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Words of Dhamma 
Aniccā vata sa�khārā, 
uppādavaya-dhammino. 
Uppajjitvā nirujjhanti, 
tesa$ vūpasamo sukho. 
 
 
Aneka-jāti sa$sāra$ 
sandhāvissa$ anibbisa$ 
gahakāraka$ gavesanto 
dukkhā jāti punappuna$. 
Gahakāraka! Dī)hosi. 
Puna geha$ na kāhasi. 
Sabbā te phāsukā bhaggā, 
gahakūta$ visa�khita$. 
Visa,khāra-gata$ citta$, 
ta�hāna$ khayamajjhagā. 

— Dhammapada, X1. 8 & 9 (153 & 154) 

Impermanent truly are compounded things, 
by nature arising and passing away. 
If they arise and are extinguished, 
their eradication brings happiness. 

 
 

Through countless births in the cycle of existence 
I have run, not finding, 
although seeking, the builder of this house; 
again and again I faced the suffering of new birth. 
Oh, housebuilder!  Now you are seen. 
You shall not build a house again for me. 
All your beams are broken;  
the ridge pole is shattered. 
The mind has become freed from conditioning; 
the end of craving has been reached. 

— Mahā-parinibbāna Suttanta, Dīgha Nikāya, 16 

What Happens at Death 
by S.N. Goenka 

To understand what happens at death, let us first understand 
what death is. Death is like a bend in a continuous river of 
becoming. It appears that death is the end of a process of be-
coming, and certainly it may be so in the case of an arahant 
(a fully liberated being) or a Buddha, but with an ordinary 
person this flow of becoming continues even after death. 
Death puts an end to the activities of one life and the very 
next instant starts the play of a new life. On one side is the 
last moment of this life, and on the other side is the first mo-
ment of the next life. It is as though the sun rises as soon as it 
sets with no interval of darkness in between; or as if the mo-
ment of death is the end of one chapter in the book of becom-
ing and another chapter of life begins the very next moment. 

Although no simile can convey the exact process, still one 
might say that this flow of becoming is like a train running on 
a track. It reaches the station of death and, after slightly de-
creasing speed for a moment, carries on again with the same 
speed. It does not stop at the station even for an instant. For 
one who is not an arahant, the station of death is not a termi-
nus but a junction from where thirty-one different tracks di-
verge. The train, as soon as it arrives at the station, moves 
onto one or another of these tracks and continues. This speed-
ing  train of becoming,  fuelled by the electricity of the  kam-
mic  reactions of the past, keeps on running from one station 

to the next, on one track or the other, a continuous journey 
that goes on without ceasing. 

This changing of  tracks  happens automatically. As the melt-
ing of ice into water and the cooling of water to form ice hap-
pen according to laws of nature, so the transition from life to 
life is controlled by set laws of nature. According to these 
laws, the train not only changes tracks by itself; it also lays 
the next tracks itself. For this train of becoming, the junction 
of death, where the change of tracks takes place, is of great 
importance. Here the present life is abandoned; this is called 
cuti (disappearance, death). The demise of the body takes 
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place, and immediately the next life starts. This process is 
called pa)isandhi (conception or beginning of the next life). 
The moment of pa)isandhi  is the result of the moment of 
death; the moment of death creates the moment of concep-
tion. Since every death moment creates the next birth mo-
ment, death is not only death, but birth as well. At this junc-
tion, life changes into death and death into birth.  

Thus, every life is a preparation for the next death. If one is 
wise, one will use this life to the best advantage and prepare 
for a good death. The best death is the one that is the last,  not 
a junction but a terminus: the death of an arahant. Here, there 
will be no track on which the train can run further. But until 
such a terminus is reached, one can at least ensure that the 
next death gives rise to a good birth and that the terminus 
will be reached in due course. It all depends on us, on our 
own efforts. We are the makers of our own future; we create 
our own welfare or misery as well as our own liberation.  

How is it that we are the creators of the tracks that receive the 
onrushing train of becoming? To answer this we must under-
stand what kamma (action) is. 

The healthy or unhealthy volition of our mind is kamma. 
Whatever wholesome or unwholesome volition arises in the 
mind becomes the root of any action at the mental, vocal, or 
physical level. Consciousness arises due to a contact at a 
sense door, then the sañña (perception and recognition) 
evaluates the experience, sensations (vedanā) arise, and a 
kammic reaction (sa�khāra) takes place. These volitional 
reactions are of various kinds. Some are like a line drawn on 
water, some like a line drawn on sand and some like a line on 
rock. If the volition is wholesome the action will be whole-
some and the fruits will be beneficial; but if the volition is 
unwholesome, the action will be unwholesome and it will 
give fruits of misery. 

Not all of these reactions result in a new birth. Some are so 
shallow that they do not give any substantial fruits. Some are 
a bit heavier but will be used up in this lifetime; they do not 
carry over into the next life. Others, being still heavier, con-
tinue with the flow of life into the next birth, but they them-
selves do not give new birth. Nevertheless, they can continue 
to multiply during this life and the next. Many kammas, how-
ever, are bhava-kammas or bhava-sa�khāras, those that give 
a new birth, a new life. Each one gives rise to the process of 
becoming and carries a magnetic force that is in tune with the 
vibrations of a particular plane of existence. The vibrations of 
a particular bhava-kamma will unite with the vibrations of 
the  bhava-loka  (world, plane) that has the same intensity, 
and the two will attract each other according to the universal 
laws pertaining to forces of kamma. 

As soon as one of these bhava-kammas is generated, this rail-
way train of becoming  gets attracted to one or the other of 
the thirty-one tracks at the station of death. Actually these 
thirty-one tracks are the thirty-one fields of existence. They 
are the eleven kama lokas (realms of sensuality: the four 
lower realms of existence,  the human world and six celestial 
realms), the sixteen rupa-brahma lokas (where fine material 
body remains) and the four arupa-brahma lokas (non-
material realms where only mind remains). 

At the last moment of this life a specific bhava-sa�khāra will 
arise. This sa�khāra, capable of giving a new birth, will be-
come connected with the vibrations of the related realm of 
existence. At the moment of death all thirty-one realms are 
open; the sa�khāra that arises determines which track the 
train  of existence runs on next. In the same way as a train 
gets shunted onto a new track, the force of the  bhava-kamma  
reaction provides a push to the flow of consciousness into the 
next existence. For example, the  bhava-kamma  of anger or 
malice, being of the nature of heat and agitation, will unite 
with some lower field of existence. Similarly, one with the 
nature of mettā (compassionate love), having peaceful and 
cool vibrations can only unite with some  brahma-loka. This 
is the law of nature, and these laws are so perfectly ordered 
that there is never any flaw in the operation. Of course it must 
be understood there is no passenger on the train except the 
force of the accumulated sa�khāras.  

At the moment of death, generally, some intense sa�khāra 
will arise. It may be either of a wholesome nature or of an 
unwholesome nature. For example, if one has murdered one’s 
father or mother or perhaps some saintly person in this life-
time, then the memory of this episode will arise at the mo-
ment of death. Likewise, if one has done some deep medita-
tion practice, a similar state of mind will arise. 

When there is no such intense bhava-kamma to arise, then a 
comparatively less intense kamma will arise. Whatever mem-
ory is awakened will manifest as the kamma. For example, 
one may remember a wholesome kamma of giving food to a 
saintly person, or one may remember killing someone. Re-
flections on such past kammas as these may arise. Otherwise, 
objects related to this particular kamma  may arise. One may 
see the plate full of food that was offered as dāna (donation), 
or the gun that was used to kill another. These are called the 
kamma-nimittas (signs). 

Or perhaps a sign or a symbol of the next life may appear. 
This is called  gati-nimitta (departing sign). These nimittas 
correspond to the bhava-loka  towards which the flow is be-
ing attracted. It could be the scene of some celestial world or 
perhaps of the animal world. The dying person will often ex-
perience one of these signs as a forewarning, just as the 
train’s headlight illuminates the track ahead. The vibrations 
of these  nimittas  are identical to the vibrations of the plane 
of existence of the next birth. 

A good Vipassana meditator has the capacity to avoid the 
tracks leading to the lower realms of existence. One clearly 
understands the laws of nature and practices to keep ready  
for death at all times. If one has reached an advanced age, 
there is all the more reason to remain aware every moment. 
What preparations are undertaken? One practices Vipassana 
by remaining equanimous with whatever sensations arise on 
the body, thereby breaking the habit pattern of reacting to 
them. Thus, the mind, which is usually generating new un-
wholesome sa�khāras, develops the new habit of remaining 
equanimous. 

At the approach of death it is likely that one will experience 
very unpleasant sensations. Old age, disease and death are 
dukkha (misery). They produce unpleasant sensations of a 
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grosser type. If one is not skillful in observing these sensations 
with equanimity, one will be likely to react with feelings of 
anger, irritation or malice, providing an opportunity for a 
bhava-sa�khāra of like  vibration to arise. However, as in the 
cases of some well developed meditators, one can work to 
avoid reacting to these immensely painful sensations by main-
taining equanimity at the time of death. Then, even those re-
lated  bhava-sa�khāras  lying deep in the unconscious will not 
have an opportunity to arise. An ordinary person will usually 
remain apprehensive, even terror-stricken at the approach of 
death, and thus will give occasion for a fearful  bhava-
sa�khāra to surface. In the same way, grief, sorrow, depression 
and other feelings may arise at the thought of separation from 
loved ones, and the related sa�khāra will come up and domi-
nate the mind. A Vipassana meditator, by observing all his or 
her sensations with equanimity, weakens these sa�khāras so 
that they will not arise at the time of death. The real prepara-
tion for death is this: developing a habit pattern of repeatedly 
observing the sensations manifesting in the body and mind 
with equanimity and with the understanding of anicca. 

At the time of death this strong habit of equanimity will auto-
matically appear and the train of existence will link up with a 
track on which it will be possible to practice Vipassana in the 
new life. In this way one saves oneself from birth in a lower 
realm and attains one of the higher realms. This step is very 
important because Vipassana cannot be practiced in the lower 
realms. 

A meditator who is at the point of death is fortunate to have 
close relatives or friends nearby who can practice Vipassana 
and generate vibrations of mettā which are most favorable for 
a peaceful death. They will maintain a good Dhamma atmos-
phere, free from lamenting and gloom.  

At times a non-meditator will attain a favorable rebirth at the 
time of death due to the manifestation of wholesome bhava-
sa�khāras such as generosity, morality and other strong, 
wholesome qualities. But the special achievement of an estab-
lished Vipassana meditator is that one enables oneself to at-
tain an existence where one can continue to practice Vipas-
sana. In this way, by slowly decreasing the stock of accumu-
lated bhava-sa�khāras, one shortens one’s journey of becom-
ing and reaches the goal sooner. 

One comes into contact with the Dhamma in this life because 
of great merits one has performed in the past. Make this hu-
man life successful by practicing Vipassana, so that when 
death comes, it will come with an equanimous mind, bringing 
with it well-being for the future. 

 

Question and Answer 

How can  meditators deal with grief after the death of 
loved ones? 

Meditators should be wise, understanding the law of nature. 
Those who have died, have died. In spite of crying and pray-
ing, there is no possibility that they will come back. We all 
understand that the dead are gone forever. However, this we 
do not understand:  if, while remembering those who have 
gone away, we generate a vibration of sorrow, misery or cry-
ing, then, wherever those departed loved ones may be, the 
vibrations will reach them and make them miserable and un-
happy. No one wants departed loved ones to be unhappy. We 
want them to be happy, peaceful, liberated, wherever they 
may be. However, by crying we send them vibrations which 
make them more and more unhappy. We are actually harming 
those whom we want to be happy.  

A second harmful effect is that while crying for the departed, 
we are sowing seeds of sa,khāras of misery. We are becom-
ing very miserable, and this seed of misery will bring nothing 
but misery in the future. Nature will not care whether sowing 
the seed is reasonable or logical. The seed is of misery, and it 
must bring misery. After all, we are creating a habit pattern of 
the mind, and by supporting it we become more and more 
miserable. This habit pattern will also bring great misery in 
the future. We have started harming ourselves by generating 
seeds of misery.  

A third harmful effect is that this sensation of misery we are 
generating permeates the atmosphere around us. Everyone 
near us becomes unhappy because of our sensations. We have 
started harming ourselves, we have started harming all those 
near and dear ones who are alive, and we have started harm-
ing the near and dear ones who have passed away. This action 
of ours is therefore harmful in three ways. 

Wise people notice that when they remember those who have 
passed away, sorrow may arise in their minds. Immediately 
they calm their minds and start generating vibrations of mettā 
(loving-kindness, compassionate love), vibrations that are full 
of happiness, peace, harmony. These vibrations reach the de-
parted ones who feel more peaceful. Those practicing mettā 
are generating a sa,khāra of peace and harmony and it will 
bring them the fruit of peace and harmony. Also, the mettā 
vibrations will permeate the atmosphere and make it harmoni-
ous. Thus, benefits come in three different ways—the 
Dhamma way. 

 
Mana-manasa me� pyāra hī, 
tarala tara�gita hoya. 
Roma-roma se dhvani uthe, 
sabaka ma�gala hoya. 

May ripples of love spread 
through the pool of the mind. 
May every pore give forth the sound, 
"May all beings be happy!" 

Hindi doha 

Aha,kāra hī janma kā, 
jarā mrityu kā mūla. 
Aha,kāra mete binā, 
mī)e na bhava–bhaya shūla. 

Self-centeredness–this is the root 
of birth, decay, and death. 
Unless egoism is removed, 
the torment and fear of becoming will not end. 

Hindi doha 
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My Mother's Death in Dhamma 

By S.N. Goenka 

In 1985 Goenkaji was asked by a student whether it is possi-
ble to feel sensations at the time of death. In reply, he related 
the following story about his adoptive mother’s death. 

I was one of six sons. I was adopted at a young age by my 
uncle and aunt, Mr. Dwarkadas and Mrs. Ramidevi Goenka, 
who at the time had six daughters but no son. 

My adoptive mother was a devoted student of my teacher 
Sayagyi U Ba Khin. She had made great progress in her 
seven years of practicing Vipassana under Sayagyi’s guid-
ance, and Sayagyi was quite fond of her. She was the only 
student of Sayagyi's to die in his presence as far as it is 
known.  

In 1967 when my mother was about 70 years old, she was 
diagnosed as having an advanced stage of liver cancer. We in 
the family did not know how long she had suffered because 
she had never complained. It was only one week before her 
death that she spoke mildly about some pain she was having 
in the liver. When her daughter-in-law (my wife, Mrs. 
Goenka) asked her to describe the pain, she replied,  “Well, 
the pain is similar to that which a mother suffers when she 
gives birth—except that this has no break.” 

She had been meditating very seriously for seven years before 
her death. She went to the meditation center every time there 
was a course;  whether it was for ten days, one month or any 
other period, her bag was always packed. She also did self-
courses at home. Although she came from a devotional back-
ground, she was no longer interested in rites and rituals. She 
had left these behind. 

From the time she was diagnosed as having cancer until she 
died seven days later, she would not allow anyone to talk to 
her about her disease. She gave strict orders that only Vipas-
sana meditators could come into her room, and then, only to 
meditate. They could meditate for half an hour, an hour or 
many hours; and then they were to quietly leave.  

In our Hindu community, it was customary for the friends of 
a dying person to come to the house to pay respects. My 
mother was very popular in the community and she had many 
people wishing to visit her in her final illness. For those who 
were not meditators, she gave instructions that they could 
visit but that they could not come into her room. They were 
simply to sit quietly outside a door of netting. 

My mother was not interested in receiving treatment, but as 
her son, it was my duty to arrange it for her. Every day our 
family doctor and a specialist visited her. When they ques-
tioned her about her pain she said, “Yes, there is pain. So 
what?  Anissa, anissa (the Burmese way to pronounce 
anicca—impermanence).”  She attached no importance to it. 

One morning the specialist was concerned that the pain of the 
cancer might be interfering with her sleep. When he asked, 
“Did you sleep soundly last night?” she answered, “No, I had 
no sleep.”  He wrote a prescription for some sleeping pills 
which she took that night. The next day, again the doctor 

came and asked if she had slept, and she replied, “No.”  Again 
on the third day he asked, and again she responded, “No.”  
Even though she did not complain, the doctor worried that she 
was not sleeping because she was suffering so much. Because 
of drug shortages, he wrote  prescriptions for three different 
strong sleeping pills with the intention that only one be pur-
chased. However, all three could  be purchased and by mis-
take she was given a triple dosage. The next morning all she 
reported was that, although her eyelids had become heavy, she 
had not slept all night. 

Then it occured to me that the doctor did not understand. To a 
Vipassana meditator sleep is unimportant, especially on the 
deathbed. Despite sedation my mother’s strong determination 
had kept her alert. She had been practicing Vipassana every 
moment. I explained to the doctor that sleeping pills would 
not help but he did not understand. He said, “I have given her 
this medicine and even this does not help her sleep. That 
means she is in great pain.”  I said, “It’s not the pain, it is Vi-
passana which is keeping her awake, aware of her sensations.”  

As we came out of the room he said, “There is something spe-
cial about your mother. There is a woman of the same age in a 
neighboring house who also has liver cancer. She is in great 
misery and cries out in pain, but we cannot console her. We 
feel so sorry to see her in this wretched condition. And here is 
your mother who, when we come, just smiles.” 

The night she died some of the family members were meditat-
ing with her. At 11:00 pm she said to us “It is so late. All of 
you go to sleep now.”  About midnight the nurse who was on 
duty noticed that there was no pulse in her wrists. She became 
frightened and, thinking death was near, asked, “May I 
awaken your children?”  My mother said,  “No, no, my  time 
has not yet come. When my time comes I will tell you.”  At 
3:00 am she told the nurse, “Now is the time. Awaken all the 
family members. I have to go now.”  And so we were all 
awakened. We came and discovered there was no pulse in 
many parts of her body. We telephoned Sayagyi and the fam-
ily doctor who both came quickly. When the doctor arrived he 
said she had only a few minutes left. 

Sayagyi arrived shortly thereafter. My mother was lying on 
her back. Even though there was no pulse left in her wrists (it 
was as if they were dead), as soon as she saw her teacher, she 
found the strength to raise her hands and fold them together, 
paying respect to him.  

About five minutes before she died she looked at me and said, 
“I want to sit.”  I looked at the doctor who said, “No, in a few 
minutes she is going to die. Let her die peacefully. If you 
move her it will be a painful death. Already she is suffering 
great pain. Leave her.”  She heard what he said but again told 
me, “No, let me sit.”  I thought, “This is her last wish. She 
doesn’t care about pain. What the doctor says is unimportant. 
I must help her to sit.”  So I placed some pillows at her back. 
With a jerk she sat up in the meditation position with folded 
legs and looked at all of us. I asked her “Do you feel sensa-
tions?  Do you feel anissa?”  She touched the top of her head 
and said, “Yes, yes, anissa.”  She smiled and in half a minute 
she died. In life her face had a glow. Now in death also, there 
was a glow on her face.   
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Annual Vipassana Conference 

Dhammagiri, January 12-16, 1992 

The conference began its work with the annual reports from 
the centers and updates on the work of the committees. The 
second and third days were devoted to committee work and 
the fourth day to meetings of the Research Council. Goenkaji 
answered Dhamma questions on the evening of the fourth 
day. On the fifth day the action plans of the various commit-
tees were shared and Goenkaji addressed the conference.  

Reports were presented for each of the 18 centers around the 
world. In a total of about 320 courses of 10 days or more plus 
60 additional short courses, approximately 21,000 students 
were served: a growth of 30% over the previous year. Four 
new centers were established: two in India, one in the United 
States and one in Thailand. The centers in the United King-
dom and California were relocated to larger sites. Land has 
been acquired for centers in Burma, Sri Lanka and Madras,  
India. Many established centers reported improvements in 
facilities, with two new pagodas coming into use. 

Closing Talk by Goenkaji 

So much work has been done to help the spread of Dhamma 
in the last twenty-one years. Yet, without wanting to devalue 
it, the work done is just a very tiny step on a long journey. A 
tiny step has been taken, but it is a very important step be-
cause it is in the right direction, on the right path. The time 
has now ripened and Dhamma has started to spread. Every-
one should feel very fortunate to have an opportunity to par-
ticipate in the spread of Dhamma, to help people come out of 
their misery. 

The work is growing and a great deal of service is needed. It 
is good that a large number of people are coming forward to 
serve. But you must understand that this service is in  the 
field of Dhamma, pure Dhamma. If you want to help people 
come out of bondage, out of misery, and you are doing noth-
ing to liberate yourself; if you are doing nothing to dissolve 
your own ego, then what kind of service is it?  Unless you 
serve yourself, you cannot serve others. A lame person cannot 
support another lame person. A blind person cannot guide 
another blind person. The Buddha  guaranteed your libera-
tion, but with one condition: you mustrid yourself of ego. If 
you come to serve people and do nothing to eradicate your  
own ego, then what kind of  service are you giving? You have 
to dissolve your ego. There are many other fields where you 

can gain material benefits, but in Dhamma you must leave 
aside material gain. This is not the place or the field to look 
for name and fame, for power or for status. 

The Buddha said that two types of people are rare. One type 
is the person who serves, who takes initiative in serving, who 
has no thought about anything other than service— bahu-
janahitaya, bahujanasukhaya (for the good and happiness of 
many). My service is to help others; more and more people 
should benefit from it. The second type is the person who has 
a feeling of gratitude. Develop these two qualities and cer-
tainly you are progressing on the path, certainly you are fit to 
help others.  

The organization is growing. But as it grows it is quite possi-
ble that differences of opinion will arise,  personality clashes 
develop, and there might be attachment to personal opinions. 
Be very careful. This is like fire. Don’t allow this fire to start. 
But if it has begun, see that it is extinguished immediately. 
Don’t allow it to spread. A guideline for every Dhamma 
worker is contained in these words of the Buddha: 

“Vivadam bhayāto disva, avivadam ca khemato. Samagga 
sakhila hotha,” esa buddhanusāsani . 

“Seeing danger in dispute, security in concord, dwell together 
in amity.” This is the teaching of the Buddha, the Enlightened 
one. 

Now about research: The words of the Buddha are lost in 
many countries. We should be grateful to those countries that 
maintained them in their pristine purity. Now these words of 
the Buddha have to spread in order to help pa)ipatti (the 
meditation practice). The research and publication of  pari-
yatti  (theory) should not become our main aim. Our main 
aim will always be pa)ipatti. If we remain satisfied only by 
reading the words of the Buddha but do nothing to take steps 
on the path he taught, then again, we have started to harm 
ourselves. The theoretical aspect of Dhamma, the words of 
the Buddha, are to help us, to encourage us, to guide us, but 
the main task will always be to walk on the path step by step. 
Make use of the words of the Buddha and they will certainly 
encourage you. I recommend that every student of Vipassana 
learns at least the basics of the Pali language, the words actu-
ally spoken by Buddha. I speak from my own experience. 
Every word of the Enlightened One is so inspiring, provided 
you continue your practice. 

 You have to do your own research about the truth inside, re-
search about this interaction of mind and matter inside: how 
out of ignorance one keeps on reacting and how in wisdom 
one comes out of this habit. This is how the words of the 
Buddha can be used for your own liberation. 

Suffering is all around. Misery is all around. May this won-
derful medicine of the Buddha help suffering people  come 
out of their illness, come out of their misery. May the light of 
Dhamma spread around the world, dispelling the darkness of 
ignorance. 

KDha�a kDha�a kDha�a kDha�a bītate,  
jīvana bītā jāya. 
KDha�a kDha�a kā upayoga kara, 
bītā kDha�a na āya. 

Moment after moment after moment,  
life keeps slipping by. 
Make use of every moment; 
the moment past will never come again. 

Hindi doha 
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Mrs Veena Gandhi, India 

Mrs Meera Hinduja, India 
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Mrs Radhadevi Dalmia, India 
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Mrs Pushpa Shah, India 

Mrs Mohinidevi Saraogi, India 

Mrs Pushpa Toshniwal, India 
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