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Is “eight hours after death” the period key to the
rebirth into the Pure Land of Buddhism?

Pei-Jen Hwang, Cheng-Deng Kuo

Laboratory of Biophysics, Department of Medical Research and Education,
Taipei Veterans General Hospital, Taipei, TAIWAN

Because of the belief that Amitadbha Buddhawill come and convey them to the Pure
Land Sect of Western Paradise when they die, almost all believersin the Sukhavati (Land of
Bliss) or Pure Land Sect of Buddhism are preparing for the dying moment by reciting the name
of AmitdbhaBuddhaall their lives. It was said that both DharmaM aster Hongyi of Ritsu Sect
and Patriarch Yin Kuang of Pure Land Sect in the early nineteen centurieshavetalkedtotheir
believersthat the corpse of the dead should not be moved within 8 hours of their death. This
notion was held and foll owed by the believers of the Pure Land Sect of Buddhism sincethen,
and affect the attitude of Chinese Buddhiststowards near-death and death.

Sincethereisalot of conditionsthat the corpse of the dead will not be disturbed in the
agricultural society wherefew people can be found in the vast expanse of |and and the pace of
lifeisslow, the notion of “Do not perturb the corpse within 8 hours of death” was not chal-
lenged sinceitsintroduction to the society. However, because of the progressive moderniza-
tion of the society, the management of the corpse must be simplified to accommodate the
changesin the environment and society. For those Buddhists of Pure Land Sect who believein
thetheory of “Do not perturb the corpse within 8 hours of death”, the modern ways of manag-
ing thedead istoo rough to be accepted, such asmoving the corpseto the morgueimmediately
after death, burn the corpse 2 to 3 days after their death, etc. The Buddhists of the Pure Land
Sect who have trust in the theory of 8 hours after death believe that the rough and poor
management of the corpse by medical personnel will lead to the rebirth of the dead to one of
thethree bad existences.

In Buddhism, thedeath of apersonisjudged by theleave of the consciousness. However,
the sutras and doctrines of Buddhism gave no clear indication asto when did the conscious-
nessleave. Even though there was arumor that Patriarch Yin Kuang has stressed theimpor-
tance of “8 hoursafter death”, there were no such recording or wordingsin the“ Comprehen-
sive Book of Patriarch Yin Kuang”. It seems probabl e that the saying of “ 8 hours after death”
isonly arumor.

From the point of view of modern medicine, brain death isamount to the cessation of life
and body sensation. Therefore, transportation of the corpse, freezing of the corpse, organ
transplantation and autopsy are expected to do no harm to the dead. Though brain death has
replaced cardiac asystole and apneaasthe definition and verification standard of death, and
has contributed alot to the progress of organ transplantation, the belief of “ Do not perturb the
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corpsewithin 8 hoursof death” prohibitsthe Pure Land Buddhistsfrom donating their organs.
This contraction in concepts between Buddhism and western medicine has aroused great
discussion on the suitability and feasibility of organ donation inthe media.

M odern researches on near-death experiences by parapsychology have shown that one
common feature of the near-death was that some dying subjects were hanging high in the
ceiling or in the air watching the surgery or resuscitation performed on their bodies without
the sensation of pain. Did the consciousness of the near-death subjects already |eave the
body in thissituation? If so, what isthe meaning of the concept “ Do not perturb the corpse 8
hoursafter death” of the Pure L and Sect of Buddhism?|s8" hour thetimewhen the conscious-
ness of the near-death subject | eaves his/her body? |s 8" hour the time when the conscious-
ness of the near-death subject enters into the Bardo state? The researches on near-death
experiences have led us to question the concept of “Do not perturb the corpse within eight
hours after death” of the Pure Land Sect of Buddhism.

Theworld after death isagreat puzzletothealive. To scientists, theworld after deathis
akind of saying that cannot be proved. However, many great practitioners of Buddhism can
seetheworld after death by means of deep meditation, and describe the world after deathin
books. The Vijnafidmatra Uastrais especially good in the description of the round and round
travelsfromlifetolife. Therefore, the questions such as* I sthere sensation after death?” and
“Isthe 8 hours after death the key to rebirth to the Pure Land of Buddhism?’ might be an-
swered by looking more deeply into the original doctrinesand sutras of Buddhism.

Key word: eight hours after death, Pure Land Sect, dying, reciting, Western

Paradise, organ transplantation, consciousness, near-death
experience, brain death, Alaya-Vijiana, Bardo
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