Where will we meet after death?

I dedicate the talk tonight to my fellow teacher, Sexton Bourke, who is meeting every moment in a long, slow engagement with terminal cancer.  I could not call it a fight, since Sexton’s equanimity is so clear and calm, a great teaching. 

Tonight I want to speak about where to meet after death. I spoke recently about Dongshan’s leave-taking from his teacher Yunyen, when he ends up asking him, ‘If someone asks me if I have your portrait (that is, bear your likeness, see with the same eye as you), what shall I say?’  Yunyen does not say.  He just goes quiet for a while, before saying, ‘Just this person’.  Dongshan leaves that encounter in what is sometimes called a deep condition.  Soon after he is crossing a river in a boat when he happens to look down into the water.  And is profoundly shocked by what he sees. ‘Now I see him everywhere, He is me but I am now not him,’ are the words of his famous gatha of gratitude for the awakening that followed upon seeing his own face in the water, and realising he did indeed bear to a shocking degree his late teacher’s likeness.  He could not see the difference.

And so did the water bear the likeness.  And the slap of the oars, the cry of the gulls.  But how intimate, to see the other in your own face.  

So we come in to the story as Dongshan was getting ready to leave his old teacher, who lived in a series of linked caves and was something of a recluse, difficult to get to see. At this point Yunyen is old, and Dongshan has been perhaps his greatest student. Yunyen asks the old question, ‘Where are you going?’ We may take such a question and brush it off.  ‘Oh, I’m going to Melbourne and I’m catching a plane.’  And yet, ‘Where are you going?’ and indeed, ‘Where do you come from?’ Stop for a moment and you catch up with the fact that these are questions of great moment.  

Yunyen asks him whether he’s going to Hunan, or is he perhaps returning to his home town.  ‘No,’ replies Dongshan to each of these questions, and you start to hear that this ‘No’ is a bit more than, ‘No, I don’t happen to be going there.’  No, he’s not going here or there. Is he coming and going at all?  Or is he touching that place of powerful rest we sometimes reach in deep zazen?  Sometimes also even in the acute moments of our lives!

‘When will you return?’ asks Yunyen, then. There is a poignancy here because they both know Yunyen is probably close to his death. ‘I’ll wait until you have a fixed address,’ replies Dongshan. Is he speaking of Yunyen’s semi-homeless condition? Is he intimating Yunyen’s coming death?  Or praising Yunyen’s utter freedom in living and dying?

Now, do any of us have fixed address?   Look at your own hand.  How long has it been here, within the five billion years of the life of this planet?  Same number of years as you?  Same number as human beings? As pawed and finned animals? As the ancient one-celled eukaryotes?  As the rocks and waters of the earth? And how long will it still be here, so entirely distinct and human and essentially personal? Or look at it another way.  Once that roughened palm was a tiny folded foetal fist.  Later on it may become gnarled and spotted with age.  One day it will relax into a slight curl and that will be the last thing it does for you.  

Perhaps the only fixed address available on the planet is a fixed idea, for everything else is passing through, a continual river of change in which nothing repeats and everything that is here will disappear, and that will be by the mysterious way of one thing continually becoming another. As it does here on Planet Earth. So perhaps Dongshan is making a playful bow to his teacher here, taking up the idea of no coming and going that Yunyen brought up, but coming from a fresh place.  And at the same time, allowing the most poignant fact of all to step into the conversation: These two will not see each other again.  

Yunyen replies, ‘After your departure it will be hard to meet again.’  He seems to be confirming that this is a parting close to death. But every parting has this thread in it, as well. Remembering it is how we honour the people we love. And make sure we don’t leave with things too much amiss between us, if possible. 

But is his reference to Dongshan’s ‘departure’ pointing to something else, as well? To the most radical departure we can make while still in this life? Yunyen knows his student is in a ripe condition.  The fruit has formed, not yet dropped.  Dongshan is at least sketchily aware of this.  And so he says, full of deep feeling and perhaps anticipation, ‘It will be hard not to meet.’  

When we carry in us love for another, the deep image of the other, we meet them endlessly, in a thousand moments every day.  After someone we love dies, we keep almost seeing them in the street, and then that gives way and we see them in dreams, in the clouds, the touch of air on the skin, the sheen on the leaves, the smile of their descendants...  

But there’s more here, isn’t there. Recognition in the Zen sense goes wider and deeper than the word love. Realization is dawning but has not yet quite struck him to his bone-marrow. Dongshan knows that and is tremulously and yet confidently looking ahead to a time when ‘It will be hard not to meet’, at every point of the universe.  At that point, where will he be able to look without finding his beloved teacher?  And himself.

When Wumen was commenting about this same matter of deep recognition, in Case 35 of the Wumenkuan,  ‘The True Chien’, says:  ‘If you realize the true one, then you will know that emerging from one husk and entering another, is like a traveller putting up at an inn. If this is still not clear, don’t rush about recklessly. When you suddenly separate into earth, water, fire and air, you will be like a crab dropped into boiling water struggling with your seven hands and eight legs, don’t say I never told you.’ 

If you are not yet a rest in the midst of the unceasing becoming of all things, he’s saying, if you’re still rushing about recklessly searching for relief from it, or scrabbling like a crab dropped in boiling water, struggling ferociously to climb right out of reality, then take a deep breath instead while breaths are left to you, and settle down very deeply.  Because life can end any moment, and in fact every moment of this endless ‘becoming’ is our one chance to wake up into what this is.

Nyogen Senzaki’s collection of koans called The Iron Flute has a case entitled, enticingly, ‘Where to meet after death.’ The iron flute is a bit like zazen, a bit like Mu, which is in turn utterly like everything.  It has no holes in it – but you play every tune in the universe on it, this flute with no holes.  And interestingly, this case also concerns Yunyen, but when he was much younger, a fellow student with Daowu.  Yunyen was sick with some kind of passing illness, and Daowu went to see him.  He asks him a question that seems to echo the poignant comment Yunyen much later will make to Dongshan, ‘After your departure it will be hard to meet again.’ 

Daowu asks him, ‘Where can I see you again if you die and leave only your corpse here?’  Yunyen said ‘I will meet you in the place where nothing is born and nothing dies.’ Where is that? Is it another world, is it heaven, is it someplace other than this ceaseless becoming? Daowu was not satisfied with the answer, and he said, ‘Well, what you should have said is there is no place in which nothing is born and nothing dies and we need not see each other at all.’ 

I wonder what you think of his correction or improvement of Yunyen’s response as he lies there, quite sick?  Where do we meet after death? And which monk is clearer, more intimate, with this great matter, this great fact of death? 

It’s all very well to say there’s not separate self and to touch that sense deeply and be deeply touched by it, but still this wondrous body will one day be a corpse.  How do we meet this fact, day by day? The person who collected the Iron Flute set of koans is Nyogen Senzaki, a humble and important figure in the coming of Zen to the West. When he was imprisoned in World War Two as a Japanese alien in an American internment camp in a very bleak place, he went out for a walk each day and would come back with a stone. He was a fine calligrapher, and on each stone he would paint a character for a single word - ‘nothing’ for example, or ‘look’, or ‘fragrant’, and then he would very carefully go all the way back to the place where he found the stone and put it back exactly. And the other people in the camp would go walking and they’d find the stones, just happening upon them.  Sometimes drenched in rain while pointing the way, no doubt. Those stones are very treasured now. 

Senzaki comments on this case saying, ‘Daowu should not have bothered his sick brother with such a question’, and that’s a good point – it’s not the most empathically framed question for a sick person, is it?  In fact it’s impertinent, and impertinent means literally: it does not pertain. He says ‘If the visitor is not satisfied with a cold corpse’ – implying, ‘Is not a corpse as radiantly “this” as much anything else?’ - then he should look for the warm hand of another living monk and shake it to his heart’s content.’ Or for that matter, he could just notice that there was a warm living monk in front of him right now and go and get him a drink of water perhaps, or something to cool his brow. He goes on ‘If I had been Yunyen I’d would have just said “Don’t worry brother, I’ll be meditating with you as long as you live.’ Even if Yunyen dies, he will be meditating with Daowu as long as he should live. 

This is already starting to gesture towards the place where we can meet after death. Senzaki goes onto say that he thinks Daowu’s correction -‘What you should say is that there is no place in which nothing is born and nothing dies, and that we need not see each other at all’ - is sophistry. And it does have an air of parsing and analysing some statement about emptiness to glorify his Zen.  It’s a bit on the smelly side, don’t you think?  There are cases throughout the literature where somebody is too holy and then catches themselves or is caught by somebody else in that imposture, and receives some chastisement.  Senzaki delivers it here. He says Yunyen should have just laughed at him and bid him goodnight.  I suspect he did. 

So, the young Yunyen’s answer to the question, ‘Where shall we meet after death?’ is, ‘I will meet you in the place where nothing is born and nothing dies.’ This is very much in the spirit of Senzaki’s, ‘I would have just said don’t worry brother, I will be meditating with you as long as you live.’ Is that not where we touch the place where nothing is born and nothing dies? 

There is another encounter with Donghsan, this time when someone is taking their leave from him. Chinling comes to take his leave and Dongshan asks him, ‘Where will you go?’ Chinling doesn’t buy into coming or going but says, ‘The adamantine disc is not something concealed. Throughout the world it cuts the red dust.’  A very high kind of response.  I suspect he flourished his sleeves as well. ‘Ohhh, in that case, take good care of yourself’, says Dongshan. It is said that Chinling left ‘with great care’.  What do you think his state was like? The Master then saw him to the gate.  This is an interesting touch – a mark of love when the master comes to the gate with you to farewell you in a Zen monastery. 

And Dongshan is also obviously keen to follow this point up a little bit. He says, ‘Say something about leaving this way.’ ‘Step by step I tread the red dust, no part of my body leaves a shadow!’ said Chinling. Dongshan remained silent for a while. Now, wonderful things can happen in a silence that is provided at exactly the right moment. You can go forward right into it and disappear, in exactly the right way. In this case it seems to nudge Chinling into being a little more human and ordinary. He seems to hear something more subtle than his own adamantine words, at last, and he says, about that silence, ‘Why haven’t you said anything sooner old Hoshan?’ Dongshan merely says, ‘You have become very earnest.’ 

And then the beautiful thing happens. ‘I have erred’, said Chinling, and then he paid his respects and left. I respect him too, at this stage.  Dongshan’s silence has entered him.

I don’t know that Daowu was aware that he erred in the earlier example. I think he was too young in the dharma, too keen like Chinling to show his Zen, to refine it here and cut it there, adamantine discs in every direction, and also a great deal of red dust. If you perform your Zen, taking a Zen posture, instead of just being quite natural, actually that’s an imposture. Always disappointing. And Chinling is sensitive to that, he picks it up in Dongshan’s instructive silence. Genro’s comment about Daowu’s encounter with Yunyen sick in bed is, ‘Daowu loses everything, Yunyen gains all.’ He’s not talking about winning and losing by the way. He is really speaking to the fact that Daowu is coming very strongly from the empty side:  ‘Nobody’s here’.  He has experienced losing himself, a little.  But he does not know how to let that very fine Zen self go too. He cannot hold himself lightly yet and let all trace of realization disappear endlessly. ‘Yunyen gains all’, says Genro, and he’s speaking here really of the fullness side. He’s speaking of emptiness living and breathing right here, as it does in the fullness of zazen and in everyday actions, when that is empty of picking and choosing, of advancing and retreating, of straining anymore for any kind of fixed address.  

That’s where we meet, everything, all things, every one of us alive and dead meet here. Unborn, yet to be born, alive and dead, we all meet here at the infinite source of peace. 

Thich Nhat Hanh takes a question like ‘Where do we meet after death, where shall we meet then?’ and says, ‘We shall be meeting endlessly at the wonderful source of peace’.  The sutras affirm, ‘All Buddhas throughout space and time’. That’s because they are all right here when we settle deeper than me and mine, yes and no, better and worse, gain and loss.  They’re all right here in our very nature anyway, but it takes a bit of clarifying.  I suspect you’ve noticed that. When he says ‘Meeting endlessly at the wonderful source of peace’, ‘wonderful’ is not the same as ‘it’s really terrific’.  ‘Wonderful’ means it is a matter of wonder. That is pure wonder, it is not knowing, by nature it can’t say anything much.  It does not want to. He is not talking about sitting in bliss or quietude but a state that is strong and alive. Because the place where we give ourselves away is strong and alive. It takes all that we are to arrive there in a genuine way, and it takes all that we are to maintain or sustain that meeting in the details of our lives. 

Genro’s comment goes on and says: ‘Yunyen says I will meet you. Daowu said we need not see each other at all. They need not see each other and therefore they meet.’  If there is no me and no you when we meet, then the meeting is truly intimate, a real meeting. So, they need not see each other at all.  Who is there to see?  Genro then goes on and turns it around. He says, ‘They meet each other because there is no need to see each other.’  No need to concoct a you or a me.  Just the meeting.  Wonderful source of peace, indeed.

The question ‘Where shall we meet after death?’ is a very deep, human existential one, as well, of course. It touches anxieties in even the most resolved of us. As soon as there is a birth, there is a death.  Whatever can be born must die. There is a death too in that the woman who was not a mother is gone, and there is now a mother. Actually, the baby sees to it. This runs right throughout our lives: each time we let something go, something that has been dear, deeply important and has grown us, but we know it has come to its end and we have to let it go, there’s a death and in that death something new gets born. It’s painful, dying and being born, dying and being born. But we know we are alive because we are dying and being born, dying and being born. I think we are getting born all the way through to death, which may well be another great birth, I don’t know, the nature of death is that we can’t see much past it. But in my experience, there is a strong sense that people open towards their death. I’ll come back to that point.

Life and death touch in every step we take. 

jumping rope

the little girl and her shadow

touch, touch, touch, touch

That’s like the way we come into being on the in breath and give ourselves away on every out breath. Our very breath never stops interweaving birth and death. We are woven of birth and death. Life and death is the way that we walk. In Sandoka, ‘Taking Part in the Gathering’, Xitou says: 

The mysterious source of the bright is clear and unstained

Branches of light stream from that dark

Each bright thing, this, you, me, this pesetering mosquito... Each thing has streamed from this dark that permeates all things but that we cannot see into with eyes of the bright, of ‘this’ as distinct from ‘that’. 

And it also says:

Bright and dark are a pair,

like front foot and back foot walking

There it is - touch, touch... touch, touch. 

We meet Daowu again, now a mature and seasoned teacher late in his life, in the case in the Blue Cliff Record called Daowu’s Condolence Call. Daowu and a young student called Xianyuan went to a house where someone had just died to express condolences. Xianyuan obviously had the existential mystery of life and death coming up to bursting point in him, because suddenly in the midst of the solemn occasion he rapped on the coffin and said, ‘Alive or dead?’ Daowu says, ‘I can’t say living, I can’t say dead!’ Xianyuan says ‘Why can’t you say?’ Daowu says ‘I can’t say, I can’t say!’ But the question is overwhelming the younger monk, and he can’t meet Daowu. 

On the way home Xianyuan badgers him again, he can’t let it go, he says ‘Your Reverence, please tell me right away.  If you don’t, I shall hit you!’ Daowu says, ‘If you like you can hit me, but I’ll never say.’ We should sincerely bow down to his loving, stalwart ability to not say, and listen for the compassion in this strange moment.  What immense room he makes for the other.  What respect he offers to his student’s self-nature. Xianyuan hit him; in fact I think it was quite a beating. A most intemperate act - and yet Daowu seems to understand him very well.  He does not resist the beating.  And still he does not say alive or dead. However he himself passed away not long after, though not from the beating.

After Daowu passed away Xianyuan went to Shishuang and told him the story. Shishuang said ‘Alive I can’t say, dead I can’t say.’ Xianyuan asked ‘Why can’t you say?’Shishuang said ‘I can’t say, I can’t say.’ And with these words, something broke in Xianyuan.  The barrier between alive and dead fell away, and the seamlessness appeared. Xianyuan, we may say, was enlightened.  The light of Daowu’s ‘I can’t say’ finally reached him, and he knew for himself the one unable to separate life and death.  

Later on he appeared in the lecture hall with a hoe and he started walking as though hoeing furrows up and down the hall, up and down the hall. East to west, west to east, Shishuang said ‘What are you doing?’ Xianyuan said ‘I am seeking the sacred bones of our late Master.’ Shishuang said ‘From the billows of the great ocean, white caps swell to the sky’, meaning - everything is completely empty. ‘What do you search for as our teacher’s sacred bones other than in that fact?’ There is nothing but those bones. Xianyuan said, and I like his reply, ‘That is good for my training.’  There are the master’s bones, again! As a later commenter affirmed, ‘The sacred bones of our late Master still exist!’

We each must find those bones right here today. That is our training. 

I hope you can see a little way into this ‘I can’t say’, which has something in common with Dongshan’s remaining silent for a while, and equally with his teacher Yunyen’s remaining silent for a time. This silence, this embodied ‘I can’t say’, is not the same as the old Zen story about the teacher who was asked, ‘What happens after we die’ and who replied, a little similarly, ‘I don’t know’.  ‘But you’re a Zen Master!’ said the enquirer. ‘Why can’t you say?’ And the teacher replied, ‘Well I’m not a dead Zen Master’. 

No. It goes deeper.  Deeper than ‘I’ and deeper than ‘saying’. You must look into this for yourself to see the place to meet after death, which is never later than right now. 

When Anne Aitken, Robert Aitken’s wife of many years died in 1995 there was a funeral service held for her in Hawaii and both Nelson Foster and John Tarrant attended. Both had known and loved her.  It was hard not to. At a certain point Nelson Foster rapped on the coffin and said, ‘Completely dead!’  John Tarrant immediately rapped on the coffin and said, ‘Completely alive!’  

Who was right?

Anne Aitken was asked by her teacher Yamada Roshi, ‘Where do you go after you die?’ She said, ‘When the bus comes, you just get on.’ That’s very much how a Zen person approaches her whole life and death, meeting each thing as it arrives, moment by moment, entirely natural, life and death complete in each thing. As we do when we sit here in the stillness breath by breath, just meeting what appears, releasing it and letting it fade. When the straw sandals wear out, we just walk on. We get born and we die and we just walk at our ease. And if not quite at our ease, yet, then damn well practising to be so.    

There was graffiti in the women’s toilets at the Australian Film School years ago that read, ‘Life is short, but it’s wide’. And truly every moment that you are sitting here directly touches the wide. I sometimes think that death may well be the widest of all - the actual moment of death. I have seen that with people. 

I had a student, Graeme, who became a student only when he knew his death was approaching. And he told me, ‘I really want to learn to meditate. I have to get some peace.’ He was still in the middle of life and deeply afraid of death, and he eked out his life in extreme pain. He became in fact a kind of genius of pain management, because he could give such detailed feedback about exactly where the pain was and how the drugs were working that he greatly educated the entire staff of the pain management unit at the Royal North Shore Hospital. And he was deathly afraid of dying. There finally came a time when, with the walls closing in on him, Graeme asked me in despair, ‘I can’t stay here and I can’t let go!  What can I do?’ I said, ‘Look, I’m going away for an hour or two, I’ve got to go and have a bite to eat. Do you think you could just bear to look in the direction of what you think death is while I’m gone?  You don’t have to do anything more than look in that direction, and tell me later what you see.’ 

When I returned he had changed, and his face was wet with tears. I said, ‘So you looked.’ And he said, ‘Yes.’ ‘What did you see?’ He said, ‘It was like a flower right here, all the petals  glowing, brilliant, opening right in my face.’ And then he said ‘No, no, that’s not quite it, I was the flower. I was the opening’. And he allowed himself to die a few days after that.  

But not before he had his friends bring in his favourite two kinds of smelly cheese and a very good bottle of red wine, and he listened to several Bach cantatas that he loved as well, and had the party of his life.  And as a tiny footnote to that story, two of his friends who tended Graeme so closely through his long slow journey towards the peace inside ‘I can’t say’, fell in love across his death bed and are still, to my knowledge very happily together.  Openings are like that.  We all fall into them.

Finally, the verse written by Nyogen Sensaki for the case, ‘Where can we meet after death?’ is especially beautiful. Where can we meet complete peace and reunion in this wild universe? We have each of us already belonged in this universe for the fifteen billion years that we can at least dimly see back into. Beyond that, who can say?

True friendship transcends intimacy and alienation’

Between meeting and not meeting there is no difference.

On the old plum tree, fully blossomed,

The southern branch owns the whole spring,

Northern branch owns the whole spring.

Our practice is true friendship – with ourselves, with the other. True friendship transcends intimacy and alienation. We befriend each moment as it is and practise true friendship towards all beings, starting right here in this set of bones. This is also true of the bonds of love between us and our dearest friends and relatives. True friendship, true meeting, transcends closeness and lost-ness. Between meeting and not meeting there is actually no difference. You must listen closely to that no difference.  It’s a matter big enough to freely investigate all your life. ‘The old plum tree fully blossomed’...do you know that old tree yet?  And all its marvellous branches? I think Graeme did, in those last days of life.  

That’s a complete lifetime by the way. You can know it now in any moment, because it has always been you, the old plum tree fully blossomed.  Ancient, but the blossom is always fresh. 

On the old plum tree fully blossomed, the southern branch owns the whole spring, the northern branch owns the whole spring.  Our mortal life that must duly end owns the whole spring, and the unborn one with no beginning or end owns the whole spring. Even every blossom, every petal, is the whole spring. Even a dying breath, the whole spring. 

So now you begin to know where you can go to meet. Please keep on meeting.  Sesshin is an eternity of opportunities.
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