceased to the Western Pure Land, then we should all be there now
because it is very easy to do.

Setting up a rebirth plaque means to make offerings to the Three
Jewels on behalf of the deceased. It is the merit and virtue of giving. Also,
it’s encouragement to the deceased so they can vigorously cultivate to attain
rebirth in the Western Pure Land as well as ultimate liberation. On the other
hand, setting up a rebirth plaque enables living beings to draw near and make
offerings to the Three Jewels, so it benefits the world and the underworld. It’s
very important that we should believe the Venerable Master’s great compassion
and wisdom and have a proper concept towards setting up the plaques. Don’t
believe the myth that it would bring a negative impact to those who set up the
plaques or the monastics at the temple.

Amitabha Buddha made a vow that he would appear to and receive the

dying person who is reciting his name to the Western Pure Land. Unfortunately,
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most people lose their mindfulness of the Buddha and fail to recite
Amitabha Buddha’s name upon dying. Therefore, it is important to
maintain the mindfulness of the Buddha on the deathbed. The goal
of reciting the Buddha’s name during ordinary times is to ensure the
mindfulness of the Buddha when death comes.

The stories shared above are to tell us three factors of attaining
rebirth in the Pure Land. The first is our habit; second, the karma we
create; and the third, the last thought before death. In the first story, the
Buddha used a tree as an analogy to comfort Mahanama not to fear his
future destination. Because of his habitual momentum to be mindful
of the Buddha, Dharma and Sangha, even if he died accidentally, he
would be reborn in a good place like a tree falling towards the direction
it has been leaning.

The second is the karma we created in this life. We should cut off
the ten evil deeds, then we can be far away from the three evil paths. If
we can cultivate, have faith in, vow to be reborn in the Pure Land and
uphold Amitabha Buddha’s name, then inevitably we could be reborn
in the Pure Land.

The third is the last thought on our deathbed. Master Hua told us
sometimes people forget to recite Amitabha Buddha’s name when they
are approaching the end of life even if they recited it regularly. Why?
Because they are not prepared for death. The Buddha told us we should
practice mindfulness of death during ordinary times, just like we are
going to die the next moment. By practicing this mindfulness, we will
gradually let go of attachments. When the final moment comes, we
would not panic and can concentrate on Amitabha Buddha’s name and

our desire to be reborn in the Pure Land.
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Q&A on Pure Land Dharma Door:

Question: Chanting the Buddha’s name once eradicates offenses
equal in number to the grains of sand in the river. How should we
chant the Buddha’s name to achieve that?

The Venerable Master answered: Stay focused and concentrated

when you chant.

Question: How can we stabilize our temperament and focus when
chanting the Buddha’s name?

The Venerable Master answered: Eat a little less.

Question: How do we conquer the scattered mind whenever
chanting the Buddha’s name? What method can we use?

The Venerable Master answered: The more you chant, the less
scattered your mind will be. You should chant for one day, two days,
three, four, five, six, up to seven days single-mindedly. Since you don't

chant regularly, of course you cannot stay focused. &





