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If there were ever a stereotype of the "laughing saint," Sogyal
Ri npoche would fit it perfectly. It's not that he's a comic, it's
just that he nakes you want to snile, maybe even |laugh. Wile
living at the Rajneesh ashramin India, | remenber hearing Raj neesh
telling the story of the | aughing saints, and Sogyal brought back

t hose nenori es.

A handsone, jolly man, Sogyal Ri npoche does not seem
saddened in any way with the topic he has chosen as his life's
wor k- -death and dying. Perhaps it's because he sees death in a
different light. 1In fact, he sees death as a part of life.

[ Rl npoche, pronounced rin”-po-shay, is a Tibetan word neani ng
"precious teacher," and is a title/function bestowed upon a high
teacher of the Buddhist tradition. The first rinpoche, Padma
Sanbhava, introduced Buddhismto Tibet in 747 A D.]

Sogyal Ri npoche's npst recent book, The Ti betan Book of
Li ving and Dyi ng (Har per SanFranci so) published this past year, has
become one of Harper's best-sellers, so when we heard he was going
on a press tour, we were delighted to learn that he woul d be com ng
to Phil adel phi a.

Unfortunately, the television stations and the city's ngjor
newspaper, The Phil adel phia Inquirer, which had agreed to interview
him canceled at the ast mnute. There was no reason for himto
make a 200 mile round-trip journey from New York City to
Phi | adel phia for New Frontier Magazine. | was anmazed when we were
notified by his staff, that Sogyal Ri npoche would make the trip just
for us. He had agreed, and he woul d cone.

Speci al thanks to ny friend Ruth Green for the use of her
beautiful apartment high in the sky overl ooki ng Phil adel phia, where
| invited a small group of New Frontier Migazine friends to neet the
Ri npoche, as | conducted the interview.

VWen | arrived at Ruth Green's apartnment, the rinpoche was
sitting in a lotus position on Ruth's overstuffed couch, draped in a
beautiful yellowgreen silk robe. He was as down-to-earth as anyone
you'd neet at a new age party, or for that matter, any party.

Fluent in English (he studied at England's Trinity Coll ege,
in Canbridge), Sogyal Ri npoche was raised to become a | ana (Buddhi st
priest) fromthe age of six, when he was brought to live at a
nmonastery run by one of the nost revered spiritual nasters, Janyang
Khyent se Chodkyi Lodrd. Wth his know edge of English, Sogyal was
called upon to be a translator for several Tibetan masters.

He began teaching in Arerica in 1974, and returns to India
and ot her Himal ayan countries every year, to study with spiritual
nast ers.

Sogyal Rinpoche is the founder and spiritual director of
Ri gpa, which has established Buddhi st neditation centers in Engl and,
France, Ireland, Germany, Switzerland, Holland and Australia, as



well as many in Arerica. Over the past decade he has shared ideas
and insights with notable | eaders in the field of death and dying
i ncluding Elizabeth Kibl er Ross, Raynond Mody, Stanislav G of,
Kenneth Ring, Margot Grey and Charles Garfield.

He is sought around the world to speak on various topics
i ncl udi ng psychol ogy, the environment, art and the sciences. W
have included an excerpt of his book in this issue of New Frontier
which we trust you will enjoy.

* * *

NEW FRONTI ER: Now, nmore than in nany years, there is a
preoccupation with death. Death seens to predom nate nost of
society's television view ng, reaching people's mass consci ousness,
there's the AIDS pl ague and nore peopl e dying of catastrophic

di seases. You've witten a book dealing with death and dying. Muich
of Buddhi smis concerned with death and dying, as is nuch of
Christianity. Isn't it tinme we stopped tal ki ng about dying, and

| earned how to live nore?

SOGYAL RINPOCCHE: You will notice fromthe title of nmy book, it's
not just about dying, it's about living. The problemin Western
society is that you don't look at |life and death as a whole. You
i sol ate death. That's why there's so nuch fear. You becone
attached to life and deny and reject death.

It is inportant to realize that death is not something to be
feared as a tragedy, but rather an opportunity for transformation
Death is like a mirror in which the true neaning of life is
reflected. Spiritual traditions, such as the Trappist order in
Christianity, often maintain a vow of silence while constantly
sayi ng, "Renmenber dying." |If you renenmber dying, you m ght
understand what life is about.

When we do not understand death, we do not understand life.

Even though we know that we will die one day, we think we have an
unlimted |l ease on life. W beconme trivial and | ose perspective.
By reflecting on death, realizing you could die at any nmonent, life

becomes very precious. As Buddha said, "O all mindful ness, and of
al | awareness, m ndful ness of death and i npernmanence is the nost

important."” Reflecting on death enriches. Death is in nmany ways
our greatest teacher. It enlivens and shows us what life is al
about .

NF:  \When you speak of death, you nmean death of the body, of this
flesh, but couldn't it be said that there is no such thing as death
at all?

SR On the one level, that is true, there is no death.
NF:  But people concern thenmselves with it.
SR Exactly, because they don't understand it.

NF: So, what to do?

SR In all Eastern traditions, it is said that body, soul and m nd
are the three doors. It is through these doors that we conmit
negative karma as well as all our positive actions. Mnd is the
creator of both happiness and suffering. What death is really
showing is that we only understand the very superficial aspect of
our mnd. Dying is the peripheral. The inner essence is the rea
nature of mnd. As a great Tibetan saint and yogi said, "In horror



of death, | took to the mountains, and again and again | neditated
on the uncertainty in the hour of death. Then capturing the focus
of the deathl ess unendi ng nature of mnd, now all fear of death is
done and over with." By discovering the deathl ess unending nature
of mind, we conme to realize sonething that is beyond change.

NF: Is that called "no mind?"
SR You can say "no nind" also, yes.

NF:  So why all the sadness and tears?

SR Inthis life, we do many things. W drink tea, we do
interviews, we talk about death [laughter]. These are just some of
the things we go through, kind of a ritual. A funeral is another
ritual .

NF:  One of the main traditions of Buddhism and you've nmentioned it
several times in your book, is the "point of preparation.” Not only
the point of preparation before death, you al so suggest there are
ways that friends and rel atives can help the dearly departed even
before they die. What do you do? Say you have a friend who has

Al DS and you know sci ence and nedicine say he's going to die.

Shoul d you be norose in terms of concentrating on this person's
death, or should you be like the ostrich, and put your head in the
sand and sinmply have a good tine?

SR Both are slightly extrene. You need bal ance, the m ddl e way,
whi ch woul d be that death is neither extraordinarily depressing nor
somet hing we can avoid. Death is nmerely a fact of life. Wen you
begin to understand that death is a fact of life, you begin to
accept that sonmeone with AIDS and ourselves are in the sane

predi cament. The person with AIDS may die a little sooner, but we
all die, sooner or later.

It is not the quantity of life but the quality. Wen you
begin to realize you don't have too nuch tine to live, you focus on
what is nost inportant.

The person facing transition, who is a spiritua
practitioner, stable in that practice, will find that the practice
itself will aid himor her. Wen soneone does not have the
spiritual training, the loving and conpassi onate support of friends
and rel atives hel ps the person go through this transition

When you hel p sonebody, it helps you also. I1t's a giving
and receiving. Thousands of people who have read ny book and who
have had near ones dyi ng--even when they got the book as |late as one
month before their transition--transformed the death experience. It
becones a cel ebrati on

NF: Do you consider yourself a spiritual man or a religious man?
SR A bit of both, I think

NF:  What is your definition of enlightennent?

SR Slo-o0-0-Wwy wakening [laughter]. In the West there is a
dramatic idea of enlightennent. The very word enli ght ennment
suggests wakeni ng. Because of ignorance, we are inprisoned in
oursel ves, even though we have the potential. Each of us,

regardl ess of who we are, has as our innernost essence The Buddha.

VWiile it can be instantaneous and dramatic, generally,
particularly in ny case [laughter], it is very gradual



As one master said, the ultinmte point of
enl i ghtennent--having purified the great delusion, the heart's
dar kness--the raging light of the unobscure self continues to rise.
That's what enlightennent is.

NF:  |If we don't achieve that state upon exiting, can we stil
achieve it?

SR Yes. Sonmetinmes one life is not sufficient. |If you look into
our mnds, there is such a nmess, that it will take many lifetinmes to
purify. O you can say it took many lifetines to get into the ness
that we are in. There is a natural justice which is karma. |f you
live a good life, that will in itself lead you to a better next

life. But practitioners often pray that when they die they wll

meet with the spiritual teachings again to continue on their journey
to enlightennent. Even in the case of The Buddha, he had one
thousand |ifetimes before he becanme enlightened.

NF:  Tell us about crossing over. Do you have recollections of past
lives?

SR: One has nore recollections of this when one is younger. To be

frank, 1 do not remenber events or circunstances of ny past |ives.
| am supposed to be the reincarnation of a great master. Hi s nane
is also Sogyal. He was the teacher of the thirteenth Dalai Lama and

one of the great masters of the 19th Century. But if you would ask
what evidence there is that | mght be an incarnation, what is
interesting is that the wi sdom continues. Froma very young age, |

had a natural grasp of the teachings. Intuitively |I began to
understand things wi thout |earning the deeper philosophies. | had a
natural grasp of them It was later, when | came to study them

that | realized, "Oh yes, that's all it is, | already knew that."

NF:  Buddhismis considered a "religion" in Wstern society, yet
your work seens to be enbraced by the New Age comunity. SR
Interestingly, Buddhismis both a religion and a way of life. For
those that believe in religion, Buddhismis very nuch a religion

but for those who do not believe in religion, Buddhismis a science
of mind, a way of Iife. There are many who reject institutionalized
religions, but accept Buddhist spiritual teachings.

It's a vehicle for realizing the truth of ourselves. \When
you tal k about the Buddhi st teachings, ultinmately there is the state
of non-neditation. In a sense, it transcends all paths.

If you need ritual, ritual is a part of our life; if you
seek cerenony, the Tibetan tradition is extraordinarily rich; if you
want synbolism we have it; if you prefer chanting, there is
chanting; if you don't want that, we have sinple sitting; if you
want phil osophy, we have phil osophy; if you require psychol ogy, we
have psychol ogy; if you want non-neditation, we have
non-nedi tati on.

Buddha wanted to reveal to everyone his enlightennment, which
he saw as the nature of everyone. Unfortunately, he realized with
sadness that, even though we have the Buddha nature, it's been
somewhat limted by our ordinary m nd. To use an exanple, take an
enpty vase. The space inside the vase is the same as the space
outside it, but the walls of the vase limt it. The space inside
the vase is like our nature, limted by ordinary m nd. Wen you
becorme enlightened, it's as if you break the walls of the vase. The
space inside becones one with the space outside. 1In fact, they were



never separated. Buddha wanted to show this, but realized that to
convey the profound peace he had realized, he needed different
vehicles to suit different needs. That's why in Buddhismthere are
many vehicl es, because ultimtely Buddha did not have a teaching.
He did not come to teach a particul ar dogna.

NF:  Where did some of these things cone fron? |'m curious about
the word "bardo."

SR. Bardo is a Tibetan word. After you die, and before you take on
a new birth, there is an internediate state called the bardo. There
are other neani ngs al so, because the word "bar" means in between,
and the word "do" neans suspended. \Whenever you are in between two
circumstances or situations, you are in the bardo. W are born, we
live alittle bit, and we die. The tine/experience between birth
and death is a bardo. 1In fact, all life is a bardo--every nonent,
every thought. It is constantly occurring, and what the bardo
teaching is showing is that in the transition{SYMBOL 190 \f
"Synbol "} even though we are confused{SYMBOL 190 \f "Synbol"}there is
al ways the gap and in the gap there is the possibility of
enlightenment. It shows the different nethods we can use to
recogni ze our internal nature

NF:  Did you have a specific purpose in witing The Ti betan Book of
Li vi ng and Dyi ng?

SR Wien | canme to the West, | realized there was much hunger for
spiritual teachings, but no environment for spirituality. There is
religion, but no spirituality, so |l felt a need to wite one book
expl ai ning everything fromAto Z to give a conplete picture.
Initially, | wanted to wite a small book, a kind of a pocket guide
for helping the dying. But when you start talking about death, you
cannot help talking about life. And when you talk about life, you
tal k about karma, the nature of mind, and so forth. It is not in
the formof the witten tradition, but of the oral tradition as ny
masters have transmitted it to me. People in the Wst are not able
to follow the spiritual teachings, go to the H nal ayas, or follow
the masters. Therefore, we nust give them sonething authentic and
accessi bl e, which can perhaps transformtheir lives and hel p t hem
connect with the spiritual dimension to find nmeani ng and happi ness
inlife.

So, if you read the book over and over, your understandi ng
becomes deeper and begins to flower. And like a flower bl ossoning
the layers drop off and you slowy awaken to understanding the true
nmeani ng- -t he neani ng behi nd t he meani ng.

Thi s book has conme as a result of ten years of reflection
and three and a half years of witing. Mich suffering could be
renoved if people have the know edge, so |I've witten this book wth
that aimin nmind. This is for the larger public, a |arger audi ence.

As ny master used to say, the nore you listen (or the nore
you read), the nore you hear, and the deeper your understanding
becones.

NF: Do you have a favorite neditation?

SR | have many favorite neditations.

NF: |If you were to pick one for us, what would it be?



SR Be spaci ous.

NF: Do you think it possible that the people who are "exiting" now,
because of all the | essons being of fered, have a better chance of
getting of f the wheel of sansara?

SR It is up to them As Buddha said, "Wat we are is what we have

been, what we will be is what we do now. " The master who
est abl i shed Buddhismin Tibet further clarified this by saying, "If
you want to know your past, |ook into your present condition. |f

you want to know your future, look into your present actions."

Just because we go through a difficult situation, it doesn't
mean that the future is predetermined. The future is very nuch in
our hands, in our actions.

NF:  Some Western religions contend Buddhists are atheists. How
woul d you reply to this?

SR Buddhi sm does not deny the nature of God, but rather the
concept of God. As one great Buddhi st naster said, "Absolute is
beyond mind." That which is within the realmof mnd is called
relative. Since God is absolute, how can mind understand? W have
to transcend nmind to realize its true nature. The problemis that
we conceptualize, and so we worship a kind of cliché, a concept. A
concept, however good is, as the saying goes, |like a patch--one day
it will cone off. That's one of the reasons Buddhismis really
personally realized. W can even find the "Buddha Nature" in
Christianity. In his noment of enlightennment, St. Thomas Aqui nas
threw nost of the Catholic teachings into the fire saying, "This is
all rubbish, because this is all concept." Buddhi sm does not
deny the nature of God, or what God represents, which is goodness,
the heart of spirituality. That it does not deny.

NF:  We always seemto want to personalize God. Even the Buddhists
say "Do not nake an image," yet have statues of Buddha.

SR What is interesting about Buddhism is that it always works with
two truths: an absolute and a relative. They are like the two

wi ngs of a bird. On the absolute level, there is no God as "ot her

" God is not outside, but within the nature of our mind. On the
relative level, just as there are beings like us, there are al so
Buddhi sts who cone in human formto help the beings on that |evel

I f you understand the union and indivisibility of absolute
and rel ative, you can understand and appreci ate the absolute and the
relative. There is a fanpbus Buddhi st saying, "Formis enptiness,
enptiness is form" That is to say, when you exam ne things, break
t hem down, you find they are insubstantial, enpty, inherently
non-exi stent. Yet, the appearance of things is in no way a
contradiction, because the truth of the absolute appears in the form
of form In Christianity, if you look at the trinity, the
absol ute{ SYMBOL 190 \f "Synbol "}God the Father{SYMBOL 190 \f
"Synbol "}is, through the mediumof the Holy Chost, manifest as the
i ncarnate, as the Son. The Son is the appearance. God is no-form
the absolute. The mediumis the Holy CGhost, the energy. This is
the trinity, or the three kayas | mention in the Chapter called "The
Uni versal Process,” in which | attenpt to connect Christianity,
Buddhi sm and Hi ndui sm

NF:  Some say we can achi eve instant enlightennent. The Buddha al so
said that enlightenment doesn't have to take many lifetinmes, and can



happen in a flash. At the sane tine, others say there has to be
deep study. How can there be both the need for deep study , and
i nstant enl i ght ennment ?

SR It depends on the person. |If you have already been purified of
your past karma, then it is possible. There have been few

i ndividuals in history who have gai ned enli ght ennent

i nstant aneously. There are cases, but that is because in the past

t hey' ve done the work, so to speak. Enlightenment is not

difficult. |It's renmoving the obstacles that is difficult.

NF:  So enlightennment is always there, but we just can't see it?

SR Yes. For exanple, when you neditate you can get certain
glinpses of it, but then your old habits come back to obscure it.
After awhile we've alnmost no menory of it. The main thing is to
stabilize our nature. One glinpse is not enough

I n Buddhism we tal k about three things--the w sdom of
listening and hearing, the wi sdom of contenplation and reflection
and the wi sdom of neditation and application. Through these three
wi sdom t ool s we awaken our real nature.

Sonetimes | conpare sanmsara to an accident in which we | ost
our mnd with ammesia. Through this teaching, and the w sdom of
listening and hearing, the wi sdom of contenplation and reflection
and the wi sdom of neditation and application, we gradually cone to
realize our real nature. Then, through practice, we stabilize it.
That's what takes so long, to purify and stabilize. Then
enlightenment is possible.

Sonetimes it is said that very high teachings are able to
bring realization very directly, but that is of course fromthe
ground of the teaching. Wen you actually apply it to individuals it
is adifferent story.

NF:  Can one ever know for sure if someone else is enlightened?
SR W can never judge.

NF:  Can we tell if we're enlightened?
SR For that we need to have the knowl edge in order to know. The
thing is, it can be a deception

NF:  How so?

SR That's one of the reasons |I've witten this book. Even though
this book is accessible, I've just shown you that there's no quick
fix. Enlightenment requires discipline and effort. Sonetimes
people mistake little glinpses for enlightenment. There is a

sayi ng, "Understandi ng should not be m staken for realization, and
realization should not be m staken for liberation.” O dinary people
cannot act like yogis, yogis cannot act |ike siddhas, and siddhas
cannot act |ike Buddha. For example, if you have an experience and
you feel you really can fly, and you junp out the w ndow, you get a
strong message that you can't. You have an experience, and get
wrapped up in it, and the ego gets invol ved.

NF:  Some, such as psychol ogi sts and people who work with the nind
do not believe in this process, mght say that this is a bunch of
rubbi sh. Earlier you said we have to work with the mind. Isn't
this really a paradox?



SR No. W can work with mnd to transcend mind. Use mnd as a
vehicle to transcend m nd.

NF: | al so know many people who use mantras to transcend mind, but
it seems |ike another co-dependency, another drug.

SR It depends on how you do it. The nmantra itself is not a
co-dependency. It's a nethod, a way of freeing. The practice may
not be co-dependent, but if you have a co-dependent attitude, then
it could be.

You see, as long as we are in sansara, we grasp at
everything, including spiritual things. That's why teaching is
i mportant in order to deci pher what is, or to bring about the w sdom
of discernnment. W really need the wi sdom of discernnent.

NF: Do you see the world becoming nore spiritual or |less spiritua
as we enter the2lst century?

SR | don't have the vision to answer that, but the Dalai Lana
feels that the 1990's are nore spiritual, because peopl e have
learned a little lesson fromthe confusion they' ve net.

NF:  What do you see as the one biggest obstacle facing humanity?

SR The biggest problemfor humanity, not only on a gl obal |evel
but even for individuals, is msunderstanding. W ni sunderstand.
Two peopl e are saying the sane thing, but they don't think they are
sayi ng the sanme thing, and they begin to argue even though they are
saying the same thing! | renenber two students of mine, both
wonder ful people, who were in conflict with each other because they
were both holding a particular work or sonething and each was al ways
t hi nking the other was against him | tried many met hods, which
didn't work, and finally | took them and banged their head
together. And it worked, because they both saw how they are each
wonderful , that they were not against each other, and they becane
very good friends. M frustration, like in Bosnia, and with other
peoples, is that they don't see that, and they just go on so
stupidly.

NF: Do you have a Zen stick?

SR [Laughter] That works only in certain situations! Wat we need
to do is create understandi ng and conmuni cati on. Conmuni cation is
very inportant. Conmunicate. |f you know how to conmuni cate and
listen, you'll begin to understand. Conpassion is |istening.
Conpassi on i s conmuni cati ng.

NF:  Thank you so very much for driving all this way, and sharing
your know edge with us.

SR | enjoyed it very much

Swanmi Virato is the Founder & Executive Editor of NEW FRONTI ER
Magazi ne.



Religion and spirituality have long attempted to provide a roadmap for souls seeking a meaningful life. And the Tibetan Book of Living
and Dying, written by Sogyal Rinpoche in 1992, may just be one of the most important guides to living a better life. The book presents
the teachings of Tibetan Buddhism. When | first read the book 20 years ago, | was working with the dying and thought it would help me
to support them, as well as myself later in life, when death became more of a possibility. But | soon discovered it is a book about the

death of the unreal and is very much a book that helps you t



