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Bhante Bodhidhamma explores the profound spiritual value of contemplating mortality through visiting cemeteries, drawing on both medieval Christian traditions of momento mori and Buddhist teachings on death meditation. The essay examines how the Buddha categorized different levels of awakening to death's reality—from those who wake up merely hearing about death to those who only understand when facing their own mortality.
The teaching emphasizes that while death contemplation initially appears morbid or depressing, it serves as a gateway to deeper understanding of impermanence (anicca) and the ultimate refuge of Nibbāna. Walking among gravestones, observing family names spanning centuries, and reflecting on our shared human destiny can transform fear into wisdom. The essay suggests that by directly confronting our terror of death—'entering the monster's jaws'—we discover it to be merely a creation of our own fearful minds.
This contemplation connects to traditional Buddhist death meditation practices and the understanding that there exists a 'sphere of experience' beyond birth and death. The teaching offers practical guidance for using cemetery visits as a form of insight meditation, helping practitioners move beyond resignation or hopelessness toward the transcendent understanding that characterizes the Buddha's path to awakening.


(Best in Spring! No better time than to contemplate our mortality.)Every city, every town, every little village, they all have cemeteries. They are ubiquitous. They are everywhere where there is human habitation. And it’s because people die. In fact everyone who has lived has died.Pretty obvious?!Yet even so we need to remind ourselves that lifeisshort: ‘life is hard and then we die’.At first this seems so negative. We love life. We want to live. Why talk about death, for heaven’s sake. We all know death comes. We don’t need to rub our noses in it.In medieval times it was thought good practice to have amomento mori,some object that reminded you of death in the house. The skull was thought to be especially beneficial.In Buddhist understanding too, death acts as a reminder of deeper truth. The Buddha said that there are those who wake up even on the mention of death, others not till someone famous dies, still others not until someone close dies, and there are those unfortunates who don’t wake up till it is their turn to die.Fat lot of use making sense of our lives on the point of death!So there’s a deep wisdom to be had in walking around the local cemetery. We see the same surnames cropping up. Stones dating back two, three hundred years. Here they all are, our forebears. Their actions made our history.Now at this very moment I am also making history and there will come a time when it stops and this body will join them in some field, or its ashes scattered into water or into the wind - somewhere here on this earth.‘The way they came, I must also go. As their body is now, mine will also be.’‘Life is uncertain : death is certain.’There’s a certain comfort in knowing others have trod the same path. There’s a relief in embracing a certain fate. ‘This is the way it is.’ But such reflections may bring a poignancy into our lives, may lead to resignation and eventually hopelessness.However, our path is imbued with a transcendent understanding. The Buddha taught there is a ‘sphere of experience’ where there is no birth and no death.How can the contemplation of death and dying help us to experience Nibbana?It is by contemplating death, we enter directly into the monster’s jaws. Feel the terror, hold firm, knowing it is but a chimera. When the roaring ceases, we find it to have been but our own poor, sweating self.
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