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The Six Bardos

Of all those who are born, there is not one who will be
able to avoid death. Once we are born, then it’s certain
that we will die. Sooner or later the time of death will
definitely arrive, so it’s important to be prepared for
it. We need to understand what to expect, and we also
need to know that we must prepare for it now, while we
are still alive, if we hope to be able to practice at the
time of death. As long as we have this precious human
life, we have a great opportunity to prepare for the time
of our death. If we really dedicate ourselves to Dharma
practice now, and if we practice virtue and habituate
ourselves to the Dharma practices now, then we will
be able to employ those practices at the time of death
as well.

This brief explanation of the bardos is based on my
familiarity with the teachings on the topic, but [ my-
self don’t have any direct personal experience in bardo
practice. I can only tell you what I have learned through
reading the scripturesand the accounts of great masters
who gained experience in practicing the bardos.

The word bardo literally means intermediate state, that
is, the time between. It’s the period lasting from when
something begins until it comes to an end and some-
thing else comes into being. There are essentially six
bardos that are important for practice and so are dis-



cussed in the texts. There is the natural bardo of birth;
the bardo of dreaming, which is the delusion of sleep;
the bardo of meditative concentration; the bardo of
death and the bardo of innate nature®?, and the bardo of
becoming. Both the bardo of dreaming and the bardo
of meditative concentration are in bardos that occur
within the bardo of birth. The bardo of birth lasts from
the moment one enters a womb until the time that one
dies and the bardo of death begins, and then within that
bardo of birth, there are the experiences of the dream
bardo and the meditative concentration bardos.

The six bardos include all of the experiences that we
have as sentient beings wandering in samsara. So, all
the time beings wander in the six realms of cyclic ex-
istence, they are in one of these six bardos. As beings
that take birth in cyclic existence, when we take birth
in the human realm, we take on a human body, so our
bardo of birth exists from the time we enter a body
and are born until the time we die. Within that bardo
of birth, we can also experience the bardo of dreaming
and the bardo of meditative concentration. As we have
taken a body—and particularly in our case, a human
body*—we really must contemplate the transitory na-
ture of existence: that we are only here for a very short
period in the bardo, between our birth and death.

By contemplating impermanence—that is, the truth of

32 Tibetan chonyi; Sanskrit dharmata.
33 Because the human realm is the one in samsara that is
ideal for practicing the Dharma.



impermanence and death—and karma cause and effect,
we will be inspired to practice virtue. We should think,
Okay, since my birth in this bardo, how much time has
already gone by, and how much time do I have left until
the bardo of death begins? We should think about the
fact that our death could arrive very soon, and that even
if death doesn’t come soon, it will definitely come. The
moment we are born, it’s certain that we will die. Then
we have to consider, what is the most important thing
to do with this life, this short time in the bardo of birth?
What kind of karma have we created, and what kind
to karma do we want to create more of? At the time of
death nothing other than our virtuous deedscan benefit
us. As the Buddha clearly explains, there is no material
thing that can provide any benefit whatsoever at the
time of death. There is nothing you can get, no thing
or person, in this life that will help you; you can’t even
take your precious body with you. All of the material
wealth that we have accumulated is completely useless
at the time of death. Only the karmic propensities of
our virtuous and non-virtuous deeds will accompany
us at the time of death.

When the bardo of this life ends and we enter the bardo
of death, the only thing that will matter is our karma.
Since that is the case, we have to constantly keep it
in mind during this bardo of birth, and make a great
effort to accumulate virtuous karma and abandon non-
virtuous actions as much as we can.

Intelligent people who understand this will live in such



a way that, at the time of death, they have no regrets.
They will feel satisfied because they will know they
have done all they could to prepare for death. They
will have used this life to engage in the practice of vir-
tue, and at the time of death there will be nothing that
weighs on their conscience.

The bardo of dreaming begins at night, or when one
falls asleep. At this time the senses of sight, taste,
smell, touch, and sound all dissolve into the conscious-
ness, and one experiences a deep sleep in which there
is no conscious feeling. Then, the karmic winds of ig-
norance gather again, and experiences of the sense fac-
ulties arise as illusory dream experiences.

The dissolution of the experiences of the five senses
into consciousness is actually similar to what is expe-
rienced at death. In both, we just fade into a state of
unawareness. But then, in the bardo of dreaming, il-
lusory experiences of the five senses arise in the form
of dreams. Dreams are not outer appearances that take
place inside, nor does the consciousness go outside and
wander around; dreams simply manifest as delusional
appearances. So, after the ignorance of deep sleep there
is the delusion of dreaming. These dream illusions are
actually quite similar, in a way, to our daytime expe-
riences, and both nighttime and daytime experiences
arise due to the karmic imprints in the mind stream.
Because we are sentient beings, we suffer from the de-
luston of apprehending things as real and substantially
existent. We think what we experience while we are



awake is real and what we experience when we dream
is false, and that only the dreams are unreal illusions.
Actually, what we experience in both states is illusory.
The things that appear to us when we are awake are
no more real than what appears in a dream. It is our
mistaken understanding and our fixation that things
have true existence that keeps us wandering in cyclic
existence and perpetuates the experience of samsara.
Our daytime experiences, the things that appear during
the waking state, are just the illusory manifestations
of karmic imprints, no more real or truthful than the
things that appear when we dream.

Someone who has realized the perfect meaning of the
Dharma understands that both dreams and the appear-
ances of the waking state are illusions, and he or she
will practice recognizing or awakening to the illusory
nature of both states.

Practitioners who recognize that their dream is a dream
while they are dreaming will then be able to supplicate
the lama, and thus consciously turn the experiences
of the dream state into virtuous practice. They will be
able to consciously engage in virtuous deeds in their
dreams. In the same way, practitioners who recognize
their waking appearances to be illusory will conscious-
ly choose to engage in illusory virtue and abandon il-
lusory non-virtue. Thus, the practitioners who under-
stand the lack of reality in both the waking state and
the dream state are able to skillfully practice virtue in
both states, causing their merit and virtue to multiply



while they also abandon all non-virtuous deeds. Such
practitioners directly realize the truth of imperma-
nence, and will also be able to reverse obstacles and
negative circumstances.

The bardo of meditative concentration also occurs
within the bardo of birth. It is a state of mind that is
different from both the waking state and the dream
state because one abides within meditative absorption.
The bardo of meditative concentration begins when
one falls into meditative absorption and ends when one
comes out of it. During the bardo of meditative con-
centration, there are no delusional experiences of ordi-
nary sentient beings, because all coarse concepts and
afflictive emotions subside for as long as one abides
in this meditative state. Because delusive experiences
such as dreams and the appearances that arise in the
waking state do not occur in the bardo of meditative
concentration, it is treated as a separate bardo within
the bardo of birth.

The bardo of meditative concentration—the state of
samadhi—is characterized by an experience of great
stillness and openness. It is like a vast, calm ocean or
a bright open sky; the mind is completely relaxed and
spacious, without following after or becoming entan-
gled with either coarse or subtle thoughts. When the
bardo of life ends, the bardo of death begins. The bardo
of death lasts from when the clear signs of death start
to manifest until, after the outer breath has ceased, the
inner breath also ceases. Once the bardo of death be



gins, the process of dying can’t be halted or reversed;
doctors and others who are familiar with the signs
know that there’s nothing more that can be done. No
matter what prayers or rituals are done, nothing will
be able to reverse the process of death. No matter what
medicine is taken, none of them can hold off the pro-
cess of death.

When that time has come, what will be of benefit?
There is nothing from this life that you will be able to
take with you, there is nothing of this life that can ben-
efit you other than your spiritual practice and whatever
positive karma you have managed to accumulate.
Even if you have accumulated a heap of material ob-
jects and wealth the size of Mt. Meru, none of it will
be of any use to you, you won’t be able to take any of
it with you. Even if you are a very powerful king or a
great general in the military, there’s no way that you’ll
be able to overcome or somehow avoid this process of
dying. When that bardo begins you’ll become aware
that everything of this life will have to be left behind.
You’ll realize that all of the effort you made to gain
worldly success and comfort in this life was pointless.
The only thing that will be of any consequence will
be the virtuous and non-virtuous karma that you have
created.

At the moment of death, a good practitioner will be
able to recall the pith instructions. Turning away from
attachment to this life, the practitioner’s mind will turn
towards the Three Jewels. Some may be able to prac-



tice Phowa,* which is extremely beneficial at the mo-
ment of death. The kindest thing you can do for your-
self is to prepare for this crucial moment by receiving
the pith instructions and really practicing them so that
in this life you become familiar with Phowa.

We have to be prepared for this moment by contem-
plating the fact that when the moment of death comes,
nothing at all that we have accomplished in a worldly
sense will be of any benefit to us. Only our virtue, the
virtuous karma that we have created, and our ability
to apply the pith instructions and engage in Dharma
practice, will be of any use to us. At the moment of
death it’s also very important to completely let go of
this life that has just come to an end. Let go of any at-
tachments and do not fixate at all on any aspect of the
physical reality that you are leaving behind. The Bud-
dhist teachings make it very clear that you must turn
away from the worldly phenomena of this life and put
your mind single-pointedly on your spiritual teacher
and the Three Jewels. That is the time when it is es-
sential to engage in practice. It is particularly the time
to rely on your practice of Phowa, and really do it. If
you yourself are not familiar with Phowa but can make
a connection to a lama or other accomplished practitio-
ner, at that moment when your outer breath comes to a
halt, then they can practice Phowa for you and transfer
your consciousness to the pure realm. It’s important to

34 Phowa is a practice that transfers the consciousness at
the time of death from the samsaric body to a pure land.



really contemplate this thoroughly until you feel you
must really apply yourself to your Dharma practice
during this life. Whatever ability you can develop in
Dharma practiceduring this life will be of extremely
great benefit to you at the time of death. When death
comes, turn away from worldly concerns and just focus
on putting your whole heart into your Dharma practice.
At the exact moment the bardo of death begins, this
body—which came into being through the substances
of the mother and father coming together and then the
aggregation of the five elements—starts the process
of deterioration and dissolution. Step by step, the ele-
ments of the body dissolve and disperse. The warmth
of the body dissolves into the element of fire, the en-
ergy of the flesh dissolves into the element of earth,
and the energy of the blood dissolves into the element
of water. When all five elements have dispersed, the
outer breath comes to a halt.

Doctors and the people around you will pronounce you
dead when the outer breath ceases, but there are still
the inner elements and the inner breath. Once the in-
ner breath ceases the inner stages of dissolution begin,
and the essences of the father and mother that abide in
the physical body move. The father essence abides in
a white drop®® at the forehead, and the mother essence
abides at the navel as a red drop. When the inner ele-
ments dissolve, the mother drop ascends while the fa-
ther drop descends and they join at the heart. Then the

35 Tibetan, tigle; Sanskrit, bindu.
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most subtle consciousness leaves the body. When the
father and mother drops meet at the heart, there is an
experience like fainting away. An experienced prac-
titioner can maintain awareness during that process.
Someone familiar with this process will be aware of
what’s going on and able to maintain awareness when,
in two moments, two split seconds, the consciousness
dissolves into space, and then space dissolves into
clear-light luminosity.

The moment space dissolves into clear-light luminos-
ity is also the moment when the inner breath ceases and
the bardo of reality®® begins. For someone who has had
a great deal of experience in meditating on the innate
nature, it is possible to use that meditation experience
at that moment. When space dissolves into clear-light
luminosity, those who are very advanced practitioners
and great meditators experience it as like a pristine,
open sky that is completely pure and vivid, and very
brilliant, luminous and bright.

Those who have received an introduction to the nature
of mind, and then grown accustomed through medita-
tion to recognizing that nature of mind, will be able
to instantly recognize the dawning of the clear-light
luminosity in the bardo of reality, and they will be
able to attain liberation through that recognition. The
meditative absorption on the clear light luminosity of
the mind during one’s lifetime is called the child (like)
clear light luminosity.

36 Tibetan, chonyi; Sanskrit, dharmata.
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