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			Foreword

			Death Blow

			We all want to live well and, when it is time, die well too. This is the essence of most human aspirations. Within this, much, if not most, of human endeavor is dedicated to living well, and the outcome reflects it. Humans have achieved much in terms of living well. We have managed to acquire more comfort and convenience than any previous generation. However, when it comes to dying well, it cannot be said that we die better than our ancestors in any way. Many factors explain why humans have been successful at living better but not dying better—the most significant of them being the disparity between the way we treat life and death in our societies.

			Everywhere in the world, life is mostly considered a success that is to be sung about and celebrated, but death is considered a failure that is to be shunned and mourned. Oddly enough, in the construed dichotomy of life and death, it is “life” that is a four-letter word, not “death.” Yet, in the world, it is death that gets the bad press. The mere utterance of the word “death” can hush dinner conversations. Children are taught never to utter the word at home lest the God of death might feel invited and choose to visit. On the other hand, the adults are on a quest to invent overly sanitized euphemisms that try to mask the bluntness of the event with vanity.

			It is said that humans do not know much about death because they do not know much about life in the first place. Death is a brief occurrence at the end of a long life. But even after having lived a full lifetime, people are clueless regarding simple questions about life—like, where did we come from and where are we going. So confusion about death is understandable. However, it must be acknowledged that in recent times, humankind has indeed traveled far from its simplistic understanding that “Life is God’s gift and death is His wrath.”

			Traditionally, it was only religion that people looked to for the unraveling of this mystery. Adjudication of matters related to death and dying was mostly in the hands of shamans and priests of various kinds. It’s only in the past couple hundred years, when a slew of medical discoveries began making a considerable impact upon health and mortality on a global scale, that people began turning to modern science for answers on death and dying as well. The success of modern science in dealing with matters of death and dying can be seen in the phenomenal improvement in just two of the key global health parameters—life expectancy and infant mortality. No better testimony to the success of modern medicine is needed than the burgeoning global population of more than eight billion people on the planet. With this development, modern medicine has firmly dislodged everything else as the final adjudicator of all matters of life and death.

			Modern science, characterized by objectivity and universality, has now enabled people to look at death in ways that were not possible before. However, the blazing trail left behind by modern science is not without its blind spots, dangers, and destruction. One major outcome of death being handled by modern science is what has come to be called the “medicalization” of death. Death, especially in the more advanced countries, is no longer looked at as a natural phenomenon but as a medical event, with even ordinary life events and conditions being treated as risks and diseases. Death being preceded by excessive and often aggressive medical interventions has become the new norm.

			Moreover, humans have never been comfortable with their mortal nature. So the success of medical science has only breathed fresh life into the historic quest for immortality. Riding on the shoulders of modern science, people have now begun to speculate whether deathlessness is not in fact the norm and death an aberration. It has emboldened people to wonder if death is not just one more disease that needs to be conquered—something that our super sleuths in white coats will surely do within our lifetime. Our growing capability to interfere with the fundamental life process has undoubtedly increased our propensity to overdo it.

			One reason why scientists appear akin to the six blind men studying an elephant—getting parts right while missing the whole—is their keyhole vision of life. Death—just as life—can be understood as having three components. There is a biological part, a psychological part, and a metaphysical part that together cause the biology and the psychology to happen. In recent times, our understanding of the biology of death has greatly increased. Today, we have a much better understanding of the point where, biologically, life ends and death begins. In terms of psychology too, much progress has been made. What makes a person? Is it nature or nurture? What is the role of each? These aspects too are much better understood. But the more profound questions of why death or life happens, and how, are still largely unanswered.

			Unfortunately, today’s science has access to the being only from the point where the body begins to the point where it ends. Science does not even acknowledge the possibility that something could precede life or succeed death. The hypothesis that life is just a chance occurrence in this vast Universe of infinite permutations and combinations of factors is riddled with many holes. The simple fact that an unseen force abruptly turns on the biology for a period of time, and then turns it off equally abruptly, begs a deeper investigation even by the standards of science. Although science stops where the body drops, the religions of the world are full of speculation as to what happens after that, leaving one lost somewhere in the no-man’s-land in between. It is in such times that the presence of a yogi or a mystic like Sadhguru—who draws primarily from an inner experience rather than tradition or scriptures or academic learning—becomes invaluable.

			Sadhguru is a modern mystic and a yogi who has touched and transformed the lives of millions of people around the world with his unique insight into life and the tools of self-transformation. One afternoon, almost four decades ago, Sadhguru, then a young man at his “cocky best,” had a deep spiritual experience that changed his worldview and life entirely. “Suddenly, what I had thought all my life was me was all around—my inside had become the outside. I did not know which was me and which was not me.” It also made him deeply ecstatic. Over the next few months, the experience became more stabilized and a living reality. This spiritual realization also brought back a flood of memories of his past lives and a deep understanding of the process of life and death. This experience inspired Sadhguru to set out with a plan to teach the whole world to live as joyfully and ecstatically as he does.

			Over the past four decades, this plan has turned into a global movement aimed at self-transformation. But looking back it is unclear at what point Sadhguru, who has long been considered a foremost authority on joyful living, began to be regarded as an authority on death as well. Was it when he began recounting clearly his past lives? Or was it twenty-five years ago, when he articulated for the first time the purpose of his current life—to consecrate the Dhyanalinga, the dream of many accomplished yogis, which was entrusted to him by his Guru three lifetimes ago? Or was it when several people around him were able to spontaneously recollect their associations with him in their past lives? It is not very clear when, but soon people began to turn to Sadhguru on matters of death and dying as well.

			However, Sadhguru has not always been the most communicative about death. In fact, one would think he was being evasive. Too many people who thought they could extract the deepest secrets of life through a single innocuous question—“What happens after death, Sadhguru?”—have been disappointed. To their dismay, they were usually teased by responses like, “Some things are known only by experience!” Others who wanted to know how to communicate with the dead were told to worry about communicating with the living first. People who asked about the existence of souls were told they had two of them—one under each foot. Yet all his teachings and practices have not been without a tinge, or more, of death.

			Sadhguru is probably the only person on the planet who would, in a deadpan tone, talk about death to a hall full of people first thing in the morning during certain residential programs. He would then lead them through a guided meditation on experiencing death firsthand. He is probably the only one who would teach the “Way of Effortless Living” by initiating people into a deathlike experience of meditation, to be practiced twice a day. He is the ambitious person who sets out to teach everyone in the world the ways to live joyously but, on finding that he is falling short, pragmatically embarks on teaching them methods to die peacefully at least. He is also the person who assures people, “If you have been initiated by me, or have made the mistake of sitting in front of me totally, even for one moment, there is no rebirth for you.” And the list goes on.

			Once when we were filming Sadhguru for a DVD, somebody asked him, “Why is it that in most Eastern traditions a very high level of sanctity is accorded to the moment of death? Why is it that the moment of death is granted a sort of quasi-spiritual status?” Speaking outside his usual script of deterrence, Sadhguru said that if the moment of death is handled properly—if there is proper preparation, proper guidance, and perhaps some outside help as well—then, in spiritual terms, even that which probably did not happen in life could happen in death. This was a revelation to me. I had never heard anyone speak of death as a spiritual possibility.

			Some discussion followed this, but since it was mostly outside the scope of the video being filmed, Sadhguru did not elaborate further. I was very intrigued. Did Sadhguru just say that there is a big spiritual possibility hiding in plain sight in that much-feared, much-abhorred aspect of life—death? Is there a huge free ride waiting to be taken at the moment of death, and we’re oblivious to it? If so, why haven’t we heard of this before? Why is it not being spoken about more? Why are we not alerting people to it? Could Sadhguru offer the necessary guidance for the preparation, could he give the required “help”? Of course, he could. But would he? Could he be coaxed into opening another front in his engagement with the world? Sadhguru was certainly willing, but the task of compiling this book was not as easy as I had imagined. I had assumed it would be a simple task because, after all, if one knew something, how difficult would articulating it be? Well, that turned out to be somewhat naïve on my part, because explanations can only traverse from the known to the unknown, and in this case the gap turned out to be rather formidable.

			The grand phenomenon of life cannot be confined to the period between birth and death, as seen by modern science. It goes back all the way to the beginning of Creation and extends all the way to wherever the Creation is heading. Hence, any understanding of death that does not take this fact into account is bound to be incomplete and incorrect. In the first part of the book, “Life and Death in One Breath,” Sadhguru describes the essential mechanism of life and death using several approaches. He describes the Yogic understanding and further simplifies this using the example of the familiar soap bubble. Taking the discourse beyond the usual boundaries, Sadhguru traces the origins of life from the beginning of Creation to the cycle of birth and death that we all undergo. He also talks about the different kinds of deaths and what choices we have in death. He concludes the first part by describing the highest form of death—the dissolution of the Self—which is the goal of all spiritual seekers.

			In addition to explaining the underlying mechanics of birth and death, one of the objectives of the book is also to help one achieve a “good” death. In the second part of the book, “The Gracefulness of Death,” Sadhguru clarifies what a “good” death is and what preparations we can make for it. Moreover, when a person is dying, he is in the most vulnerable situation, unable to help himself. Sadhguru explains what assistance one can provide in such situations and the difference that can make for the dying person. He talks about how the person’s journey after death could be assisted by doing some simple acts. He also shares some precious insights into grief and how we can deal with it in a meaningful manner.

			The afterlife is not strictly a part of the process of death and dying, but a by-product of it. In the third part of the book, “Life after Death,” Sadhguru offers us insights into this much misunderstood and maligned aspect of life. Here, Sadhguru talks about ghosts and spirits, their origins and their lives, what they can and cannot do to us, and how we can protect ourselves. He also talks about the process of reincarnation, what passes on from one birth to another and what is lost. He also examines whether our previous lives are of any relevance to our present lives at all. In this context, Sadhguru talks about his own past lives and answers the question people frequently ask him: Will he be coming back?

			The book is in no way complete in presenting all that we seek to know about death and dying. Nor is it the sum total of all that Sadhguru has to offer. But we hope it will be an active force to dispel the gamut of misconceptions about death in the world. The most significant aspect of the book, however, is how the tools offered by Sadhguru and his presence in our midst can help us make our own deaths more graceful and spiritually significant. In all the ensuing chatter about death and dying, it is hoped that this primary purpose of the book is not lost on the reader.

			Swami Nisarga

		

	
		
			Part I

			Life and Death
in One Breath

			Death

			
				Life and death live in me at once

				Never held one above the other

				When one stands far, life I offer

				In closeness, only death I deal

				In death of the limited

				Will the deathless be

				How to tell the fools

				Of my taintless evil.

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			What Is Death?

			
				Death is the most fundamental question. Yet, people can ignore it, avoid it, and just live on in their ignorance simply because all kinds of idiotic stories have been spread in the world in the name of religion.

			

			Death: The Most Fundamental Question

			Do you know you will die one day? Oh, I bless you with a long life, but anyway, you will die one day. We cannot be sure about other things in your life. We don’t know if you will get married or not, or if you will get a job or not, if you will be successful or not, but this one thing is guaranteed in your life: You will go straight to your grave! One of the biggest human follies is to engage with death in the third person, as though it is an abstract event that happens to other people, not us. Do you know that about one hundred and sixty thousand people who were alive in the world yesterday are not there today? Each second, two people die in the world. And one day, it is going to happen to you and me too. It does not take enormous research or intelligence or even education to know this. This knowledge is built into every human being. Yet, we think we have an unlimited lease on life. This situation is best expressed in the Hindu epic Mahabharata.

			The five Pandava princes, who are the protagonists, are lost in the forest. Severely starved and parched, they scour the nearby hills for water and food. They spot a lake, and as they try to drink from it, they are confronted by a yaksha (a celestial being) in the form of a white crane who insists they answer his questions first. Refusing to be stopped by a mere bird, one by one they try to drink from the lake and drop dead. Only Yudhishthira, the eldest of them, is left. Always the humble and righteous one, Yudhishthira ignores his thirst and engages with the yaksha, who fires a volley of questions about life at him. One of those questions being, “What is the biggest wonder of life?” Without hesitation, Yudhishthira famously answers, “Hundreds and thousands of living beings meet death at every moment, yet the foolish man thinks himself deathless and does not prepare for death. This is the biggest wonder of life.” The yaksha is pleased with this answer, so he allows him to drink from the lake and also restores the lives of his dead brothers. This happened five thousand years ago, but the human psyche regarding death has changed very little since then.

			Death is a very fundamental question. Actually, death is closer to us than the statistics we read about it. Each moment, death is happening in us at the organ and cellular levels. This is how, with just one look at your insides, your doctor knows how old you are. In fact, death began in us even before we were born. Only if you are ignorant and unaware does it seem like death will come to you someday later. If you are aware, you will see that both life and death are happening every moment. If you breathe just a little more consciously, you will notice that with every inhalation there is life, with every exhalation there is death. Upon birth, the first thing that a child does is inhale, take in a gasp of air. And the last thing that you will do in your life is an exhalation. You exhale now, and if you do not take the next inhalation, you will be dead. If you do not get this, just do an exhalation, hold your nose, and do not do the next inhalation. Within a few moments, every cell in your body will start screaming for life. Life and death are happening all the time. They exist together, inseparably, in the same breath. This relationship goes even beyond the breath. Breath is only a supporting actor; the real process is that of the life energy, or prana, that controls physical existence. With certain mastery over prana, one can exist beyond breath for substantial amounts of time. Breath is a bit more immediate in its requirement, but in the same category as food and water.

			Death is such a fundamental concept, because if one small thing happens, you can be gone tomorrow morning. Forget about tomorrow morning—one small thing now and you could be off the next moment. If you were like any other creature, maybe you would be unable to think about all this, but once one is endowed with human intelligence, how can you just ignore such a significant aspect of your life? How can you avoid it and live on as if you were going to be here forever? How is it that after living here for millions of years, human beings still don’t know a damn thing about death? Well, they know nothing about life either. You know all about the trappings of life, but what do you know about life as such?

			Fundamentally, this situation has come about because you have lost perspective as to who you are in this Universe. If this solar system, in which we are, evaporates tomorrow morning, no one will even notice it in this Cosmos. It is that small, just a speck. In this speck of a solar system, Planet Earth is a micro speck. In that micro speck, the city you live in is a super-micro speck. In that, you are a big man. This is a serious problem. When you have completely lost perspective as to who you are, how do you think you will grasp anything about the nature of life or death?

			One reason people can ignore death and continue to live on in their ignorance is simply that society and the religions of the world have spread all kinds of idiotic stories about life and death. They created some silly, childish explanations for everything. “How was I born?” “The stork brought you.” “Where am I going to go?” “To heaven.” This explanation is very simple but absurd. At least they could have chosen a more efficient mode of transport than a stork. Storks migrate only in a particular season, so all the children should have been born in that season alone, not during other times! Moreover, if people are so sure that they are going to heaven after they die, I ask them, “Why are you delaying your departure, then? Why not go right now?” All these silly stories have snuffed out the basic human curiosity about life and death. Otherwise, sheer curiosity—if not the pain and suffering of life—would have strongly propelled many people to seek answers to this fundamental question.

			Mortal Nature

			People always think that reminding themselves of God will make them spiritual. Not at all. If you keep thinking of or believing in God, you will not do your job properly, but you think you will produce good results. You will not study for your exam and yet think you will be first in class because of your prayer. Such people become more brazen than others about life because now they have God’s support. Always, people who believed that God is with them have done the most violent things on the planet. “God is with me” gives you a new confidence, which is very dangerous. If you think of God this way, you will not become spiritual—you could actually become very brazen and stupid.

			Once it happened: There were two young boys—very energetic boys—in a neighborhood. Usually, when young boys are very energetic, they are in constant trouble. The same happened with these boys also. Their parents were very embarrassed by them because the entire community was discussing their children. So, not knowing what to do, they decided to take them to the local parish priest to correct them. Because the boys would be too strong to handle together, the parents decided to take them to the priest separately. They took the younger boy first, made him sit down in the priest’s office, and left. The priest walked in with his long robes and walked up and down the room a few times with a grave face. The boy sat there, his eyeballs doing a ping-pong act.

			As he walked up and down, the priest worked out a strategy. He thought, “If I remind this boy that God is within him, all his mischief will go.” So he dramatically stopped mid-stride and, with a booming voice, asked the boy, “Where is God?” The boy looked bewildered. He started looking all around because he thought God must be somewhere in the priest’s office. The priest saw that the boy was not getting the point. Thinking that he should give him a little clue that God is within him, the priest leaned on the table and, pointing at the little boy, boomed again, “Where is God?” The boy appeared even more bewildered and looked under the table. The priest saw that the boy was still not getting it. So, he walked around, came close to him, and, tapping on the little boy’s chest, boomed again, “Where is God?” The boy now got up and bolted out of the room. He ran to where his elder brother was and said, “We are in real trouble.” The elder brother asked, “Why? What happened?” He said, “They have lost their God and they think we did it.”

			Thinking about God, you will believe that you can do idiotic things in your life, and with a prayer everything will be fixed. This is not becoming spiritual. When you become conscious that you will also die, only then will you turn spiritual. Only when this awareness of mortality seeps into you, will you turn inward. The moment you address the mortal nature of who you are, you will also want to know what the source of this life is. You will develop the longing to know what this is all about and what is beyond this thing. It will become a natural quest. That is the spiritual process.

			No one would seek spirituality if they did not know that they would die. When you are young, you think you are immortal. Slowly, as you get older, at least your body definitely reminds you that you are mortal. And when you are faced with death or the death of someone dear to you, you will surely begin to wonder what all this is about. If you are aware of the mortal nature of your life, where is the time to get angry with someone or to quarrel with someone or to do anything stupid in life? Once you come to terms with death, and you are conscious that you will die, you will want to make every moment of your life as beautiful as possible. Those who are constantly aware of the mortal and fragile nature of existence do not want to miss even a single moment; they will naturally be aware. They cannot take anything for granted; they will live very purposefully. Only people who believe they are immortal can fight and fight to death.

			The Hindu civilization, the oldest civilization on the planet, has always nurtured a deep awareness of our mortal nature. In Hindu tradition, cremation grounds are always held to be very sacred. When someone dies, even if it is someone that you do not know, it hits you somewhere. In any genuine spiritual practice, there is always the smell of death. If you go deep enough into it, it will remind you that you are mortal. Whatever sadhana[*1] we have been teaching, whether it is Shoonya or Shakti Chalana or Shambhavi Mahamudra—even more so with Samyama[*2]—essentially, there is a tinge of death in it. If there is no tinge of death in it, there is no spirituality; it is just entertainment. If someone taught you a superficial la-la practice, it might make you feel good, but there is nothing more to it.

			Traditionally, every yogi started their spiritual pursuit in the cremation grounds. In fact, many Masters have used this as a spiritual process. Gautama the Buddha made it compulsory for his monks. Before he initiated anyone who came to him, he asked them to go and sit in the busiest cremation ground for three months, just watching the corpses burn. Even today, if you go to Manikarnika Ghat[*3] in Varanasi, a minimum of a half dozen bodies will be burning there at any given time. And it is handled like a normal business, very casually. These days, there is not enough time for them to fully burn the body, because even before one body is fully burned, the next body has already come. So they throw this half-burned body into the river. It is actually very good for you to see that this is how people are going to treat you also one day.

			When I was young, I had no knowledge of all this. But from the age of eight to seventeen, I happened to spend an enormous amount of time in the cremation grounds. It simply intrigued me. Everyone talked about so many eerie things happening there; I had heard stories that spirits hang upside down from trees. I wanted to see these things for myself. So I spent many days and nights in the cremation grounds. There was one very close to our home and another in the foothills of Chamundi Hills. The one at Chamundi Hills was very busy. Anytime you went there, there would be at least four or five bodies burning. Whenever I went trekking, I spent the nights there because the hill would be cold, but here there was a fire burning all the time. So I would sit by the fire and simply watch the burning.

			There was also a lot of drama that used to happen around the pyre. Usually, when people come with a body to the cremation ground, they are all crying like they have lost everything in life. Then they set fire to the body. They stay there for half an hour or forty-five minutes and then they leave. The fire is still burning, but they leave. Probably they have other business to attend to, but I would sit there, watching. If you have carefully observed a body being burned on a pyre, the first thing that burns up is the neck because it is narrow. When this happens, unless they have made a large and proper arrangement of firewood, the half-burned head invariably rolls off the pyre like a soccer ball. It looks a little eerie—a head rolling off the pyre! Probably because firewood is expensive, or because most people do not have sufficient experience in arranging a proper pyre, this used to happen often. It would happen after three and a half to four hours of burning. By that time, no relatives would be present, so I would be the one to pick up the head and put it back on the pyre.

			I spent many days and nights in the cremation grounds just sitting and looking and helping these bodies burn fully. It set forth a completely different kind of process in me. I know you would want to avoid this, but it is good to sit down and watch the bodies burning continuously. Living in the comfort of your house, it is very easy to think you are immortal. But when a body is burning in front of you, it is not very difficult to see that this could be you tomorrow. Mentally and emotionally, you may have different reactions, but the most important thing is that your body perceives life in its own way. The sight of another body burning deeply unsettles it. It raises a different kind of awareness and sense within you. Many things that you have imagined about yourself will all get burned in the cremation ground if you sit there and keep watching what happens.

			When you are watching the bodies burn, you should not think about it. Simply look at it; just look at it and look at it and look at it. After some time, you will see, it is just you. It is not any different. It is your own body. Once you can replace that body with yours and still sit there, there is a deep acceptance of death. This is not a psychological process. When your very body perceives the fragility of its existence, there is a very profound relief and acceptance. Once there is a deep acceptance of death, then life will happen to you in enormous proportions. It is only because you tried to keep death away that life has also stayed away from you. This is why almost every yogi spent a significant amount of time in the cremation grounds at some point or the other in their life.

			Exploring Death

			An incident occurred when I was still in school that made me deeply intrigued by death. I was thirteen at that time. I was a fairly unusual child in school, but, usually, no one dared to tease me because I would beat them up. But there was this girl named Sucharita, who was a little crazy, and for some reason, she would go on teasing me, “Jaggi[*4] the Great! Jaggi the Great!” I was irritated, but I ignored it. Once, after a school vacation, she did not come back to school. Every day, when her name was called during attendance, some of us would squeak out a female voice and try to answer her attendance for fun. This happened for a few days. Then this girl’s brother, who was junior to us by two years in the same school, told us that his sister had died of pneumonia during the vacation. That really freaked me out. Not because someone had died, but because someone who was alive and here with us had vanished just like that.

			I became deeply intrigued by this. This girl was my age, doing many things in class, and she was suddenly gone. They said she was dead, but I wanted to know where she could have gone. Until then, to me, it was only old people who died. But being of my age group, the girl had brought death to my doorstep. Now it was no longer a curiosity question, but a very existential one. I wanted to know where the hell people go when they die and what happens after death. I had already asked these questions to many people even before this incident occurred. I had also spent a lot of time in the cremation grounds in the town, but still I did not know what happened after death. So, I thought I would undertake a journey to death myself and see what happened.

			My father was a physician, so he had a medicine cabinet at home. I knew there were lots of medicines in it. Among them, I found a bottle of Gardenal. It is a kind of barbiturate that can put you to sleep. The bottle was supposed to contain a hundred tablets, but when I took them out and counted, there were only ninety-eight. Someone had opened it and used up two. I thought ninety-eight tablets should be a dose strong enough to cause death. Next, I went through my cupboard. I had some money and lots of personal property like marbles, catapults, and a few pet birds, which are of great value for a young boy. I decided to give them all away because I was going to die anyway. Some things I gave to my brother, the rest I distributed among my close friends. I told them I was leaving. They all thought it was a big joke. Then one day I decided that I would do it that night. I did not eat my dinner that night because I knew if there was food in the stomach these things might not work very well. I told my family I was not hungry and went to the terrace with the tablets. I popped in all the ninety-eight pills and just went to sleep, hoping that I would know where all the dead people go.

			In the morning, they did everything to wake me up, but I would not wake up. Usually, it was a little hard to wake me up in the mornings, but this time I just did not wake up at all. Then my father saw that I was limp. Everyone became terrified and took me to a hospital. They did a stomach pump, put me on oxygen, and all that, but I did not wake up. For three days, I was lifeless and in a deep sleep. On the third day, I slowly came awake. Still lying down on the bed, I slowly opened my eyes. The first thing I saw were the rafters in the ceiling above the bed. Immediately, I recognized where I was. I had seen those rafters many times before when I had visited my father at the railway hospital, where he worked. There I was, lying in a bed in his hospital with all kinds of tubes sticking out of me. It was very frustrating, because I had gone through all this trouble hoping to see where one goes after death, and all I see are the damn rafters at the railway hospital!

			That was a desperate attempt to know what happens after death, but I had learned nothing about it. The only consolation was that I learned that this was not the way to know. Later, I managed to bully my friends into returning most of the stuff I had distributed to them, and life carried on! Many years later, when I was a young man living life at my cocky best, a deep experience came unasked that changed my perspective about life and death completely.

			One warm September afternoon, I was just sitting alone on a rock in Chamundi Hills. I had my eyes open—not even closed—when something began to happen to me. Suddenly, what I had thought all my life was me was all around—my inside had become the outside. I did not know which was me and which was not me. The air that I was breathing, the rock on which I was sitting, the atmosphere around me—everything had become me. It was crazy because what was happening was indescribable. What was me had become so enormous, it was everywhere. I thought this lasted a few minutes, but when I came back to my normal senses, the sun had set and it was dark. My eyes were open. I was fully aware, but what I had considered as myself until that moment had disappeared. From the time I was eight years of age, I had not shed a single tear. But now, as I was sitting, tears were flowing to the point where my shirt was wet. I have always been peaceful and happy—that has never been an issue. But here I was, drenched with a completely new kind of blissfulness. It was about seven-thirty in the evening. About four and a half hours had passed like this.

			When I went back home, this sort of experience became recurring. It became more and more frequent. For a period of time, it was a bit of a war between a phenomenal experience with a flood of memory and my “super impressive” intellect. The intellect struggled; it would not give in. The only thing that my mind could tell me was that I was losing my balance. But the experience was so beautiful that I did not want to lose that either. It was absolutely fantastic, but at the same time, somewhere I was thinking this could be some kind of madness going on because it was too good to be real.

			Questions about death did not even come into the picture because life was happening in such proportions. But this experience made me realize that people don’t die. They may disappear from your perception, but they don’t die. They live on. I was flooded with lifetimes of memories and experiences that made me realize that the past few lifetimes for me were about the same work, in the same place, and to some extent with the same people! It is this understanding of life (and death) that has shaped my life since then. In a way, death is a fiction created by ignorant people. Death is the creation of the unaware, because if you are aware, it is life—life and life alone, moving from one dimension of existence to another.

			Is Death a Calamity?

			People think that death is a tragedy. It is not. People living their entire lives without experiencing life is a tragedy. If you die, there is really no tragedy. That is the end of whatever problems you are experiencing in life. But if you are alive and not experiencing life in its totality, that is a true tragedy. This is expressed very beautifully in a Sanskrit verse that says: Jananam Sukhadam Maranam Karunam. Jananam means birth or life. It says life is a pleasure or joy. This is so. If you learn to handle your body and mind properly, your experience of life will be a pleasure or joy. But maranam, or death, is karunam, or compassion. Death is compassion because it relieves you.

			Right now, people have a distorted orientation of life. They don’t want to die. They don’t realize that if you were ever condemned to become immortal, or if death were taken away from you, it would be the most horrible thing to happen to you. However beautiful your life becomes, if death comes at the right time to you, you are very fortunate. If it comes late, if life stretches itself beyond a certain point, that will be the worst kind of suffering. Then you will find that when death comes, it will be a great relief. Life needs a certain amount of tension to keep it going, but in death there is relaxation. In fact, death is the highest relaxation. However, if you also know the relaxation of death when you are alive, then life becomes an utterly effortless process.

			If we look at life and death as a happening in terms of your experience, your inhalation is life and your exhalation is death. You can experiment with this: Take one big inhalation and see how your body and your mind are. Now do one big exhalation and see how your body and mind are. Which do you find is more relaxing? In fact, whenever tension builds up in you, the natural mechanism in the body wants to exhale. This is what you call a sigh. It relaxes you a little bit. Life needs a certain tension. Otherwise, you cannot keep it going. Death is utter relaxation. This is how it would have naturally been if your mind had not banished death as evil.

			If your traditions and cultures had not taught you that death is evil or a calamity that should be avoided, believe me, you would breathe in a completely different way. If you observe people around you right now, you will see that for almost 99 percent of the people their exhalation is never complete. Their mind has rejected death, so their exhalation will not happen totally. They will inhale, but exhalation does not happen totally. This is one of the reasons why, over time, you build up so much tension within the system that it is reaching a breaking point—both mentally and physiologically.

			The greatest calamity of the human mind is that it is against death. The moment you reject death, you also reject life. You think life is right and death is wrong. It is not so. Life is what it is only because death is. A river always happens between two banks. But you are standing on the right bank and say, “I don’t like the left bank, it should disappear.” If the left bank disappears, the river also will disappear, and the right bank also will disappear. If the right bank has to be there, the left bank also has to be there. Could there be light without darkness? One who does not embrace death will not know life at all. If you sit here saying, “I don’t want to die, I don’t want to die, I don’t want to die,” all that will happen is you will not live. You will anyway die, but by denying death, you will not live well until then either. If you are afraid of death, you will only avoid life; you cannot avoid death.

			Even now, in some cultures, death is held as something that is to be celebrated, not mourned. After all, from somewhere you got released into this planet within this atmospheric space. Within that, however large a space you occupy, it is still a small prison. But death is an endless possibility. So there must be much more joy, much more of a sense of excitement about this than birth. For someone who is aware of this possibility, there is no such thing as life and death. Life is death, and death is life; they are not different.

			Death is in fact life in a very intense form. People who have experienced moments of great danger in their life clearly know this. It once happened: Two old men met in a tiny little town in Indiana, U.S.A., in a local bar. And both of them were sitting grumpily at two different tables and drinking. Then one guy looked at the other and saw a birthmark on the other person’s temple. So he walked up to him and said, “Hey, is that you, Joshua?”

			“Yeah, who are you?”

			“Don’t you recognize me? I am Mark. We were in the war together.”

			He said, “Oh my God!” and they lit up suddenly. They were together in World War II and it had been fifty years since then.

			So they sat down at one table and started drinking, talking, and eating. They had seen about forty minutes of action in those treacherous European trenches of World War II. Forty minutes of blitz. They talked about those forty minutes in so many vivid ways for more than two hours. After they were done with all this talk, one guy asked the other, “What have you been doing since then?” He said, “Ah, I have just been a salesman.” Forty minutes of war, they spoke of for two hours with great excitement but fifty years of life after that were summed up as, “I’ve just been a salesman”! That is how it happens.

			Moments of danger are moments when you experience both life and death together at the same time. These are the moments you realize that life and death are here at the same time. They are not two separate things. They are one inside the other. Life is all packed like this. The Creation and the Creator, life and death—are all packed one inside the other. It takes attention—a lot of attention—to see it. Otherwise, one just lives on the surface, half alive. If you don’t know life and death at the same time, you will know only one half of life. Being half alive is a torture always.

			If you want to live a full life, you should look at your mortal nature every day, not only when you are beyond a certain age. Every day of your life, you need to be aware that you are mortal. It is not that I want to die today, but if I do, it is all right with me. I will do everything to protect myself, to nurture myself, to take care of myself, but if I have to die today, it is okay with me. Only then can I step out and live. Otherwise, I cannot live.

			Stop Inviting Death

			If avoiding death is avoiding life, dodging life is inviting death. For most people, if life becomes unpleasant or burdensome, then, knowingly or unknowingly, they start dodging life. Once you start dodging life, you are invariably inviting death. There is no better method in the world to dodge life than to invite death. Either you do it consciously or you do it unconsciously. One major contribution to the multiple complex ailments that you see on the planet these days is that people are trying to dodge life and, in the process, are inviting death. The body is only cooperating with this. The body is just fulfilling your desire to invite death. Ask, and it shall happen!

			People are trying to avoid life because they think it is unsafe. You should know that the only safe place on the planet is your grave. Nothing happens there. There is no safety in life itself. Like I said earlier, tomorrow morning you may be dead, no matter how much security you create for yourself. I am not wishing you this, but it does not matter how healthy you are, how well you are right now, tomorrow you may be dead. It is a real possibility. So there is no such thing as security in this life. The moment you start seeking security, naturally you become death-oriented. Unknowingly, you will seek death.

			In India, it is a tradition that whenever you see a sage or a saint you should not miss the opportunity to get their blessings. So many times, people come to me and say, “Sadhguru, please bless me that nothing should happen to me.” Really, what kind of a blessing is this? My blessing is let everything happen to you. Let everything that is life happen to you. Have you come here to avoid life or to experience life? If you want to avoid life, I can give you much simpler methods than Inner Engineering.[*5] If you want to avoid life, all it takes is a few feet of rope to hang yourself from the ceiling. And it is not expensive either! I am talking of efficiency; when alive, to try to avoid life is very negative. Our aliveness is a very brief happening but we shall be dead for a very long time. So taking one’s life should not be an option. This happens by mistaking the psychological drama for the existential life.

			The moment you think of security, you are assisting death. I want you to know: Death does not need your assistance. Death is super-efficient. On the other hand, life needs your assistance. If you notice, whatever you do with life, no matter how much you do with life, there is still something more you can do with it. Life needs all your attention and efforts. Death does not need your support. It will anyway happen and it will happen with absolute efficiency. There is no failure here, as all shall pass.

			People think nothing new should happen to them, but they want an exciting life. How is this possible? This is a no-win situation you are creating for yourself. What can happen to you at the most? At most, you will die. There is nothing more that can happen to you. And whatever happens in your life, you did not come here with an investment. You came empty-handed. You cannot lose in this life. See how wonderful it is! Whatever happens, you are still on the profit side, so what are you complaining about?

			This happened about ten years ago. At that time, the stock market in India was going down. Some people in Mumbai brought a man to meet me. It seems he was initially worth about three hundred million dollars. Then he took a beating in the stock market. In about eight months’ time, he had only about thirty million dollars. Now the man was broken, depressed, and wanting to commit suicide. He was in a bad state, so they wanted me to help him. I thought this was funny because, for many Indians, thirty million dollars is more than heaven. If you give an option between heaven and thirty million dollars, they will choose the money. But this man is depressed and wants to commit suicide because he has only thirty million dollars! This is not just about him; you are doing this to yourself all the time too!

			Let new things happen to you. If you create this kind of nothing-should-happen-to-me situation within yourself, you will become stagnant. Stagnation is death. If life does not move on, if new possibilities don’t arise within you, you are living dead. This is the reason that even when nothing has gone wrong with people’s lives, you can see so many long faces on the street. For most of them, life has worked out far better than they ever imagined. Materially, we are all living much better than our fathers and grandfathers did. But still there are these long faces on the street. This is happening not because something has gone wrong. This is because of stagnation. You cannot live with stagnation because that is like living death.

			If you are alive, it is wonderful. If you are dead, we are not bothered about you. There are too many dead people walking, which is why there is such misery on the planet. They were all bright and alive at one time; now, slowly, they are half into the grave. Yes, with time the physical body will deplete. That is why if only psychological and physiological processes are in your experience, it is only natural that with the passage of time, you will deplete. As you can exercise your body and mind, and consequently notice a distinct difference in how they function, you can also exercise your energies—this exercising of your life energies, in yoga, we call kriyas. If this fundamental life energy is in your experience, and you do the right things about the life process, then the question of depletion with age will be only about your body and mind. As a life, you will become greatly enhanced.

		

		
			Skip Notes

			
				*1 Spiritual practices.

			

			
				*2 Some of the various practices and programs offered by Sadhguru under the banner Isha Yoga.

			

			
				*3 One of the spots on the banks of the Ganga River, known for its round-the-clock cremation of dead bodies.

			

			
				*4 The name Sadhguru was known by in his childhood.

			

			
				*5 Referring to the spiritual program taught by Sadhguru.

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			The Process of Death

			
				What you are calling as life, right now, is like soap bubbles being blown. The entire Yogic process or the entire spiritual process is to wear this bubble thin, so that one day when it bursts, there is absolutely nothing left and it moves from the bondage of existence to the freedom of non-existence, or Nirvana.

			

			What Makes Us Tick

			If you want to understand fundamentally how life and death work, you need to understand how Creation works and the role played by the various memories that are present in Creation. When I say memory, it is not only what you remember. Memory runs much deeper in its many layers. According to the Yogic system, memory is basically an accumulation of impressions. Further, there are fundamentally eight types of these memories in Creation. The most fundamental of these memories is Elemental Memory. According to the Yogic system, the first step from the unmanifest to manifest is the formation of Pancha Bhootas, or the five elements. These elements are prithvi (earth), jal (water), agni (fire), vayu (air), and aakash (ether). The names represent a particular quality and not the substance itself. These elements have different characteristics and are manifest in all aspects of Creation and are the most fundamental basis of all Creation.

			Of these, Elemental Memory is the memory that decides how these five elements interact and play out in life. The next layer of Creation is the material substance that the Universe is made of. The rules of how they play out are contained in what we can call Atomic Memory. Today, every child is taught atomic theory in school. The word “atom” comes from the Greek word atomos, meaning indivisible. When modern science discovered the atom, it was believed that atoms were indivisible and the most fundamental building blocks of the Universe. Today, of course, we know that it is not so. More than two dozen subatomic particles have since been discovered and more are possible. Atomic Memory relates to how subatomic particles, atoms, and, in turn, molecules of various physical substances are made and how they behave. Elemental Memory and Atomic Memory together constitute what can be called Inanimate Memory. This memory governs the inanimate aspect of life. The other types of memory relate to animate life and can be called Animate Memory.

			Of these, the most fundamental layer of memory is Evolutionary Memory, which relates to how the evolution of life has taken place. This is instrumental in you having two eyes, two hands, taking the shape of the human form and not any other creature, and so on. Upon this layer is Genetic Memory, which comes from the genetic material passed on by your parents that makes you the unique human being that you are among all the other humans. This memory decides the color of your skin, the shape of your nose, and other such things. The next layer of memory is Karmic Memory, which is an accumulation of all the impressions that you have gathered, not just since birth but all through your previous lives, and the process of evolution. This will play out in your life in so many ways beyond one’s understanding.

			The next three layers of memory are impressions or accumulations related to your mind or the mental body. There is a large body of memory that you are completely unconscious about, which we can call Unconscious Memory. Then there is another body of memory that is just beneath the Conscious Memory that we can call Subconscious Memory. And, finally, there is Conscious Memory itself, which you can recollect and articulate. All these eight types of memory will play out in your day-to-day life according to the impressions accumulated and the situations you are faced with. Broadly speaking, these are the layers of memories that make you the life you are.

			Now, there are many ways to look at the essential nature of life. One of them is that there are two seeds that make our lives. One is the seed planted by our parents, which gave us a body, and the other is the seed planted by the Creator, which gave us the life within. These are two different types of seeds or, in other words, two different dimensions of Nature. The first is programmed for certainty, while the second is programmed for possibility. The body is physical and there is a sense of certainty of its existence. The life that you are beyond the physical is a debate for most people; most are uncertain of the nature of their existence.

			The seed of physicality that was transmitted by our parents has a certain set of rules, traits, and compulsions of its own. This aspect of Nature only tries to survive. The survival process includes procreation. It always tries to avoid everything that threatens its survival. Now, our parents gave us just a seed and that became the body. But what the Source of Creation gave us was not a seed in that sense. It gave itself. This is the reason that all the possibilities that the Source of Creation holds are kind of encapsulated in us. Whether that possibility is realized in an individual life or not is questionable, but the possibility is always there.

			With these two seeds, when a human being is born a certain software is set within. This software is a combination of time, energy, and the information that he or she carries with them from previous lives. These three together will determine various aspects of one’s life. Depending upon the information that is carried, energy is allotted for different aspects of life, which we will look at in a bit. In India, this information that is carried forth is referred to as karma. Of the entire memory, or the entire lot of karma, that one has, Evolutionary Memory is only significant for the structure of who one is. Let us leave it aside. But if all Genetic Memory and the Karmic, Unconscious, and Subconscious Memories that you have flooded into your Conscious Memory right now—you could not deal with it. It would become too overwhelming. So out of this entire load, Nature has a way of apportioning a portion for you to handle or wear off in this birth in the form of different kinds of activity.

			Traditionally, in Hindu culture, the whole stock of Karmic Memory a person has is called Sanchita Karma. You can say Sanchita Karma is the entire warehouse of karma that a person carries. Out of this stock, a certain portion is allocated to be handled in a particular lifetime. This is known as Prarabdha Karma, or the karma that is allocated for that lifetime, which has some extra urgency to it and expresses a little more compulsion than the rest of the heap. This is Nature’s way of handling something that is extremely complex in simple intermediate steps. So at birth, Prarabdha Karma creates an orientation and Sanchita Karma creates an unconscious tendency toward various things. However, how much karma you perform daily and with how much awareness either releases you from your Prarabdha Karma and Sanchita Karma or it enhances the same. In a nutshell, these factors are what determine how and for how long a person will live.

			In the natural course of life, even if one lives simply in unawareness, Prarabdha Karma will somehow get worked out. With a little suffering here and a little well-being there, a little pain here and a little pleasure there, one will work out one’s Prarabdha Karma. They just need to learn how not to create new karma in this life, that is all. So the next time when another set of Prarabdha Karma is allocated, that also will get worked out. This will repeat lifetime after lifetime. Now, Prarabdha Karma does not per se determine the outside situation, but since your inner arrangements always find expression outside, it affects your outside situation as well. So in India, whenever one saw someone suffering, they would say, “Aiyyo,[*1] prarabdha!” It used to be a common refrain because the suffering is mostly coming from within. In most cases, suffering is a consequence of how one carries their memory and not necessarily the content. Hence, the need to fix the context of one’s life through spiritual processes and not so much the content.

			If you want to see how different people come with different karmic baggage, you should observe infants. How much hand and leg movement one child does is very different from how much another child of the same age does. This is not because of the differences in parents. In fact, how much one baby kicks around in a mother’s belly is very different from how much another baby of the same mother kicks around. Usually, it has very little to do with the parents. In fact, if you observe, a lot of lethargic parents suffer super-active children. This is not because of the attitudes and psychological limitations of the children either. That develops afterward. This is because each “being” comes with a certain level of energy allotted to activity at birth itself.

			Now, even within the allocation of energy to each person at birth, it is further divided into various aspects. Let us say, according to your karmic structure, you came with 1,000 units of energy when you were born. Of this, 250 units may be allotted for physical activity, and within that 100 units for involuntary activity and 150 units for external voluntary activity. Out of the rest, 300 units could be for mental activity and another 200 for emotional activity, and so on. This allocation will depend on what kind of software you have. This is why you will see each individual has a certain level of energy for different aspects of life. In children who have not yet been through much influence, this is very distinctly visible. You can see it in adults too, but in adults this could also be ascribed to many influences in one’s life.

			Now, the way the allocated energies are expended within you has serious implications for your life and death. In today’s world, because of the impact of technology, the energy allocated to physical activity is mostly unused in people. If you were on this planet two hundred years ago, the level of physical activity that you would be performing naturally to fulfill your day-to-day requirements would be at least twenty times higher than what it is right now. In the tribal village near the Isha Yoga Center, no one has any sleep disorder. They put in so much physical activity that by the time they go to bed, they are ready to die. If they just put their heads down on the pillow, they will fall asleep.

			If you happen to travel on Indian roads, it is common to see laborers traveling on top of loaded trucks. They would have loaded some stones or bricks or some other material into the vehicle and they would also be traveling in it to unload at the destination. Usually, you will see them fast asleep, lying on bricks or stones or some other coarse material in the moving truck, even under the hot sun. This is because the level of their physical activity is such that they have used up all their allotted energy. Now, if you initiate them into meditation, they will easily meditate. You will see that it is the educated people who cannot sleep or meditate or sit in one place because they are not using up their allotted physical energy. When they don’t use it up, they cannot sit in one place. Right now, you see a huge surge in activities like trekking, cycling, and running. This is not only for fitness. Most realize that by just being in a demanding activity, they sleep, think, and act better. Their enthusiasm and energy for relationships and work are enhanced. In a way, in their consciousness, they have managed to put their concerns about the body aside.

			This is why, once you are on the spiritual path, we want you to exhaust your energies allocated for physical activity very fast. Let us say, you have 500 units of energy allotted for your physical activity. We want to finish it off in ten years so that after that, if you sit, the body will simply sit. It has no need to move. Without any physical urge to move, it will simply settle down. Most people cannot meditate without sufficient physical activity. So, when we allocate work to people at the Isha Yoga Center, we do it with a lot of care. Some people work four hours a day, some six hours a day, some ten hours a day, some fourteen hours a day, while there are some who work eighteen to twenty hours a day. The idea is to expend their physical energy.

			However, if you are full-time on a spiritual path, if you are a brahmachari, we not only want you to empty your Prarabdha Karma, we want you to expend the Sanchita Karma, or the entire stock, too. The idea of being on a spiritual path is to put life on fast-forward. We don’t want you to take ten lifetimes to handle this warehouse of memory. We want you to finish it now. So we try to open up other dimensions of memory in you. The reason why so much discipline was always brought into Yogic practices is
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