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Introduction

There are many who teach the art of living. But the Jain religion teaches us the art of dying.
Many religions claim to know the absolute truth, and that their god is supreme. But Jainism
makes no such claims and promotes instead, the idea of anekantavada, or the multiplicity of
reality. Jainism recognises that there are very many people in this world and their perception of
the truth is varied. Not all of them may agree on any one topic. Some people blame this on lack
of faith in the true religion (which happens to be the one that they follow). But Jainism sees
mankind's inability to come to a common understanding of reality as the natural outcome of the
vastness of reality, the impossibility of expressing this in words and the fact that each person has
different levels of knowledge and perception, experience and understanding.

Death is one of the imponderables that one invariably encounters. Often, death is perceived as
the final act in one's life. A tumultuous parting of ways of consciousness (the soul) with the
mortal coil where the soul remains behind like a lamp of light, carrying with it memories of love,
passion, understanding, knowledge and perception. Jainism believes that consciousness can
never be extinguished. Death is merely an exchange of the corporeal self. A comma in the chain
of existence which is eternally free of full stops.

In these circumstances, Jainism does not see death as the cessation of existence, merely as
change from one physical form to another. Jainism goes so far as to advocate voluntary death
when faced with death because of extreme old age, critical illness or some extraordinary mishap,
as this would be better than dying with tears and regret. Jainism holds that it is better to



relinquish the old and critically ill body and seek spiritual advancement through a nuanced
voluntary death, rather than drag on hoping against hope to live another day. This text explains
the Jain concept of a nuanced, well-considered passionless death and why one should prefer such
an end to dying in a hospital with several tubes poking into one's body. We Jains call this
controlled voluntary death sallekhand, which is vastly different from the impassioned and
irrational desire to commit suicide, which is impelled by an irrepressible desire to end one's life,
even when one is physically fit in order to escape unpalatable circumstances.

The purpose of this work is to make available the meaning, relevance and teleological
underpinnings of sallekhana.

We regret that we are not aware of the identity of the original writer of this concise work in
Sanskrit. But whosoever he/she may be, he/she has left behind a beautiful text which gives

solace and guidance to all.

~ Manish Modi
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mrtyumarge pravrttasya vitaraga dadatu me
samadhibodhau patheyam yavan muktipuri purah

I have begun my journey on the path of voluntary death.
May the supremely detached ones provision me for my journey
With profound meditation and enlightenment
Until I reach my destination - liberation.
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krmijalasamakirne jarjare dehapafjare
bhajyamane na bhetavyam yatastvam jAanavigrahah

O soul,
This frail body is infested with worms.
Do not fear its destruction
For you are the embodiment of knowledge.
(And distinct from the body).
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Jjhanin bhayam bhavet kasmat prapte mrtyumahotsave
svarupastho puram yati dehi dehantarasthiti

O soul,
Why fear death?
For the wise, death is a celebration.
You will retain your identity
Even when the body is exchanged for another.
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sudattam prapyate yasmat drsyate piarvasattamaih
bhujyate svarbhavam saukhyam mrtyubhitim tyajet sanaih

O soul,
Give up the fear of death!
It is evident from the scriptures that,
Your own conduct is responsible
For the happiness you attain.
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agarbhad duhkhasantaptah praksipto dehapafjare
natma vimucyate'nyena mrtyubhdmipatim vina

O soul,
Since the time of conception,
You have been scorched by sorrows.
You are imprisoned by this body.
Only the king named death can set you free.
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sarvaduhkhapradam pindam ddrikrtyatmadarsibhih
mrtyumitraprasadena prapyante sukhasampadah



O soul,

This body is the root of all sorrow.
Thanks to the friend called death,
Those who perceive the true self,

Rid themselves of the body
And attain the wealth of bliss.
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mrtyukalpadrume prapte yenatmartho na sadhitah
nimagno janmajambale sa pascat kim karisyati

O soul,

Those who do not pursue the path of spiritual perfection,
Even when faced with the wish-fulfilling tree called death,
What will they do when confronted
By the quagmire of transmigration?
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Jjirnam dehadikam sarvam ndtanam jayate yatah
sa mrtyuh kim na modaya satam satotthitiryatha

O soul,

When death causes the worn out, aged body
To be exchanged for a brand new one,
Then why not rejoice at death,
Especially since death is instrumental
In the salvation of saints?
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sukham duhkham sada vetti dehasthasca svayam vrajet
mrtyubhitistada kasya jayate paramarthatah

O soul,
When you are shackled to the body,



You have to constantly suffer pleasure and pain.
You even take another birth on your own.
So why fear death?
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samsarasaktacittanam mrtyubhitirbhavet nrnam
modayate punah so'pi jAianavairagyavasinam

O soul,
Death terrifies those
Who are enmeshed in the world.
But delights those
Who are wise and free from worldly desires.
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puradhiso yada yati sukrtasya bubhutsaya
tada'sau varyate kena prapancaih paficabhautikaih

O soul,
When lifespan determining karmas cause you to leave the body,
Then how can anything hold you back?
So do not concern yourself with the five elements, etc.
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mrtyukale satam duhkham prabhavet vyadhisambhavam
dehamohavinasaya manye sivasukhaya ca

O soul,
Sorrow and disease afflict saints at the time of death
In order to annihilate their attachment for the body
And help them attain eternal bliss.
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JjAanino'mrtatulyaya mrtyustapakaro'pi san
amakumbhasya loke'smin bhavet pakavidhiryatha

O soul,
The anguish caused by death
Is like ambrosia for the learned ones.
Because it is well known
That an earthen pitcher has to bear the heat
Before it may be used for cooking.
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yat phalam prapyate sadbhi vratayasavidambanat
tat phalam sukhasadhyam syat mrtyukale samadhina

O soul,

Upon venturing forth on the path of voluntary death,
You will comfortably attain the spiritual wellness
Which would, otherwise,

Only be attained
By ascetics through extreme penance.
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anartah santiman martyo na tiryang napi narakah
dharmadhyani sada mukto martyo nityam mahesvarah

O soul,
One without saturnine meditation dies peacefully.
And is reborn as a human being,
Not as a sub-human or a hellish being.
One who has pious meditation is always free
And, upon dying, is sure to attain the great wealth of liberation.
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taptasya tapasascapi palitasya vratasya ca
pathitasya srutasyapi phalam mrtyuh samadhina

O soul,
Those who practise penance,
Follow the vows and study the scriptures
Attain serene, peaceful voluntary death.
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atiparicitesvavajna nave bhavet pritiriti hi janavadah
ciratarasariranase navataralabhe ca kim bhiruh

O soul,
It is well known
That familiarity breeds contempt, and
That one is fascinated by novelty.
When the older body is destroyed,
You will get a new one.
So why fear death?

Epilogue
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svargadetya pavitra nirmala kule sasmaryamana janaih
datva bhaktividhayinam bahuvidham varichanurapam dhanam
bhuktva bhogamaharnisam parakrtam sitva ksanam mandale

patravesavisarjanamiva mrtum santo labhante svatah

O soul,
The pious ones descend from heaven,
Take birth in families with pure conduct
and are worshipped.
They never lack for wealth, and
*Indulge in sensual delectation day and night.
This is how they spend a short time on earth.
At the end, just as actors shed one persona to don another,
They shed this body and attain liberation.



~ Manish Modi

* The Jain religion does not promote sensual indulgence or any behaviour that increases the
soul's attachment to the body, to other people and worldly objects. What the epilogue says is that
even those who indulge in temporal delectation can attain liberation provided they take up the

path of asceticism and shed all attachment.



