
What’sNext?
OR,DO IREALLYHAFTATAKEREBIRTH?

As Buddhism has come to the West, where we don’t traditionally have a belief in
rebirth, the role of rebirth in Buddhist teaching and practice has sometimes been
seen as awkward or even irrelevant. Is rebirth merely a cultural inheritance from the
time and place where Buddhism as we have it arose? Is it a metaphor for the way
in which the continuum that we experience as a self, like all continua, arises and
ceases from instant to instant? Is it the conventional reality that we share as a basis
for skillful Buddhist practice? As so many Buddhist teachings remind us, this isn’t a
matter of idle speculation—whatever Buddhism teaches is meant to be used by each
of us here in the present.

I) TheUltimatePerspective:

from “Examination of Bondage,” Chapter XVI of Nagarjuna’s Mulamadhyamakakarika,
translated by Jay L. Garfield

1.

If compounded phenomena transmigrate,

They do not transmigrate as permanent.

If they are impermanent they do not transmigrate.

The same approach applies to sentient beings.

2.

If someone transmigrates,

Then if, when sought in the fivefold way

In the aggregates and in the sense spheres and in the elements,

He is not there, what transmigrates?

That sounds definitive…

...and yet, if there’s no one to transmigrate, there’s no one alive now to die either.

As Nagarjuna states right at the start of the Mulamadyamakakarika: “Neither from
itself nor from another, nor from both, nor without cause, does anything whatever,



anywhere arise.” Once we’re Buddhas, we’ll understand that there are no sentient
beings, that there is no birth, no death, and, of course, no rebirth. But that’s not a
perspective we enjoy. Knowing that we would achieve this someday doesn’t relieve
the suffering we currently experience as not-definitively-existent sentient beings,
nor does it relieve the suffering of the sentient beings by which we believe ourselves
to be surrounded. These verses by themselves, as definitive and correct as they
may be, don’t speak to the conventional reality within which rebirth would be expe-
rienced.

QUESTIONS:

1. Is this refutation of an inherently existent mind that passes from life to life the
same as the Western materialist rejection of a non-material soul?

2. Can these verses offer us any guidance to our practice, even though we
haven’t achieved the perspective from which they arise?

II) TheTantricPerspective:

from The Inspiration-Prayer for Deliverance from the Dangerous Pathway of the
Bardo, translated by Francesca Fremantle and Chögyam Trungpa

May the sounds, light, and rays not rise up as enemies,

May I see the infinite realms of the Peaceful and Wrathful Ones.

May I know all the sounds as my own sound,

May I know all the lights as my own light,

May I know all the rays as my own ray.

May I spontaneously know the bardo as myself,

May I attain the realms of the three kayas.

A point here, which seems to echo throughout The Tibetan Book of the Dead, is that
knowing all of our experience as mind, our own mind, will end our rebirths and, with
them, our suffering. This is a bit different from the ultimate perspective, in that it ac-
cepts that we have our experiences. But it accords with the ultimate perspective in
suggesting that, if we know that experience correctly, there are no sounds, lights,
rays, or bardos to know. It asserts the ultimate perspective, but it also allows for a



transition from our experience to that perspective. And it assumes that one basis of
our shared experience in the absence of that ultimate perspective is beginningless
and endless rebirth into suffering. Short of the achievement of liberation, it offers no
alternative to rebirth.

QUESTIONS:

1. What would the difference be between spontaneously attaining the realm of
the three kayas, thereby escaping rebirth into suffering, and simply expiring,
thereby apparently also avoiding rebirth into suffering?

2. Given its emphasis on the proper practice of dying, does tantric practice make
sense in the absence of rebirth?

III) TheMahayanaPerspective:

from Bodhisattva Vow Ceremony, translated by the Nalanda Translation Committee

In this and previous lives, I have practiced, urged others to practice, and rejoiced in
the practice of the roots of virtue arising from generosity, discipline, and meditation.

...from now until I reach supreme enlightenment–in order to take across sentient be-
ings who have not crossed over, to liberate those who have not been liberated, to en-
courage those who need encouragement, and to establish in complete nirvana those
who have not been established–I will arouse the mind that aspires to unsurpassable,
perfect, complete, great enlightenment.

Those of us who have taken this vow have committed to undertakings that we won’t
finish in this lifetime, and we’ve done so in language that presumes rebirth, both in
the past and in the future. It wouldn’t make sense to take such a vow in the context
of the conventional reality we typically experience. The Mahayana perspective of-
fers the idea of emptiness to understand our experience in a way that makes the
fulfillment of such a vow conceivable. If all sentient beings lack inherent character-
istics, then there is nothing that would make their complete establishment in nirvana
impossible.

But the idea of emptiness also offers a way to understand rebirth. In his commen-
tary on “Form is emptiness, emptiness is form,” from the Heart Sutra, Red Pine
writes:

...the word “emptiness” does not mean nothingness. It is a double negative that stops



short of establishing a positive. Emptiness means indivisibility.

Something that is empty of self-existence is inseparable from everything else, includ-
ing emptiness. All separations are delusions. But if each of the skandhas is one with
emptiness, and emptiness is one with each of the skandhas, then everything occupies
the same indivisible space, which is emptiness, and the same indivisible time, which
is emptiness, and the same indivisible mind, which is emptiness again. Everything is
empty, and empty is everything.

This understanding of emptiness seems to forestall any form of departure that
death might offer. There would be no other place to which our soul might transcend
and no other time in which we might cease to exist, and the beginningless and end-
less cycle of rebirth would be our lot.

QUESTIONS:

1. For those of us who’ve taken it, how literally did we intend our Bodhisattva
Vow?

2. How would the impossibility of departure inform our practice?

IV) TheHinayanaPerspective:

from the Dhammacakkappavattana-Sutta

The Noble Truth of Suffering (Dukkha), monks, is this: Birth is suffering, ageing is suf-
fering, sickness is suffering, death is suffering, association with the unpleasant is suf-
fering, dissociation from the pleasant is suffering, not to receive what one desires is
suffering - in brief the five aggregates subject to grasping are suffering.

The Noble Truth of the Origin (cause) of Suffering is this: It is this craving (thirst)
which produces re-becoming (rebirth) accompanied by passionate greed, and find-
ing fresh delight now here, and now there, namely craving for sense pleasure, craving
for existence and craving for non-existence (self-annihilation).

The Noble Truth of the Cessation of Suffering is this: It is the complete cessation of
that very craving, giving it up, relinquishing it, liberating oneself from it, and detaching
oneself from it.

The Noble Truth of the Path Leading to the Cessation of Suffering is this: It is the No-



ble Eightfold Path, and nothing else, namely: right understanding, right thought, right
speech, right action, right livelihood, right effort, right mindfulness and right concen-
tration.

This, from the first discourse that the Buddha addressed to his first five followers
immediately after attaining the enlightenment he sought as an end to suffering, of-
fered a means of achieving that cessation for all who understood those Four Noble
Truths. From the start of his forty years of teaching, the Buddha taught the escape
from endless rebirth into suffering.

QUESTION:

1. If Buddhist practice offers the cessation of suffering by correctly following the
Noble Eightfold Path, yet death without rebirth promises the cessation of suf-
fering regardless of conduct, would Buddhist practice make sense in the ab-
sence of rebirth?


