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From Death to Nirvana

By Liu King-pong

When | was in my second year of high school, we
were playing basketball during lunch break one day.
Our class leader, C. S. Luo, suddenly tripped and fell
to the ground and lost consciousness. | saw him
being carried to the nearest hospital by some
classmates. | thought he had suffered a heat stroke
and that he would recover after taking a nap or
something. | was completely wrong. He died of a
brain hemorrhage in the hospital an hour later. He
was only 16 years old then. My 40-some classmates
and | were shocked when we heard the sad news.
After al, it was atad early for a bunch of young kids
to deal with death.

"Where did Luo go?' | kept asking myself at that
harrowing moment. Bewildered, | asked my Dad the
same question when | went home that day. He
scratched his head and replied, "Son, Confucius
once said, 'Y ou know nothing about life; how would
you know anything about death?' So I'm sorry, |
can't answer your question!" Time flies. It has been
almost 30 years since | asked my Dad that question.
| trust he till has no answer for me. In fact, he often
gets very upset when | bring up the topic of death in
our conversations. | cannot blame my Dad for his
attitude toward death. Being a follower of
Confucianism, he can argue that he heartily abides
by the Fundamental Teacher's admonition to pay no
attention to death. But | know he gets upset



whenever he hears about death since it is still something inscrutable even to an 80-year-old man like him. The
fear of death is so unbearable that he simply chooses to evade it. In fact, death will not leave my Dad or any one
of us alone, even if we take an evasive attitude toward it. | notice that Christians, Jews, Muslims, and followers
of other faiths can often face death bravely since they believe that it is the time when they go to the kingdom of
God to be reunited with their deceased friends and relatives. What is the Buddhist perspective regarding this
matter?

In Buddhism, we often hear people say that such-and-such a monk has "attained nirvana," by which they mean
to say that he has died. Actualy, nirvana has a more profound meaning than just physical demise. When spiritual
cultivators thoroughly eradicate their delusions and egos and when their minds transcend exterior circumstances
and feel at ease at all times, we say they have attained nirvana. According to the Buddha, nirvanais a high level
of spiritual training that can be obtained when people are still dive.

The Buddha also said that people will be able to attain nirvana once they remove their bad karma and bring
their karmic retributions to an end. He explained that our coming and going back and forth in the cycle of life and
death is due to the pull of karma, which is the accumulation of our actions (when a person does many good deeds
in hislife, he will be upgraded spiritually; otherwise, if he does more bad deeds than good, he will be degraded).
Once we are born into this world, we cannot deny the fact of our physical existence nor can we completely
eliminate the pulling force of our bad karmaif we want to release ourselves from the chains of life and death.

The Buddha explained that when people have delusions and perplexity in their minds, they create a lot of bad
karma for themselves. They must then bear the retributions of bad karma and they become tightly bound to the
cycle of reincarnation. However, he pointed out that if we can eradicate the delusions in our minds and rid
ourselves of our egocentric and unnecessary attachments by understanding that thereis "no 1," that my existence
is ephemeral and entirely dependent on conditions around me, the tremendous influence of karma can be
extinguished and the chains of life and death can be severed. We can then attain nirvana.

Now, another interesting question pops up in my mind: Where do we go after we attain nirvana? | presume it
will be just as hard to answer this question as to explain a magnificent sunset to blind people or to trace where the
fire goes after we blow out a candle. Nirvanais a state of mind that is beyond description and imagination. Once
we attain it through industrious spiritual cultivation, our bodies, minds, and souls will be integrated with the
whole universe. When that state is achieved, there is no distinction between death and nirvana, stupidity and
wisdom, you and me, etc. It isthe most wonderful manifestation of the power of the buddha-nature.

(Adopted From:The Tzu Chi Quarterly Vol.11 No.1 Spring 2004)
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The OIld Fish Seller

By Master Cheng Yen
Trandated by Yen Pei-yu

One day when the Buddha and his disciple Ananda came to a market, they saw an old fish seller calling for
customers and grumbling at the same time. The Buddha walked closer to the old man so that he could listen to
his complaints more clearly.

The old man kept saying, "Why is God so unfair? | am quite old already, yet my son, who was the
breadwinner of the family, suddenly passed away! Now the heavy burden of supporting the family has fallen on
mel"

The Buddha quietly listened to the old man's complaints and then looked at the fish basket beside the old man.
There were several fish squirming in the basket, still struggling painfully to breathe. When he saw this, the
Buddha shook his head and walked away with awry smile on his face.

Ananda observed, "It seems the old man's suffering is based on two aspects: his son's sudden death and the
sorrow of earning a living at his age. It isindeed sad to see that an ailing old man like him still needs to sell fish
in the market for a living. However, doesn't he realize that fish also have families and feelings and that casting
out a net and catching a whole school of fish will aso ruin many fish families? Why can he only perceive the
pain of losing his son and fail to see the suffering of &l the fish?"

The Buddha replied: "People keep creating bad karma by killing other creatures, and once their retributions
descend on them, they complain about their hardships and suffering. Thereis nothing | can do except sympathize
with people's delusions!”

Human beings are often self-centered: | love, | resent, | hate, | like... Everything begins with "I." Before they
even notice, their livesfill up with wickedness. They tend to speak more malicious slander than sweet words and
to be more selfish than thoughtful.

Buddhists believe that all living beings are reincarnated in the Six Realms of Heaven, Humans, Asuras,
Animals, Hungry Ghosts, and Hell. If people cannot cultivate wisdom and blessings by doing good deeds, they
may lose their human form and fall into the lower realm of animals in their next life. When that day comes, they
will struggle painfully like the fish in the basket, waiting to be bought and cooked. It will be atruly horrible fate!
Therefore, in everyday life, we must be very careful with the actions we take, the words we utter, and the
thoughts we harbor.

(Adopted From:The Tzu Chi Quarterly Vol.11 No.1 Spring 2004)
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