Releasing Death from Fear and Pain

Thomas Merton Brightman

Cats are amongmy greatest teachers.
They have been sacred witness and g
sacrifice to the opening of my = 4
feelingsand theindghtinto the T*
infinite that followed. Thisisoneof '
the stories of how | moved from fear
of pain and death throughsuffering to
acceptance.
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My youth was spent working on
farmsandlivinginrura villages. |
directly experienced livingfromthe
land. | tilled groundand planted .-k\,_q 2. N A
seed. | cultivated and harvested R ™ 4
vegetables, fruits, andgrains | hid R L :

hunted wild animals. | caughtfish. | cuttimber. | raised and butchered domesticated animals.

Inlivingthisway, | ndthe thoughtaboutnor felt the sacred relationship of life giving life
throughdeath. Lifejus was. Rituds, if any, were unconsiousor universal like Thankggiving.
There was no explicit honoiing of the gifts between lifeforms. There were no blessingsat
meals.

| was taughtto bdieve tha man was in chargeandtha he could dowha he wanted with very
limited fear of consequence. Theonething beyond man’s reach was death, butwe didn’t discuss
tha. Nor did we openly consder any sacredness between man and the others who share this
planet.

Today, | bdieve, behave and worship differently. | recognize, celebrate, hona, andritudize the
life processes of oneform surrendeingto another. And, I’ ve experienced gifts from some of
naure' s other creatures. Severa of thelessonsthat have led to my present world view did not
come fromman. They appeared quite unexpectedly. Some took traumatic form.

On thefarm, my unde deermined what it was tha we were goingto eat. He would tell me wha
and how many to kill. 1 wastold tha killing was amanly thingto do. | certainly did notwant to
shrink from doing wha men do. Questioning usualy met with ange or bdittling comments tha
totally discounted my feelings
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All daughtering unsettled me, yet some were easier than others. Tha which required separating
life fromthebodyat close range in my own hands was especiadly difficult. Since sodety hasits
butchers, mog people are distanced from the dying process.

Oneday, my unde returned from amorning of cutting hay. He was upst and called out to me.
“1 hit acat with themower blade It'sinthebed of the pickup. It'snotdead. Youneed to go
kill it. | can’t.” Hewalked away. I’ ve since learned the difference between can’t and won't.
But, back then, thiswas my role and | had not yet learned howto say no. Chdlenging directions
was not popukr. | headed to where thetruck was parked to see wha was to bedone

Thecat’ s eyes, in my eyes, spokefrightand pan. Thebodywasimmobile, the back broken, the
taill missing. Yet, life clungto therigid form. | began to interndizethecat’s pan. | started
tranderring its agonyinto me. | saw that its bodycould notberepared. And, onfarms, cats
were expendable, often drowned at birth and never taken to avet. Tha would be awaste of
money.

Astheintengty of my identification with thisanimal grew, | wasin apanic to endits pan, its
life. I could notshootit, asit lay inthetruck. When | attempted to moveit, the screams caused
meto quickly let go. | findly deduced away to kill it. Yet, my first attempt failed asthe
reaction of the cat caused me to wince and tremble so much tha | could not complete the act.

The second attempt succeeded. | was left shaking, crying and disoriented. Spirit had parted the
body, butthe trauma of dyingwastill ragingin my mind. | removed its bodyfromthetruck. |
took onemore actionto be sure, in my mind, tha its pan was ove.

It was years before my consciousmind would grasp and retain how much | had tranderred the
cat’s panto my own, my fear of degth to its dyingand my internd screams to its externd ones.
| wastoo youngat thetime to fully comprehend the learning.

Not wanting to be seen in my condition, | walked to the hay mow in the barn and emoted until |
became quiet. | jud sat there emotiondly and physically wasted, hollow in my stomach, and
spaced outin my mind. Theevents reverberated to my core.

Convesationsthroughoutmy extended family were generally devoid of feelings except when
rageinevitably erupted from momentary lapsesin suppression. My early messages were mosly
aboutnotfeeling, bangin control, and accepting denial. | could not, in this moment, bein
denia. | wasnotin control. | wasfeeling at an intengty tha was exploding my programming
and immobilizing my body.

Thirty-five years later, after spending a decade of involvement in deeth and rebirth experientia
practices, | embrace desth as a birth. | bdieve tha the naure of onés death isan oppatunity for
learning. | accept tha thefull undestanding lies outsidethisworld. | also bdieve tha there can
be profoundlearning for those who participae in creating a safe emotiond space for individuds
who are in the process of dying.
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Thoughl do notseek death, | am preparingto embrace it. | was taughtto fear degth. Yet, even
in near-death experiences | recall many more panful episodesin my life. Duringtimesthat |
was close to dying, | came back enlightened beyondmy dreams. My spiritud seeking has
convinced me to surrende to death, notto strugde.

It isnowclear howl| literally tranderred my
reality onto thisanimal. | was not caringfor the
animal despite my momentary projectionsof
doing s0. | wanted to shutout my pan and
fears. | wasnotinto lovewith thisfellow
creation of God. | was out of love with myself.

| was blinded by my own processes.

What would | dotoday? | bdievetha | would
sit with thisinjured animal in thereverence of
accepting wha on earth seems unacceptable. |
would warmly hold thisfellow creature
allowingit to dropits bodywhen it chos to do
s0. | would prayerfully ask that at my find
letting go, | beallowed to go throughany agony or peace necessary to make my time here
completeinitslearning. Thisis my intention. One day | will know.

| am, of course, projecting agan. Thedifference can be seen in how| nowwant to betreated
andin howl nowtreat othes. Today, | feel and express more spontaneoudy. | amin much less
denia. | am morefully into love | want for myself and provideto others the space to beonés
own truesdlf. | am dedicated to “Thy will bedone”

| offer ablessing to the spirit of each and every broken bodywhich | see on or besidethe
highwaystha | travel. |1 honortheanimal powers and cherish ther teachings

| resonae with the bdiefs tha someoneexpressed in thefollowing verse:

| havekilled thedeer.
| have crushed the grasshoppe
Andtheplants hefeedsupon.
| have cut throughthe heart
Of trees growing old and straight.
| have taken fish from water
And birdsfrom the sky.
In my lifel have needed desth
So tha my life can be
When | dig, | mug givelife
To wha has nouished me.
Theearth receives my body,
And givesit to the plants
Andto thecaterpillars,
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Tothebirds
Andto the coyotes,
Each in its own turn so tha
Thecircle of lifeis notbroken.
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