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			The hermit Gautama smiled,

			and whispered to himself, “O jailer, I see you now.

			How many lifetimes have you confined me in the

			prisons of birth and death? But now I see your face

			clearly, and from now on you can build no more

			prisons around me.”

			THÍCH NHẤT HẠNH,

			Old Path White Clouds

		

	
		
			Introduction

			This book is an invitation into a new way of looking at your life and the events happening within and around you. It presents the penetrating vision of Zen Master Thích Nhất Hạnh—who we refer to from here on by the Vietnamese name “Thầy,” meaning monk or teacher—on the notions of birth, death, and rebirth.

			The thresholds of birth and death have inspired ritual, religion, philosophical reflection, and even political regimes. To look deeply into the nature of birth and death requires courage and perseverance. It is essential, at all points, that we keep an open heart and an open mind. As Thầy often reminds us, for the truth to penetrate and reveal itself we must be willing to see our notions for what they really are: constructs of our mind that have a real effect on the present moment and our future. We have to be willing to throw away all our concepts.

			In the twentieth century we took a hard turn towards the doctrine of an individual self. We tend to think of who we are as an identity. But the reality is that any concept we or others have of ourselves is just a concept. Our body and mind are impermanent, and we find ourselves always in profound interdependence with all phenomena. In Zen, we are invited in every moment to observe the impermanence of the processes within our physical bodies—skin cells flaking off, wrinkling skin, graying hair, aches and pains that come and go. Our cells are being born and dying in every moment. Without death, how could life be possible?

			We may have a harder time accepting the same phenomena of impermanence on a larger scale—at the level of our body itself. We have a natural drive to survive and a twin fear of the cold harshness of death. In his own time, the Buddha saw how this fear led to us being caught in the idea that our body, feelings, thoughts, emotions, and consciousness are our “self.” He witnessed human beings caught like this being driven to inflict terrible pain, suffering, and violence on themselves and on each other through wars, murder, sexual assault, and other forms of violence. This drive to preserve the body at all cost continues to plague us today: we remain obsessed with life extension, health supplements, and technologies such as cryogenics that aim to preserve our physical body as long as possible, if not forever. We want to freeze our body, or a part of our body, like our head, in the hope that future civilizations will have the technology to revive us. Some of us see old age, sickness, and death as an illness we just don’t yet know how to cure, like cancer, diabetes, or AIDS. We’ve become so cut off from the natural rhythms of life and death that we are no longer aware of what and who we are.

			In this way, clinging to permanence drives our hopes and fears—about life and death, and rebirth. This clinging brings about a superficial understanding of rebirth; namely, that a permanent self, or soul, moves from one body to another—the so-called “transmigration of souls.” We think that if rebirth is mentioned in Buddhist texts, this is what’s being proposed: the passage of a soul from one body to another. And for some of us, this supernatural belief becomes an obstacle to taking Buddhist practice seriously.

			In fact, Buddhist teachings on impermanence and non-self are much deeper and more subtle than this, as we will see in the pages that follow. According to Buddhist teachings, everything at every level of experience is of the nature to change. Everything is flow—and yet we are capable of guiding that flow. That is the path. That is how we ensure a beautiful continuation. Letting go of self and embracing impermanence helps us understand karma and continuation—our true rebirth.

			The passages that follow have been selected by Matthew Friberg and I from Thầy’s numerous talks and published works. In each chapter, to help the reader, I have added explanation of Thầy’s ideas. The final chapter adds insights regarding how a right view of birth, death, and rebirth—i.e. the deeper view of continuation—can inspire us to practice Right Diligence and appropriate attention, bringing us happiness here and now, and on into the future.

			These teachings, if applied, can bring us closer to the heart of reality and peace, and on a collective level can heal our fractured world. May this profound Dharma teaching benefit all beings.

			BROTHER PHÁP LƯU

			
				
					“What happens when we die?” is a good question. A good answer should be based on evidence. It’s not a matter of belief or faith, but of looking deeply. Through the practice of mindfulness, concentration, and insight, we can see for ourselves the true nature of birth and death.

					[image: ]

					Many people misunderstand the word reincarnation, so I don’t like to use it. The word suggests that there is a soul, a spirit, that exists apart from the body. And when the body is destroyed or decomposed, the soul leaves and searches for another body to enter.

					I prefer the word continuation to the word reincarnation. There is nothing that leaves something and enters something else—continuation is constantly taking place.

					This is a very exciting subject to study.

					THÍCH NHẤT HẠNH
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			1

			Karma and Continuation

			IMAGINE A TEAPOT. We put some tea leaves into the pot, pour boiling water in, and after waiting a few minutes, we pour out the tea. That tea is the continuation of the tea leaves. As the tea is drunk, we can see that the tea is in us, the teacup, and the person drinking the tea. When that person who drinks the tea writes poetry or calligraphy, we can also see the tea in the poetry and calligraphy. The tea is on a journey; it doesn’t stay in one place.

			When a person has a thought, it is their continuation. When that thought arises, it influences that person and their environment. The same is true of speech and bodily action: if we speak a word or perform an action, that word or action immediately affects us and our environment. In every moment, we generate energy in these three areas: thinking, speech, and bodily action. This is called karma, or action. Karma is our continuation, and continuation is rebirth. Every moment is a moment of rebirth.

			We Are the Sum of Our Actions

			
				We must see that we are not just within the boundaries of our five skandhas.[*1] We are in all our karma, all our output. Output does not only mean going out but also moving forward. All our actions of body, speech, and mind are heading towards the future. When the French philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre said that a person is the sum of their actions, he was absolutely correct. It means that a person is the totality of all their karma, of their actions of body, speech, and mind. The karma they create affects both themselves, their five skandhas, and their surroundings. We must see that a person is both within and beyond the boundaries of skandhas, just as we see that the tea is not only in the teapot: it is also in the teacup, the person drinking the tea, and the poems and calligraphy they create. These are all different manifestations, expressions, of the fruits of our action.

			Taking Care of What Comes In

			
				The teapot is a useful image, but it is not perfect. We only see the tea going out, not coming in. However, in each moment of daily life, there is both input and output. We need to acknowledge that what we receive is a form of nourishment. What we hear, see, smell, taste, and feel all enter us at every moment. For instance, if we read a newspaper article, the sadness, anger, irritation, or violence of the article goes into us. That is called input.

			Input in terms of the teapot would be tea and boiling water, but in terms of a person it can include many things: the air we breathe, the water we drink, the food we eat, the smells, images, and sounds that enter through our senses. The quality of the output depends a lot on the quality of the input. As we receive, so shall we create. If we consume a lot of violence and hatred, then what we create through body, speech, and mind will also contain these elements. If what we take in is wholesome, then what we create will be healthy. If we receive thoughts, images, and sounds that are kind, beautiful, and true, then with those materials we can create good karma for the future.

			We must practice mindful consumption, guarding the six senses so that what goes into us does not harm us and become the source of harmful outputs. If we protect ourselves, the karma we create will be right karma, good karma. Guarding the six senses means placing a guardian at each sense gate—eyes, ears, nose, tongue, body, and mind—to be aware of what is entering the citadel of the skandhas. That is mindfulness. The guardian at the six gates is our mindfulness.

			Things that go in through our five skandhas are, in fact, just raw materials. If we have a practice, a path, we can transform whatever we receive into something beautiful. For example, if we lack wisdom and mindfulness when we watch a violent film, the energy of violence will enter us and harm us. What we produce, how we express ourselves, and how we behave will then contain those violent elements. But if we practice, our mindfulness and concentration will protect us. Those elements enter us, but we can transform them into understanding, compassion, and the path itself. It’s like the silkworm that eats mulberry leaves: when it spins silk, it does not produce

			
			Working with Inputs and Outputs
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			A Beautiful Continuation in the Here and Now

			
			
			
				
				
			

			
			
			Karma and Right View
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