Religion Experts Column
This is my response to this week’s question of Ask The Religion Experts, a feature in the Sunday Ottawa
Citizen. Questions are the editor’s. All responses are available on the Citizen’s online blog for the feature.
We invite you to consider this response and share your own. It is our hope this will generate some thoughtful
discussion of the real-life applications of Buddhadharma and deeper understanding for us all.

Sunday, April 17, 2011

Q
A

: If it’s my life, why shouldn’t I
end it when I want?

: In East Asian Buddhadharma,
the most recognizable figure
(apart from that of Buddha) is
Kwan Yin, the embodiment of infinite
compassion. She is often depicted
holding a small vial, the symbol of her
compassion, which she pours out
without end for all suffering beings.
One could compare this human bodymind to such a vessel. We each have
this vessel at our disposal, and, faced
with our own and the suffering of all
beings, we may use it as we wish.
There are those who choose to hoard
their vessel and portion out
compassion as if there were but a
minuscule amount available. Some,
mistakenly thinking the contents is for
them alone, guzzle it themselves,
leaving others to find their own relief.
Some fill and re-fill it with all manner
of intoxicants, as if this could dull the
pain and somehow protect us from
death. Others still forget the contents
or its value and dedicate their lives to
polishing, decorating and hoisting it up
onto some display shelf. Only a few
recognize the purpose of the vial as a
channel for compassion. Like Kwan
Yin, they understand the source of
compassion is infinite, but it only flows
when directed to the benefit of all.
Whether we mean “end my life”in the

sense of wasting it on self-indulgence
or in the sense of turning to suicide,
the sublime purpose for this “bag of
bones” remains and, thus face the
consequences which follow our every
action. The intention will qualify the
action. A conscious terminally ill
person may freely plan and complete a
suicide and a deluded drug abuser may
kill themself by accident. In each case,
the thought and intention will set in
motion the consequences which will
play out in this or subsequent bodymind experiences. Ending a life, ours or
that of any living being, is never
without effect. Consequence, what we
know as ‘karma’ follows as the heel
follows the sole. It is only “my life”in
the sense that it is available to us to
address our shared experience of
suffering. Choose carefully.
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