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Stages of the Bardo H.H. the 41st Sakya Trizin

Death results from the exhaustion of these three factors: life, merit, and karma (for this
life) . If only one of these factors is exhausted, it is possible to revive quite easily, and
death can then be prevented by doing certain practices. For example, if life is
exhausted, then by doing long-life deity practices, your life will be replenished and you
can continue living for some time. If karma is exhausted, then by performing positive
actions or karma, it is possible to replenish the karma of living. If two of the factors are
exhausted, then it will be more difficult to prevent death. When all three are exhausted,

death is inescapable and one has to leave this world.

Bardo means the intermediate state, which is the time in between the end of the
present life and the beginning of the next life. Most people will go through the bardo
after they die, but it is said that there are two types of person who will not enter the
bardo. First, there are those who are very advanced in practice, so that right after
exiting the body, their consciousness immediately enters a Buddha field or pure realm.
Second, there are those who have very heavy negative karma. Right after dying, these
people will go directly to the lower realms. Generally speaking, there are three lower
realms: hell realm, hungry ghost realm, and animal realm. However, this type of person

goes directly to the lowest, the hell realm.

For the majority of people, when consciousness leaves the body, it will enter the

bardo. Advanced teachings describe different lights 2 that are seen at the time of death.
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Those who will be born in the god realm perceive a white light. Those who will be born
in the hungry ghost realm perceive a yellow light; in the animal realm, a blue light; in the
demigod realm, a red light; and in the hell realm, a black light. Those who will be born in
the human realm perceive a multicolored or green light, because green is said to be a

combination of many different colors.

There is then just a mental body without the physical body. In this state, beings
have a very difficult time because there is so much disarray. Consciousness is like a
feather blown every which way by the wind. The feather is very light and is blown
wherever the wind takes it°. Likewise the bardo consciousness travels very fast, in the
same way that the mind can move very fast. It can travel anywhere, to any part of the
universe, instantaneously. When you are in motion like this, however, there is no
consistency, only a turbulent series of indefinite experiences and encounters with
different companions, different places, different foods, and different lifestyles. These are
changing all the time and the situation produces great anxiety. There are no patterns, no

companions, and no friends in the bardo; it is constantly changing.

Many people do not even know that they have died. They will try to speak to their
relatives and friends, but no one will respond to them. Living people, of course, typically
cannot see bardo beings or hear their voices. However, beings in the bardo, unlike in
our present state, possess a kind of intuition or a contaminated wisdom so they are

aware, not only of what other people are doing, but also of what they are thinking. |
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believe that this is because, lacking a physical body and dwelling only in a very subtle
mental state; they are able to see other people’s minds and can know what they are
thinking. Seeing other people’s jealousy, pride, anger and so forth causes bardo beings
to become very agitated. It affects them if other people neglect them, ignore them, do
not take care of them, or think badly about them. Also, they can see the things that
belonged to them being taken away by various people, and they accumulate a lot of
defilements like desire, hatred, jealousy, pride and so forth. Therefore, after death,
during the forty-nine days of rituals, it is very important to explain to the deceased that
they are no longer living. It is important to make sure that they realize that they are

deceased and at the moment in the bardo.

The mental body of a bardo being has its own faculties for sensory perceptions—
its own eyes, ears, nose, tongue, and so forth. Because this body is mental and not
physical, it can go through mountains and walls, as well as to any places in the
universe. It cannot, however, pass through very holy places, like the stupa in Bodh
Gaya, for example. It also cannot pass through the womb of a mother, which it does not

have the karma to enter. Otherwise, it can travel anywhere.

Bardo beings, lacking physical bodies, cannot take in any substantial food. They
can only find some satisfaction by taking in the scent of food. Depending upon the
strength of the being, they will chase after the scent of food. Those who have more

strength are able to take in smells. That is the reason why we make burnt offerings"' for



Stages of the Bardo H.H. the 41st Sakya Trizin

them during the forty-nine days after death.

The above general description of the bardo is known to all of the different yanas,
or vehicles of Buddhism—the Hinayana, the Mahayana, and the Mantrayana. | will now
describe aspects of the bardo that are special to the Mahayana teachings. These
teachings describe seven fearful conditions, which include four fearful sounds and three

fearful chasms or cliffs.

The first of the four fearful sounds is the sound of a mountain splitting apart or
cracking. Our body is created from the four elements. It is maintained with the four
elements and its exhaustion is the exhaustion of the four elements. The first fearful
sound occurs when the element of earth is absorbed into the element of water and there
manifests a sound like that of mountain cracking apart. When the element of water is
absorbed into the element of fire, there is a sound like the shaking of all of the oceans.
When the element of fire is absorbed into the element of air, there is a sound like that of
the great fire at the end of an aeon®. And when the element of air is absorbed into the
element of consciousness, there is the sound of the great storm at the end of an aeon®.
Then the experiences of the three fearful cliffs arise. These cliffs are like falling into the

three lower realms—hell realm, hungry ghost realm, and animal realm.

Hearing these four fearful sounds and seeing these very frightening cliffs



Stages of the Bardo H.H. the 41st Sakya Trizin

produces a fearful state and great anxiety. You will be inclined to seek refuge wherever
you can. At that time, it is very important to remember the Triple Gem—the Buddha,

Dharma, and Sangha.

The bardo has six uncertainties.

The first one is the uncertainty of place. There is no permanent place in the
bardo because beings in the bardo have no physical body, only a mental body. The
mental body can travel very far in the bardo. Sometimes to very nice places like

celestial palaces, but sometimes also to hell realms, and so on.

The second uncertainty is the uncertainty of companions. This means there are
no permanent companions or friends. Friends, enemies or indifference, unknown beings

of all kinds may accompany you at any given moment in the bardo.

The third is the uncertainty of food. Beings in the bardo have only a mental body
and the mental substitute for the sense organs cannot enjoy solid food. In the bardo the
senses can be satisfied only by the smell of burning food. Sometimes food is like nectar,

but sometimes food consists of very dirty things. It is constantly changing.
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The fourth uncertainty is the uncertainty of refuge. The bardo has four terrifying
sounds and three very dangerous cliffs. There is much anxiety and fear as one

desperately seeks refuge in all kind of places and from all kind of beings.

The fifth uncertainty is the uncertainty of mental state, which changes constantly.

All kinds of thoughts can rise.

The sixth and final uncertainty is the uncertainty of feelings. All kinds of feelings
arise in the bardo; happy feelings, unhappy feelings and even indifferent feelings. Even

in a single moment different kinds of feelings can arise.

Also, according to the higher teachings, everything that exists, the whole of the
outside world that we experience, arises as if from seeds within our body. For example,
because bardo beings have no white or red element in their bodies, they see no sun or
moon. It is because of the inner red and white elements that the sun and moon are

perceived.

There is no definite rule, but the average person will remain in the bardo state for
seven weeks. This is why we do memorial practices for forty-nine days. During the first
half of the bardo period, a bardo being has strong feelings or inclinations towards his or

her previous life, the life that they just departed. During the second half, they will have
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stronger visions and more inclinations regarding their future life. Also, each week, they
experience another death. Of course, this is no real death as such, but they experience

a kind of death and once again assume a mental body.

Usually, forty-nine days after dying, most people take rebirth into one of the six
realms. But this is not necessarily the case. It is said that even after many aeons some

people cannot take rebirth and they still roam around in the bardo.

Because beings in the bardo state are very anxious and fearful, it is difficult to
remember the guru and the Triple Gem. But if one can remember them, then it will be
very easy to achieve realization, because there are no physical limitations in the bardo

as it is only a mental state.

Notes

[1] This was further clarified by His Holiness: Here, the karma factor is referring to “the karma of
this period or the karma to live this life” no longer exists. It is not referring to “the whole karma”,
because if the whole karma is exhausted, then of course there is no more Samsara. When life
factor is exhausted, one can do certain practices that can balance the four elements. When
merit factor is exhausted, one can perform virtuous deeds, such as releasing lives, performing
or sponsoring long life pujas, and efc. to generate merits. When karma to live is exhausted,
similarly one could do virtuous deeds, to generate the karma to live.

[2]: These six lights are comparatively dimmer and blurry. When the six lights appear, similar
lights corresponding to the Five Buddhas will simultaneously appear. The description of the Six
Lights given by His Holiness in this teaching may differ from other teachings, due to texts beings
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referred. The essence is that we must be able to recognize that these Six Lights are different
from the lights emanated by the Buddhas, and thus during the Bardo period, instead of the Six
Lights, we are be able to choose the Buddhas’ light and dissolve in it,

[3]: Bardo beings are in much disarray, moving extremely fast, like the particles during the
Brownian motion.

Brownian motion is the random motion of particles suspended in a liquid of gas (fluid) resulting
from their collision with the fast-moving molecules in the fluid.

[4]: Smoke offering: Combine burnt substance (tshampa flour, flour - cornmeal, vermicelli,
steamed bread, milk powder, soy flour, sugar, milk, honey, efc.) with nectar pills, and burn
together with liberation mantra chakra. Then pray, meditate and recite the smoke offering
sadhana. This can relieve the suffering of hunger and thirst of beings in the bardo state and
hungry ghost realm. Some smoke offering sadhanas include offering to the Guru, Triple Gem,
and protectors, hence it is also called “smoke offering”, other smoke offering, fire offering, burn
offering, or some being translated as “white burnt offering”, “red burnt offering”. Note that smoke
offering, fire offering and fire offering to the deities are different. Fire offering to the deities is
mainly offering to show gratitude to one’s yidam deity and holy clan for the success of the
peace, increase, power, and wrathful activities benefiting sentient beings. Furthermore, in
general only accomplished ones (at least those who have undergone and completed the
creation and completion stage retreat) could lead fire offering to the deity ritual. Unlike smoke
offering, almost anyone can perform.

[5]: The great fire at the end of an aeon: This is referring to the fire that occurs during Samvarta
(Kalpa or Aeon of Destruction). The period of creation and destruction of a world or universe is
divided into the four kalpas—Virvarta (Kalpa of Formation), Virvarta-siddha (Kalpa of Existence),
Sarhvarta (Kalpa of Destruction), and Sarmvarta-siddha (Kalpa of Emptiness). Fire, flood, and
storm catastrophes certainly occur at the end of Samvarta. When fire occurs, the seven-day-
chakra will appear at the sky, the ones below the first Dhyana (Jhana) will be burnt by this great
fire at the end of an aeon.

[6]: The great storm at the end of an aeon: This is referring to one of the three catastrophes that
occurs when the world is destructed. During Sarmvarta (Kalpa or Aeon of Destruction), when this
storm occurs, those below the third Dhyana (Jhana) will not survive.
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M His Holiness the Sakya Trichen is the 41st Sakya Patriarch of Sakya Order throne holder
of the Khon Lineage. His Holiness is widely recognized as the emanation of Mafijus, is
a very well respected and accomplished great master. His Holiness is the teacher of many
eminent and accomplished Buddhist masters, and is acknowledged as the “King of
Vajrayana Masters”. His Holiness manifests profound wisdom and compassion, and his
teachings benefit countless students all around the world.
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