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ABSTRACT

The Tibetan Buddhist approach to healing, health and death is rooted in the sacred. Its

teachings and techniques create a road map guiding the practitioner through the process

of purification called sacred healing. It encompasses foundational Buddhist teachings,

sacred Buddhist medicine, and the esoteric healing pathways found in tantra and yoga,

which together constitute a detailed and technical guide to healing. The mind is central to

ail aspects of Tibetan Buddhism. The ability to focus the mind through meditation during

life enables the practitioner to prepare for death by experiencing the subtle aspects of the

body and mind through the chakras. 80th Tibetan spiritual teachers and doetors praetise

healing and help practitioners learn to focus their minds in preparation for death. The

moment of death presents the greatest opportunity for attaining sacred health, but healing

can also occur after death. The objective of this thesis is to present the Tibetan Buddhist

understanding of sacred healing in relation ta life, death, the bardas and suicide through

its texts, teachings and techniques.
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RÉsUMÉ

Dans l'approche bouddhique tibétaine de la guériso~ la santé et la mort sont enracinées

dans le sacré. Les enseignements et les techniques sont des points de repère guidant le

pratiquant à travers le processus de purification. Ces points de repère incluent les

enseignements bouddhiques fondateurs, la médecine sacrée bouddhique et les chemins

ésotériques de guérison trouvés dans le tantrisme et dans le yoga, créant ainsi une

approche détaillée et technique de la guérison. La capacité à centrer l'esprit par la

pratique de la méditation permet au pratiquant de découvrir les aspects subtils du corps et

de ses chaleras et cela, en préparation pour l'expérience de la mort. Les maîtres spirituels

et les médecins tibétains guérissent et dirigent l'esprit vers la guérison sacrée. Le moment

de la mort présente la meilleure opportunité d'atteindre la santé sacrée, mais la guérison

peut également se produire après la mort. L'objectif de ce mémoire est d'introduire la

compréhension bouddhique tibétaine de la guérison sacrée, plus spécifiquement en

relation avec la vie, la mort, les bardos et le suicide. Cela sera abordé à travers les textes

sacrés, les enseignements, les techniques du bouddhisme tibétain.
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INTRODUCTION

The sacred themes of healing, hea1th and death are waven thraugh each of the world' s

spiritual traditions. Each tradition contains its own road map to guide people on the

joumey through life, death, and the afterlife. These pathways ail contain texts, sounds,

and prayers used to guide followers toward a sacred source. However, the directions

provided for the joumey, and the signposts along these pathways, can vary greatly from

one tradition to another.

In the Tibetan Buddhist tradition, healing can occur at every moment of the cycle of life,

dying, death, and the process of reincarnation. The goal of its teachings and techniques is

to help followers remove the layers or tilters that separate them from their true nature, and

to guide them back toward the sacred source, called the Buddha-nature. The steps taken

along this joumey are called healing, and when the destination is reached, health is

attained. The Tibetan Buddhist tradition views healing, hea1th, and death from a sacred

perspective from which death is understood to be sacred health, and Iife to he illness. Its

sacred teachings, understandings, and techniques are the medicine used in sacred healing.

This thesis will explore the Tibetan Buddhist understanding of the sacred themes of

healing, health and death. The Tibetan Buddhist teachings on sacred healing are complex

and technical and emphasize that the moment of death is the greatest opportunity for

achieving Buddha-nature. Healing occurs through the experience of meditation and

various other techniques used to focus the mind. It is by training the mind that the
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practitioner experiences the subtle aspects of both mind and body that promote healing

and help him or her prepare for death and the bardos. Both Tibetan Buddhist spiritual

teachers, caJled lamas, and their doctors are healers who guide followers toward the

Buddha..nature. They diagnose, treat and heal practitioners through the subtle aspects of

the mind and body that converge in energy centres called the chakras.

The first chapter of this thesis will examine the themes of healing, health and death from

both the profane and sacred points of view. The theme of healing that infuses many

religious traditions will be illustrated by a brief overview of several western and eastern

healing traditions. In particular, the eastern overview will introduce the Indian spiritual

traditions and their practices of Tantra, Kundalini Yoga and Ayurvedic medicine, which

helped shape the healing tradition ofTibetan Buddhism. The second chapter will focus on

the concept of healing pathways in Tibetan Buddhism. It will begin with an overview of

the Buddhist themes of healing and death before discussing these themes from the

specifie perspective of Tibetan Buddhism. Next, we shall explore Vajrayâna Buddhism,

tantra, yoga, and its sacred medicine, ail ofwhich laid the foundation for the Tibetan view

of healing, health and death. The third and final chapter will examine Tibetan Buddhist

teachings on the opportunities for healing after death. It will discuss the sacred body of

teachings known collectively as the "barda teachings." These are sacred texts and

techniques used to guide the mind toward the healing opportunities at the moment of

death and during the process of rebecoming in the bardas. In particular, we shaH focus on

the barda teachings in The Tibetan Book ofthe Dead and in a tantric yoga practice for the

transference of consciousness from the Six Yogas of Naropa, called phowa. These

teachings and techniques emphasize the importance of the dying person's state of mind at



•

•

3

the moment of death and how it affects subsequent opportunities for sacred hea1ing.

Finally, the aet of taking one's own life will also be discussed in relation ta phowa and

sacred healing.

The mind, then, is central ta the themes of sacred healing, health and death in Tibetan

Buddhism, which abounds in teachings and techniques to develop mental discipline.

Tibetan spiritual teachers and doetors guide praetitioners and patients toward the sacred.

Life is devoted ta disciplining the mind in preparation for death. In order ta understand

this Tibetan perspective, it is tirst necessary to explore its spiritual teachings and their

implications for sacred healing and the mind. Thus, the thesis will begin with a general

overview of saered healing in different spiritual traditions before examining the Buddhist

perspective. Finally, we shaH foeus on the teachings specifie to Tibetan Buddhism.

The Tibetan understanding of health, healing, and death differs in Many ways from the

Western approaeh ta those issues. This thesis aims ta bridge distances and promote

understanding by introdueing the reader to the Tibetan healing tradition. In particular, it is

hoped that this work may be of use ta caregivers of foHowers of Tibetan Buddhism who

are ill or dying by helping them to understand the Tibetan Buddhist approach ta healing

and health. This thesis by no means is a detinitive aceount of Tibetan Buddhism. It seeks

simply ta distil teachings and understandings trom this profoundly compassionate, deep

and rieh spiritual tradition. This thesis will describe bath praetices and techniques

eommon ta ail schools ofTibetan Buddhism, and those specifie to certain branches of this

spiritual tradition, although the emphasis will be on the former. For example, while the

Tihetan Book ofthe Dead is specifie ta the Nyjngma tradition, related barda teachings cao
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be found in each of the other traditions. Similarly, white the phowa Meditation presented

in the third chapter originates trom a master associated with the Kagyu tradition, it is

taught and practised in other Tibetan Buddhist schools.

On a technical note, Tibetan, Sanskrit and other foreign transliterated words and terms

have been used throughout the thesis. On first reference, with the exception of the

Introduction and the Abstraet, they are italicized and May be followed by an indication of

the language, meaning and transliteration in parentheses. Thereafier, they appear as

regular type, with the appropriate diacritical marks. Book tilles are written in italics in the

teX! and underlined in the bibliography. As the thesis touches upon severa! of the world's

traditions, the symbols B.C.E. (before the common era) and C.E. (common era) are used

to designate chronology instead of the Christian symbols B.C. and A.D. The use of the

words western and eastem written in lower-case letters do not represent geographic

locations, but classifications of thoughts and ideas. Geographie references will use upper­

case letters. When phrases such as "western religions" or eastern spiritual traditions"

appear, they represent the conventional academic classification of the study of religion.

Any errors, inadequacies, and misunderstandings found herein are entirely my OWO.

+
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CHAPTERI

+ Death, Health and Healing

Let us deprive death of its strangeness,
let us frequent it, let us get used to it;

let us have notbing more often in mind than death.
We do oot know where death awaits us,

so let us wait for it everywhere.
To praetice death is to practice freedom.
A person who has learned how to die,

has unlearned how to he a slave.

(Montaigne 95)

+ Deat"

Death is a universal experience for all living beiogs. Everything that is bom must

eventually die. Death, whether or not one is conscious of it, touches, colours, and shapes

ail life. Death can be understood on many different levels and interpreted in Many

different ways. Views of death have changed and evolved throughout time and can vary

with people, events and religion. However, ways ofunderstanding death can generally he

divided into two categories, the sacred and the profane. Between each of these labels lie

endless combinations and permutations. ft is therefore important at the outset to

understand what is meant by the words profane and sacred and how they relate to the

concepts ofdeath, health and healing.
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Teachings on healing, health and death exist in ail religions. In order to understand how

death is perceived in different spiritual traditions, we shaH begin this chapter with a brief

discussion of the concepts of sacred death and profane death. We shall then survey how

western and eastern spiritual traditions view the universal journey toward death, before

focusing specifically on the Tibetan Buddhist perspective.

The sacred and profane views of death can be compared to two bookends at either end of

the spectrum of views of death. The religious scholar Mircea Eliade (1907-1986) defines

the profane as anytbing earthly, and the sacred is as that wbich does not involve anything

worldly. The sacred transcends time and space, is etemal and "manifests itself as

something wholly ditTerent from the profane" (Eliade 1987, Il). The sacred includes both

the points of transition from the profane to the sacred, and that part of the sacred which is

beyond the limits of discovery by the profane. In other words, one steps across a

threshold from the profane to the sacred, beyond which the profane world no longer

oiTers any guidelines for trying to describe the sacred. Eliade uses the metaphor of

entering a church where the exterior world represents the profane and the entrance inside

the church is the threshold inta the sacred (Ibid. 25·26). Each of the world's spiritual

traditions aims to bring followers to the threshold of the sacred and to help them to cross

it. The moment of death creates the opportunity ta cross tbis threshold into the sacred, as

all manner of sutTering, dialogue, thoughts, desires, and activities cease, and the dying

person is able ta identify those things as part of the profane. In this sense, the transition

from life to death can be regarded as the MOst important point of contact with the sacred.

When death is understood from the profane viewpoint it implies the loss of life and of ail
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earthly attachments, whereas from the sacred perspective it becomes the threshold into

the divine.

From the profane perspective, death is the enemy, to be avoided at ail costs and by

whatever means necessary. It takes awayall that a persan bas accumulated during life,

including loved ones, tiiends, wealth, home, and reputation. These are the things that

people spend their lives acquiring or creating and often believe define them. From a

profane perspective, death is seen in a purely negative light. Ail definitions of death in the

profane world are based on the physical body. Death occurs in and ta the physical body,

separating a person trom everything ta which he or she has become attached during life.

The profane view ofdeath dominates Western medical practice. Medical care and training

in the West are based on the idea of healing the part of the physical body that is ill in

order to pralong life. The inability to heal or cure i1lness is tantamount to failure. The

scientific, medical interpretation of death, whose language deals exclusively with the

physical body, shapes Western attitudes toward death. According to tbis interpretation,

death occurs when the physical body and its systems and components cease to function.

The modern medical definition ofdeath does not include the concept of the "soul," which

is relegated to the realm of religion. The legal definition of death in Western Medicine

serves partly ta protect professionals such as doctors, lawyers, and law-enforcement

officiais. Dor/and's I/Iustrated Medical Dictionary states that death is "the cessation of

life; [the] permanent cessation of ail vital bodily funetions. For legal and medical

purposes, the followiag definition of death has been proposed - the irreversible cessation

ofaU the following: (1) total cerebral function, (2) spontaneous function of the respiratory
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system, and (3) spontaneous funetion of the circulatory system." It goes on ta describe

and define various types of death, such as brain death, crib dea~ foetal death and

funetional death. Essentially, this medical detinition states that a persan is considered

dead when the brain stops functioning, breathing ceases, and the essential fluids, such as

blood, stop circulating in the body. It is worth noting that this work acknowledges that the

definition ofdeath it offers is "proposed" and continues to evalve. The Western definition

continues ta give cise to debate and to evolve in response to ethical issues. In summary,

this medical detinition is rooted in the physical body and does not take into account that

humans could he more than just a physical body, nor does it address what happens ta the

dying persan after death.

"Death is the experience ofthe /ight.
Prayer is the rehearsaJfor dea/ho "

(Barrett 65)

+ Western Healing

For the most part, health is viewed in the West as healing of the physical body. Ifa persan

falls ill, he or she is often treated with physical means such as Medicine and surgery.

Patients suffering from mental-health problems May aise he treated with non.physical

therapies that May or May not include Medication. The Western approach is based on the

view that in arder to cure disease you must treat the various components of the physical

body. However, despite the prevalence ofthis widespread physically based understanding
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of health and dying in the West, historic and modem spiritual traditions within

Christianity, ludaism and Islam offer a sacred perspective. Western spiritual traditions

continue to influence, indirectly and directIy, how people in the West view and

understand healing, health and death.

From the sacred perspective, many spiritual traditions view death as the ultimate teacher.

Their teachings, often mystical or esoteric in nature, often regard death as merely the

beginning of another stage in the joumey of the soul. This latter view of death is found to

varying degrees in each of the world's spiritual traditions. "Ali spiritual and religious

traditions agree on some type of existence beyond this life, and ail of them prepare us for

that future" (Kalu Rinpoche 1997, 47). Two examples of mystical movements within

western religions that regard death as a healing opportunity are Islam's Sufism and

ludaism's Kabbalah tradition. The Kabbalists teach that the task of life is to restore the

soul to God through Meditation and prayer "aimed at the attainment ofRuach HaKodesh"

(Kaplan 21). Sufis strive for "absorption of the self in God" (Chidester 210) through

Meditation, prayer and the physical movement of dance. Within the Christian tradition,

the Eastern Orthodox Church teaches followers to recite the Jesus Prayer to prepare for

the union with God at death.

Healing plays a central role in the Iewish faith. Prayer and ritual play an important role in

this healing. For example, the rabbi and family recite specifie prayers for those who are

ill, dying or who have died. "The objective of these prayers is to relieve pain and provide

comfort," said Rabbi Michael Wolff of the Jewish Synagogue Service of Montreal in an

interview with the author of this thesis. This comfort is for bath the person who is ill, and
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for his or her family and friends. In Judaism death is viewed not as an enemy but rather as

"part of God's original design for human life" (Chidester 183). It is associated with a

detailed sequence of prayers and rituals. At the moment of death the soul separates from

the physical body and "hovers [over the body] until it is buried," Rabbi Wolff said. After

burial the body retums to the Earth and the soul retums to God. The lewish understanding

of the after-death experience varies greatly. In sorne traditions there is simply no

discussion of it while in others there is a detailed doctrine of the resurrection of the dead.

Healing in Christianity is based on faith, compassIon, and the wish to alleviate the

suffering of others. It takes on various forms in the Christian tradition such as offerings,

prayers, and rituals. Jesus Christ himself was seen as a prophet, teacher and healer. As

stated in the Gospels "he healed the sick, gave sight to the blind, exorcised the possessed,

[and] forgave sinners" (Kramer 139). The Book ofCommon states that "He healeth those

that are broken in heart; and giveth medicine to heal their sickness" (147:1). The healing

praetice of the laying on of hands as a form of healing continues in some Christian

traditions. "Jesus commonly laid his hands on the sufferer when healing" (A Handbook

ofLiving Religions 93). Healing in Christianity occurs both on the physical and spiritual

levels. In the Christian tradition, death is a time for faith, prayer and reflection. At death

the soul separates trom the physical body and is then judged by God. Punishment for past

deeds may take the form of suffering in purgatory or heU "until their consciences were

cleansed and their souls couId ascend ta heaven" (Chidester 245). Upon entry into heaven

the soul would be ready for resurrection when the second coming of Christ occurred.

There are many different rituals associated with death in Christianity, but each of them is

fouoded 00 compassion and forgiveness as a form of spiritual healing.
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In the Middle Ages, the mars of the Dominican and Franciscan orders provided spiritual

guidance to lay people faced with ever-present death and impermanence. These two

orders of the Roman Catholic Church were entrusted with the role of teaching followers

about the practical and spiritual aspects of death and illness. Their teachings were weitten

down in great detail in an eschatological text called Ars Moriendi, (Latin, The Art of

Dying). This manual provided specifie instructions on accepting and going through the

process of dying. The aim of the dying manuals was to "create the right disposition and

the right attitude in the dying person" (Grof 26). Many Medieval monks took a vow of

silence and entered into isolated retreats. Despite the vow of silence, they were permitted

to utter the phrase "memento mari" to themselves or ta other monks in passing. Memento

mori translates from the Latin as "remember dying" and was a reminder to each of them

that death could occur at any moment. It was a constant reminder to remain focused and

centred on the spiritual path and its teachings. This phrase is still used today by those

religious orders as mental reminders of the urgency of approaching the sacred. Monks

participate collectively and as individuals in Meditation, chanting and fasting. Today there

are still reclusive orders whose members choose ta withdraw from the profane world in

search of the sacred. Thus, for hundreds of years, the Dominican and Franciscan orders

have led followers to accept death as the ultimate form ofsacred healing.

One of the earliest Christian sects, the Gnostics, sought union with God through various

means that are being rediscovered and revived within the Christian faith today. One of the

most notable aspects of this early Christian movement was the initial test of surviving

isolation in a harsh physical environment. This was accomplished through intense
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meditation, prayer, and the repetition of sacred words. Sorne eastem spiritual traditions

refer to these sacred sounds as mantras. To become a Desert Father and part ofthis srnall

community, followers wouId be sent out into the harsh deserts of Egypt with a limited

amount of food and water. Within days they would run out of food and water and, with

no protection from the intense heat and cold of the Egyptian desert, they faced death.

Dnfy through the spiritual sustenance they received from prayer, Meditation and an

unwavering wish to be one with God were they able to survive these harsh conditions.

Communities of Desert Fathers appeared about 300 years after the death of Christ. One

notable person in this carly community was Evagrius Ponticus, born in 347 C.E. He

explains the importance of prayer in preparation for death as follows: "If while still in

your body you wish to serve God like the incorporeal beings, strive to have in your heart

a secret, unceasing prayer. For in this way your soul will come near to resembling the

angels even before death" (Willoughby 27). Father Laurence Freeman is a modem-day

Benedictine monk who teaches and lectures on various sacred topies, including the

Gnostics and the importance of their Christian teaehings on mantra and Meditation. He

states that early Desert Fathers' teaehings "about the pure, unconceptual experience of

Meditation and what that experience does to us in terms of the overall healing process in

life," (Ibid 29) are more ciosely related to Buddhism than to Christian teachings. This

early tradition of prayer and Meditation used by the Gnostics to move closer to God

closely parallels the Buddhist belief in sacred healing, which we shall examine later in

this thesis.

Another example from the western mystical tradition is the German Roman Catholic

abbess Hildegard von Bingen (1098-1179). She has been acknowledged as a mystic, poet,
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physician and prophetess but bas never been canonized. She recorded ber visions and

prophesies in Scivias (The One Who Knows the Way of the Lord) and was a prolific

composer whose sacred music was performed by the sisters of the abbey of Rupertsberg.

The Catholie Church accepted Hildegard's experiences and writings as being ecstatic

communications with Gad. Her visions and experiences a1so included detailed

descriptions of various "chambers" within the physieal body. Hildegard's descriptions of

the body' s chambers contain the same general concepts of Iight, sound, and energy found

in various eastem spirituai interpretations of éalcra(s) (Sanskrit, energy centres in the

body, pronounced chakra and written as such hereafter), whieh are an integral part of the

process of sacred healing in Buddhism. (This topie will be explored from the Tibetan

Buddhist perspective in Chapter ll.)

"One's attitude toward death is central to any healing process."

(Chogyam Trungpa 177)

+ Eastern Heming

As we have seen, bealing is usually regarded in the West as the curing or easing of

symptoms ofdisease. However, a loving and compassionate healing tradition is central to

many western religions, as is the concept of spiritual healing as purification and

preparation for death. In many eastem spiritual traditions, healing is often regarded as a
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process of transformation toward the sacred nature. The art of healing involves the

purifying processes used to remove earthly attachments and realize the true nature. In

Tibetan Buddhism this true nature is called the Buddha-nature, a1so expressed as the

forgotten seed of enlightenment present in every living being. In the remainder of this

chapter we shaH examine how certain traditions laid the foundation for the Tibetan

Buddhist understanding of hea1ing and health. Thus, the brief survey of eastem healing

traditions that follows will serve as a general introduction to the Tibetan views of sacred

healing, health and death.

Just as the theme ofdeath permeates the world' s spiritual traditions, so too do the themes

of sacred healing and health. Healing, within each tradition, is regarded as a series of

steps taken to regain health, or as a path travelled to retum to a state of wholeness. In

many eastem traditions, healing is a process by which there is a shedding or removal of

everything that separates sentient beings from sacred health. Through the healing process

a person moves doser toward becoming one with his or her true source. While the steps

taken for healing may vary from one spiritual tradition to another, all consider the final

goal or destination ta be a return ta the sacred source.

In eastem spiritual traditions, death is rooted in the sacred. It is understood as an

opportunity ta retum and reunite with the sacred. Life is used to prepare for death and to

move toward the sacred source by such means as prayer, meditation, sound, and physical

movements. In the Buddhist tradition, death involves the breakdown of two components ­

body and mind - followed by their separation. The moment of death occurs when the

mind separates from the physical body. In the Tibetan Buddhist tradition, this occurs after
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the various levels of the body shut down. These are described in great detail in both

Tibetan Buddhism' s medical and sacred texts. Tibetan Buddhists believe that during the

stages of death the true nature withdraws its energies trom the physical body. Although

the bodily funetions appear to he ceasing, what is really occurring is that the invigorating

energy found each in chakra is withdrawing trom the body. When ail of this energy bas

been withdrawn, the mind becomes open, clear, and aware, and the Buddha-nature is

revealed. Thus, whereas Western medicine sees death as the cessation of life, eastem

spiritual traditions, including Tibetan Buddhism, view it as a retum to sacred health.

Within the eastern spiritual traditions, there is a concept of reincarnation. Reincarnation

means retuming to the a physical body in the form of a human, animal or higher being.

This view also exists in the sorne of the esoteric forms of western religions. From the

sacred perspective, the moment a person enters the human body at conception is

considered a return ta ill health, but never as positive health. This belief is rooted in the

concept of reincarnation, the endless cycle of dying and rebirth. The process of

reincarnation can understood as an essential part of the quest for sacred health in that the

purpose of returning to the human body is to eliminate, one by one, the reasons or

attachments that require a persan to return to the body repeatedly. Once these have been

removed, sacred health or oneness with the sacred is acquired and it is no longer

necessary to be drawn back into the physical body. Healing during Iife occurs with the

"scraping off' of the ego. This can he compared to a process of shearing off layers, or to

sandpaper smoothing and shaping wood. These layers of ego create filters that coloUT and

influence OUT understanding of death. In Tibetan Buddhism these layers are called veils of

obscuration, caused by traces of cause and effect or karma (Sanskrit). These layers form
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due to physical, verbal, and mental reactions. Unless the veils are removed and purified,

people remain imprisoned in the endless cycle of rebirth and suffering .

Most eastem traditions emphasize the importance of the teacher-student relationship. This

is the process by which a student dedicates his or her life to a specifie spiritual path and to

a teacher, called a guru, lama, swami, or master, who is in theory the embodiment of the

saered teachings. These "realized" teachers, meaning that they live and teach in direct

contact with the sacred, are conneeted ta aIl previous teachers through a lineage. Students

must prove their dedication to pursuing sacred healing and healing before being accepted

by a spiritual master, who then takes complete responsibility for guiding and protecting

the student.

The themes of saered health and healing in eastem spiritual traditions focus not only on

the physical body but also on its connection to the sacred aspects of the universe. For

example, the art of healing is believed in many traditions to have originated from sacred

sources such as deities sent down to Earth to heal physical ailments. In the various tantrie

traditions, the physical body is viewed as a reflection of the sacred universe and illness as

result of misalignment in the universe. Thus, in eastem spiritual traditions, healing is

intimately connected with the sacred. We shaH now survey several eastem healing

traditions before examining the Tibetan Buddhist understanding of sacred health, healing

and death.
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+ Taoist Tnuli';oll

The mystical teachings of Taoism have left an indelible imprint on China and the Chïnese

people, and largely shape the Chinese understanding and interpretation of sacred healing

and health. Although it is difficult to put Taoism into words, its basic theme is that

everything is interdependent and mutually interactive. From tbis perspective everything is

conneeted to the sacred original source called the Tao or the "unbom". The

interconnectedness of all things lends itself to the view that the physical body is also a

refteetion of the sacred. From Taoism comes the idea that the physical body is composed

of many centres, connected by a complicated mapping of a flow of energy called "ch 'i. "

Ch' i cannot be seen by the naked eye or touched with our senses. A person must be

trained in Taoist meditation, healing and physical activities to be able to visualize and feel

the movement ofthis energy. Taoist meditation on these energy centres can begin at any

point in the body. By being able to visualize and move this energy around, a persan cao

purify the body and open the pathway to the sacred. The same holds true for the Chinese

interpretation of health, which is based on the Taoist model of the body. When the flow of

ch' i is slowed or obstrueted, disease or iIlness results. Physical movements or exercises

were also developed to correct any problems connected to the tlow of energy in the body.

These include various martial arts (of which some schools have their origins in

Buddhism) originating in China. Specifically, the practices of lai ch 'i and ch 'i kung trace

their origins to Taoism. It is important to note that although the Chinese healing arts of

Medicine and movement are rooted in the sacred tradition called Taoism, those who

practice them now are not necessarily connected to Taoism.
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Within the Chinese context, The Secret ofthe Golden Flower provides a good example of

the understanding of sacred heaIing from a combination of esoteric Buddhism and Taoist

meditation, yoga, and psychology. The sacred is described as being the "unbom" and

created in another dimension. The whole and perfect sphere of the egg, or the pearl, also

represents the sacred. C.G. Jung (1875-1961), the eminent Swiss psychiatrist, hailed these

teachings as the connection between eastem and western psychology in terms of the

collective unconscious. Taoism and its interpretation of the universe fonn the foundation

for the Chinese approach to the body and healing. Everything in the universe is

interdependent and mutually interactive. What is outside is refleeted within. The body is

the temple of the divine. The sacred exists within the physical body and people must

remember the sacred source. Taoist teachings are transmitted strictly from the master to

the student. Taoism maps out the body as containing numerous energy centres called

meridians. These are the Taoist equivalent of the energy centres in Buddhism. Students

are taught to recognize, traverse, and purify these centres through Meditation, physical

activities such as the tai ch'i and ch'i leung and traditional Medicine. Acupuncture is

based on the belief that the insertion of thin needles into these energy centres removes

obstacles from the channels that regulate and change the flow of energy called "ch'i".

When energy is blocked or not flowing properly, illness results. The notion of ch' i

corresponds to chakras and its pathways, called lf(n61i{sJ) (Sanskrit), which are the subtle

energetic channels. In Taoism, the body is considered to have a greater number ofenergy

centres than in other eastem traditions such as Hinduism. Healing and transformation can

begin at any one of these points when guided by an accomplished master. Thus, in

Chinese Taoism, sacred healing is based on the movement of energy in the physical body,
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and sacred health is based on restoring and maintaining the flow of energy through the

body by means ofvarious movements and Meditations.

+ ["dia" Trainou

The pathways to sacred health are also found in the long and rich spiritual history of

India. Four of the major world religions emerged from this country: Hinduism,

Buddhism, Jainism, and Sikhism. India bas a long and rich1y textured history of

philosophy and spirituality that is not a1ways fully understood by the West. One case in

point is how people in the West view and praetice yoga as the means to better physical

health and beauty through asana(s) (Sanskrit, postures) and prm;xzyama (Sanskrit,

breathing techniques). The origins of yoga are deeply rooted in the paths of spirituality

and purification leading toward sacred health. The Sanskrit word for religion or

philosophy is darbna. It has two meanings: the first is seeing or realization and the

second is the path or discipline leading ta this realization. In Hinduism, religion and

philosophy are inseparable. An aspirant must follow both a moral and spiritual path in

order to purify the body and mind to acbieve the ultimate goal of the realization or

reunion of the individual with the universe; tbis process is the path of sacred healing

leading to sacred health. Yoga is a tradition found throughout the history ofHinduism and

foTOls one of its six dariana(s). It has many schools and branches, each with particularities

which have continued to evolve over time. They all share the common ground of being

based on "the technology of ecstasy, of self-transcendence" (Feurerstein Il), which are

the techniques used to guide a practitioner toward union with the sacred.
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The word yoga cames tram the Sanskrit root ''yuj,'' meaning to jojn together or unite.

"Yoga represents the union of the individual self, or atman, with the supreme universal

Self, or Paramatman" (Swami Rama 5). The yoga teachings were systematized into

Patanjali' s Yoga Siilra that continue to fonn the guidelines for purification for ail yoga

paths through the pillars of its ethical rules. These are considered to be the ten

commitments or preliminaries for the aetual practice of yoga and form the foundation for

ail spiritual paths. The five general rules or restraints are called yama and the five more

specific mies or observances are called niyama in Sanskrit. There are Many levels and

dimensions to these commitments. On the profane level, they are interpreted as laws of

behaviour but on the sacred level, they are the energy that is used to understand and

experience the sacred. They form the basic characteristics of the sacred soul, for without

these realizations one cannot "see that everybody is created by God" (Angus 33). Yarna

means ta take care of the extemal interferences, whereas niyama are the internai

remembrances. Together they form the foundation for further steps such as asana, the

yoga postures, and priJ}ayama, the science of breathing. These, in turn, May be followed

by further realizations. These include pratyih;a, the turning inward through the

withdrawal of the senses from distractions of the extemal world; dh;al}8, concentration;

dhy.,a. one-pointed rnind; and finally the ultimate goal of samiilhi. where one becomes

one with the divine self and transcends ail imperfections and limitations. This last rung on

the ladder is considered ta be the realization of sacred health during life. Thus, the path of

yoga illustrates the sacred path of healing and health by gradually tuming the mind

inward through physical movement, breathing, and Meditation.
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Patanjali's Yoga Siitra (= 150 before the common era [B.C.E.]) remains the source text of

Classieal Yoga (yoga-dariana) and much of what people in the West understand and

experienee as yoga and the Hindu tradition of saered healing. But is it also important to

note that there were other important and influential texts and practices that pre- and post­

dated this influential text. One of the earliest Upani~dic works dealing explieitly with

yoga was the Katba or Kathaka Upani{Dd (= 400 - 450 B.CE). Its subject is transcending

death during life through the story of a male adolescent who requests and insists upon

teachings and instructions for supreme realization from Yama, the Lord of Death.

Nachiketa, the youth in the tale, is taught that the path toward immortality or sacred

health is as dangerous as trying to walk upon a razor' s edge. Somerset Maugham used the

image in the title and subject of bis novel The Razor 's Edge, which addresses the difficult

balance between the sacred and the profane deseribed in the Katbaka Upani{Dd.

Following the teaehing of the preliminary ethieal practiees and the tuming inward of the

rnind, the sacred nature of the body through sound and light are revealed to Nachiketa.

The Upani{Dd teach that successful completion of the yogic praetiees lead to imrnortality

or sacred health. These texts teach that, "If we cao attain self-realization before the

destruction of the body, the purpose of life is fulfilled. If not, we rernain caught in the

cycle of transmigration and continue going ftom one body to another. That is the greatest

loss." (Tigunait 1998, 158). In the Upani~ the âtman dwells within the lotus of the

heart in what is called the anfÎlata chakra. Anâhata is a Sanskrit word meaning "that

which is not hurt". More specifically, it is the threshold where yogis and yoginTs (Sanskrit,

tantrie adepts, male and female respectively) "experience divine bliss" (Swami Rama
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146) in deeper states of meditation, as described in the following excerpt from the Ka/ha

Upani{Dd:

When ail the desires that surge in the heart
Are renounced, the mortal becomes immonal.
When aU ofthe knots that strangle the heart
Are loosened, the mortal becomes immonal.
This sums up the teaching ofthe scripture.

From the heart there radiate a hundred
And one vital tracks. One ofthem rises

Up to the crown ofthe head. This way leads
To immonality, the others to death.

(Trans. by Eknath Easwaran 265)

The anihata chakra is located in what we understand as the region of the hem. This

energy centre plays an imponant role at the moment of death in Tibetan Buddhism. It is

the starting point during life of the movement of energy in the ascent toward the

sahasrara chakra, located on the crown of the head. The ability to praetice this yoga

through the control and movement of energy in the body is a mystical union with the

highest state of consciousness and the sacred. One who has mastered tbis yoga is able to

transcend death during life or at the moment ofdeath.

Within the vast array of sacred Indian traditions, both Tantra and Ayurvedic medicines

figure predominantly in the influencing and shaping of Tibetan Buddhism and its sacred

arts of health and healing. It was through the evolution of tantra, and in particular its

incorporation and funher exploration of the practice of Kupçblinï Yoga, that the sacred

mapping of the physical body reached new heights. This mapping incorporated yoga and
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Meditations of the chakras and their many pathways. These sacred insights into the

physical body as a vehicle to gain enIightenment during life, and in particular at the

moment of death, influenced Ayurveda. Thus, it is important to have a general overview

of Indian Tantra, Kua,4alinï Yoga, and Ayurvedic Medicine in order to deepen our

understanding ofthe sacred Tibetan Buddhist understanding ofsacred health and healing.

The tantra that evolved in India had a far-reaching impact on the traditions of sacred

healing and health in both Indian and Tibetan philosophies. The exact origin of Indian

Tantra is difficult to trace, as it was originally an oral tradition that was not based in any

one location. Tantrie teachers accepted very few students. These students would be

dispersed after the death of their teacher. One of the only ways to retrace the history of

tantra is through its teachers as written accounts oftantra, cal1ed "Tantras", did not appear

in India until the middle of the first millennium C.E. (common era). In summary, the

isolated and decentralised teaching system ofTantra makes it very difficult to reconstitute

its early history.

The Tibetan Tantric teachings originated from, and are deeply influenced by, its Indian

sources. The Indian Tantric Period was from 800 C.E. to 1500 C.E. This time span

coincided with the introduction ofBuddhism to Tibet from India, which began during the

7th century and lasted for several centuries. Some Tibetan students travelled to India to

seek out Buddhist teachers, and occasionally Indian teachers travelled to Tibet to teach.

Today, Tibetan teachers and students continue to trace their various lineages to Indian

Buddhist teachers. As Buddhism ail but disappeared from India., their teachings, texts, and

practices were preserved as a living spiritual tradition in Tibet. It was during the period
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when Tibet was absorbing Buddhism that the Tantrie tradition in India evolved ta new

heights. Tantra coloured and tlavoured the Buddhist teaehings brought back ta Tibet.

The course of Tantra in India was easier to trace by the turn of the first post-Christian

millennium, when it flourished across the Indian sub-continent. It spread and touehed the

spiritual lives of Hindus, Buddhists, and lainas. The word "tantra" cornes from the

Sanskrit root "tan," meaning to weave, expand, or ta spread. AlI schools of Tantra share a

common awareness and respect for the feminine principle called mkti, represented as the

Goddess or devi; in the form of Kali; P.-vatï; Rkiha or hundreds of other female

goddesses. Tantra is based on the general premise that ail aspects and experienees of daily

life should be the means to recognize the self and everything else in the universe as being

sacred or pure consciousness. Every aspect of life is used to move into Meditation in order

to bring the student into the sacred. This includes sexual thoughts. Sexual images are

often found in tantric art and are often misinterpreted on a profane level by Westemers,

including early Christian missionaries. There are only a few schools of tantra, referred to

as "Ieft-hand Tantra," which use physical sexual acts in arder to bring the practitioner

closer to the sacred. In general, tantric teachings emphasize that the body is not a

hindrance, but a precious vehicle that "contains ail the necessary equipment for reaching

enlightenment in one lifetime" (Lama Yeshe 117). Furthermore, the human body is

considered sacred and within it is retlected the cosmos. Rajmani Tigunait, a contemporary

Indian pandit teaching in the United States, states that, "[Tantrism] at a spiritual level

consists of a set of techniques for gaining access to the multilevel forces within the

human body as weil as the cosmos" (Tigunait 1998, 27). Not ooly is the body considered

sacred in tantra but it is also the vehicle that has the potential ta move the practitioner



•

•

25

toward sacred healing and hea1th. The tantric meditations and techniques created a

detailed understanding and experience of the gross physical and subtle body. The gross

body is the physical body, composed of tlesh, blood and bones. The subtle body is

composed of energy, light and sound and is experienced and understood in deep

meditation. Tantra teaches that the physical body has thousands of channels (nadï(s])

through which tlow energy winds (pr5!Xl) and drops (bindu), around and through chakras.

The axial channel (m~mnâ) running parallel to the spine is entwined by the ï.da and

pi~ala nadi[s]. This understanding of the physical and subtle body a1so exists in other

schools of yoga. For example, Hatha Yoga, being "an otTshoot of Tantrism" (Feurerstein

277), teaches that the left side of the body is compared to the moon and the right to the

sun and it is when these two elements are joined in the central channel that sacred health

is possible. Tantra integrates and expands upon the various teachings modelled on the

human body in the Indian context. Tantric praetices focus on the movement and

maintenance of the tlow ofenergy from the ÏQi, the lunar force on the left body axis; and

the piilgala, the flow of the solar force of the right into the axial channel (su~umni) as

experienced at the moment of death. In order to attain the goal of sacred healing, Tantric

spiritual teachers instruet about the healing qualities of sound, sight, and colour through

seven chakras running from the base of the spine to the top of the head. The movement

toward sacred health is attained in tantra through the balance, purification and opening of

these energy centres. The highest goal of tantra is to gain complete knowledge of the

body and the donnant forces that correspond to the cosmos. This is achieved through

direct experience with sound (mantra), forro, colour, rituals, spiritual practices

(sMihana[s}) , and shape (yantra). These internaI joumeys of exploration resulted in the
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development of tantric systems of sacred healing found in Medicine, astrology and

alchemy. Thus, Indian Tantrism is a sacred tradition that places great emphasis on

recognizing the sacred in this profane world and experiencing it through the physical and

subtle body.

Ku.,4alinï Yoga plays a central role in tantra and also trains adepts to achieve sacred health

and healing. Ku.,4alinï emphasizes the ability to recognize and control the upward

movement of energy through the chakras. KUI}4alinï Yoga is an integral part of tantric

training. The goal of this yoga is to understand, experience and master the energy

pathways and chakras of the physical body, ascending toward union with the sacred.

"KuIJt;b/i/kupfb/inj:.i2kti" literally means "coiled power" or "serpent power" and the

praetice of KUl}4alinï Yoga is dedicated to awakening this power. The ku.,4a1inï-§akti lies

dormant in the lowest chakra and the goal ofboth Tantra and Hatha Yoga is to ascend the

kuQ4alinï to the highest chakra at the crown of the head. The image that is often taught is

that kuQ4ali is a sleeping serpent curled three times around the lowest energy centre,

roughly located near the genitals, and is normally in a state of dormancy. Once the prâr}a

(Sanskrit, vital energy) is recognized and controlled, the dormant ~4alinï energy is

aroused. The energy from the two venically intertwined pathways which interseet at each

chakra moves into the central channel, piercing the knots that block the flow of vital

energy. When these are ail ascended, then there is the union of the universal consciousness

of Sakti (feminine aspect of the divine) and Siva (transcendental male force). The practice

of KUJ}4alinï is closely associated with the symbolism and worship of the feminine aspect

of the Divine in Iodia. The body is viewed as a microcosm of the universe and a retleetion
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of the sacred. "Kundalini-Yoga is the mature produd of a long history of psychospiritual

experimentation, and it presupposed the discovery of the body as a manifestation or

"temple" of the Divine" (Ibid. 266). It is a powerful and esoteric forro of yoga used to

break through the blockages created in the chakras. These blockages are created by our

own thoughts, wards and deeds and are carried over from Iife to Iife. The goal of sacred

healing in KWJQalinï Yoga is to clear these blockages and reunite the praetitioner with

sacred wholeness and health.

Tantra and KUI}Qalinï Yoga both shaped and influenced the Indian system of holistic and

sacred Medicine called AYUtVeda. This system, in tum, became the foundation for the

sacred Tibetan healing tradition. "Yoga is the science of union with the Divine, with

Truth; Tantra is the most direct method of controlling the energy that creates the ultimate

union of Truth; and Ayurveda is the science of life" (Lad 18-19). He further illustrates

that the relationship between the three is compared to "an interdependent trinity of life"

(Ibid. 19). Ayurveda combines not ooly the well-being of the physical body but also that

of the mind and soul. Ayurveda is a Sanskrit word derived trom the root "ayus," or life,

and "vid," meaning knowledge. It literally means "the science of long life," which can be

interpreted trom a sacred or profane view. From the sacred view, it is a sacred healing

system that can restore the body and rnind back to sacred health in order to progress on

the spiritual path during life. This sacred interpretation of Ayurveda greatly shaped and

influenced the Tibetans' understanding of sacred healing and health. From the profane

perspective, Ayurveda offers physical healing in arder to promote longer life.
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Ayurveda is a sacred science that, according to Indian mythology, originated with the god

Brahma. Ihis knowledge was later passed on to a human, who in tom taugbt others. The

earliest weitten accounts of Aryuveda date back ta 1500 B.C.E. in the Rig Veda. The

Veda(s) are the titles given to severa! ancient Hindu books of knowledge divinely

revealed to the phi(s) (rishis, prophet-poets or Vedic seers of the mantra or hymn of the

Veda) of India. The Rig Veda is the oldest hymnody of the Veda(s) and considered to be

the most sacred Hindu scripture. Further and more detailed development of Ayurveda

occurs in the Atharva Veda (800 B.C.E.), which deals with sickness and healing and is the

earliest source of therapeutic prescriptions. The period that follows is commonly known

as a classical period in Ayurveda (800 B.C.E. to the early comman era) and is considered

to be the height of Ayurvedic medicine. It was during these centuries that Tibet was

exposed to Buddhism through Indian teachers. In earlier times, prayer accompanied every

Ayurvedic Medical treatment, and diagnosis was based on inspection, while prognosis

was based mainly on divination and dreams. Despite the obvious roots in the sacred and

divine, Ayurveda also had a strong scientitic basis, which is illustrated by its advanced

knowledge of science and surgery. Until the tirst century C.E., medical teaching was

based on oral traditions, after which detailed texts appeared. Ihus, Ayurveda is a healing

tradition with ancient and sacred origins.
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+ Chapter SIlIIUIUII'Y

In summary, the themes ofhealing, health and death are common threads woven through

ail of the world' s spiritual traditions. Each teaches followers that death offers an

opportunity ta develop understanding, meaning and direction in their lives. While each

spiritual tradition has its own understanding of the steps needed to move toward the

sacred, the final goal ofhealing transformation remains the same.

Through tbis very brief overview of western and eastern spiritual traditions we have seen

that the themes of death and healing are presented from quite different perspectives; yet

certain parallels exist. Every religion presents a variation on the theme of shedding

profane attachments that separate humans from the sacred. These are the steps taken to

MOye away from the profane toward the sacred. We have also seen how the threads from

Many eastern spiritual traditions are woven into the tapestry that is Tibetan Buddhism.

Tibetan Buddhism has a unique approach to sacred healing and health, yet has parallels

with both Christian and Chinese Taoist traditions. It was shaped and influenced by several

traditions that originated in India: Buddhism, Tantra, Ku~u~alinï Yoga, and Ayurvedic

Medicine. Each of those traditions teaches adepts to seek sacred healing in preparation

for death.

+
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CHAPTERD

+ Healing andDeath in Tibetan Buddhism

~'The practice ofDhanna is the means for remedying the mental and emotional
obscurations that produce ail harm and prevent sacred health."

(Clifford, 13 1)

As discussed in the previous chapter, the themes of healing and death are found

throughout the world' s spiritual traditions. In Buddhism, these themes are common

threads varying only in colour and design trom one form of Buddhism to another. The

following chapter will continue to explore the themes of healing and death as reflected in

the Buddhist teachings in general, as weil as tram the unique perspective of Tibetan

Buddhism. As previously noted, Buddhism is deeply rooted in healing and the movement

toward the sacred Buddha-nature. This is the movement away from suffering in life by

the acceptance of death. It is through Meditation that the mind is trained and healing

begins. Meditation is used to heal during life and to prepare for dyjng, death and

reincarnation. In contrast to the Western Medical perspective, which views death as the

enemy, Buddhism is based on the understanding that living is the disease and dying

makes possible a retum to sacred health. The cure is found in the Buddha's teachings.

This understanding is the foundation ofail schools ofBuddhism. The Tibetan sacred path

ofhealing May be helpfuI in a non-Buddhist context to those who care for the dying or for

anyone who knows someone who is contemplating suicide. Approaching someone who is
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dying with compassion is a universal aet. Some practices from the Tibetan Buddhist

tradition cao reach across cultures ta help those who are dying or contemplating suicide

as weil as anyone caring for a dying persan. This chapter will first explore the sacred

Buddhist healing tradition in relation to death, as a general introduction to Tibetan

Buddhism and its theme ofsacred healing.

The remainder of this chapter will explore how the Tibetan Buddhist themes of healing,

health and death help followers to accept death and seek sacred healing during Iife.

Tibetan Buddhism boasts a vast collection oforal and written teachings, often esoteric, on

these themes. The Indian origins of these topics have been touched upon in the previous

chapter. As noted, Tibetan Buddhism emphasizes the importance of training the mind

through Meditation and regards the body as a vehicle for the joumey toward healing. In

particular, this is reflected in its practice ofsacred Medicine and the tantric yogas.

The vie\v of the physical body as a pathway to the sacred is foreign to most Westemers,

as Tibetan Buddhism has ooly recently been introduced to the West. VajrayanQ Buddhism

was the last fonn ofBuddhism to evolve and was preserved mainly by Tibet's geographic

and cultural isolation. Tibetan Buddhist teachings did not flow into the West until after

the second Chinese invasion in 1959. At that time, many of its spiritual teachers and

leaders, such as the Dalai Lama, fled to India and later came to the West. One of the

earHest introductions of tantric yoga to the West was about thirty years ago by the

Venerable Kalu Rinpoche, a highly realizecl Tibetan spiritual teacher. Thus the teachings

conveyed in this chapter are new to the West and may be foreign to Many people.
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The Tibetan Buddhist teachings on the pathways of healing are detailed and technical.

Sacred healing is part of the "Tibetan science of death" (Thurman 45). Much of the

Tibetan Buddhist approach to healing derives trom tantra. This "Tantra is a very

technical, interna//y technical, system of development" (Lama Yeshe 99) that must be

experienced to be understood. Tantric Buddhist teachings encompass yoga, Medicine,

and physiology. They retleet the importance placed on the concomitant healing of the

mind and body. Tibetan Buddhism views these technical details as clinical information

used ta diagnose and heal the patient. In arder ta understanding sacred healing tram the

Tibetan Buddhist perspective, one must examine its various components and how they

relate to each other. The remainder of this thesis will explore the detailed Tibetan

teachings on health and death.

+ Bllddhism and Hea/ing

The path of Buddhism can be regarded as a spiritual journey from ill health ta healing.

The Buddhist journey is guided and supponed by the Three Precious Jewels, which are

the enlightened beings (Tibetan, sang rgyas; Sanskrit, buddha), the teachings of the

Buddha (Tibetan, chos,· Sanskrit, dharma) and the community of spiritual practitioners

(Tibetan, dge 'dun; Sanskrit, saligha). The transformation process toward the sacred

occurs through various techniques of mental training. These may include meditatio~

prayer, sacred sounds called manITa(s), studying sacred texts ("sütra[s]" and "Tantra[s]"),

and physical movements. Each of these methods leads the practitioner toward the sacred
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source. If the path of sacred healing is not completed during one lifetime then the person

will be reincarnated. The cycle ofdYing and rebirth continues until a person bas let go of

ail of bis or her profane attachments and attained sacred health. Life, then, becomes an

opportunity ta prepare for death by moving through healing, and ultimately attaining

sacred health during life, at the moment ofdeath, or in the afterlife.

The importance of the raie of healing in Buddhisrn is highlighted in the image of the

Buddha as healer. Ail Buddhist schools and traditions pomay the Buddha as a healing

physician. His teachings are the Medicine to cure disease. The therne of health pervades

Tibetan Buddhism and the sacred art of healing known as Tibetan Medicine. The medical

analogy in Buddhism is illustrated in a weU-known Buddbist tale called The Mustard

Seed Parable. It is the sacred healing joumey of a young woman named Kisa Gotami,

whose only infant son dies. After her son's death, she is overcome by grief and loss and

wanders blindly to find someone who can reverse her son's death. She eventually meets

the Buddha, who instructs her by saying; "You did weil, Gotami, in coming hither for

Medicine. Go, enter the city, make rounds of the entire city, beginning at the beginning,

and in whatever house no one has ever died, from that house fetch tiny grains of mustard

seed" (Bum 45). Unable ta find such a home, she moves toward healing by accepting her

son's death. She continues on tbis path and becomes a disciple of the Buddha and

achieves a state of sacred health through the spiritual attainment of an arhat (Sanskrit),

meaning one who conquers conflieting emotions.

The themes ofhealing and death are present in the first and final teachings of the Buddha.

Traditionally it is taught that Prince Siddhirtha Gautama (= 6fh or 5th century D.C.E.)
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sought to understand suffering in the profane life, marked by impermanence, illness, old

age and death. As a wandering ascetic, the prince became a follower of several Indian

spiritual traditions, none of which provided him with the answers he sought. He tinaIly

found healing near modem-day Bodh-Gaya, where he made a solemn vow to meditate

until he attained enlightenment. This occurred when he experienced the Ucornplete

elimination of aU negative aspects of (bis) rnind and perfection of aIl positive qualities"

(McDonald 214). He shared this experience in bis tirst teaching, called The Four Noble

Truths, which established Buddhism as a spiritual path. These truths are taugbt to ref1ect

the Buddhist sacred views of disease, healing and health although "they express the

medical analogy in distinctly different ways, each appropriate to the varying

philosophical views" (Clifford 24). The first truth is anaIogous to illness, followed by the

cause and the cure. The last truth is the pathway toward sacred health. This last of the

Four Noble Truths, called the Eightfold Path, contains the common Buddhist preliminary

spiritual disciplines. At the profane level, they teach correct speech, thought, and

morality, followed by various levels of Meditative absorption involving various levels of

concentration and analytical techniques. On the sacred level, these praetices create the

potential for a glimpse or experience of the energies found in the sacred. They are the

basis or foundation used to understand and experience the sacred. Throughout the

Buddha's life, his teachings emphasized the movement away from the transitory and

unsatisfactory life toward the sacred self. This is reflected in his final words before

passing into parinirv8{X1, when he said to bis disciples, "Monks, ail compounded things

are subjeet to decay and disintegration. Work out your own salvation with diligence."

(Mahaparinihbana-sutta trans. Rhys Davids 173). This therne of movement away from



•

•

35

Iife in the transitory, profane world toward the Buddha-nature is woven ioto ail aspects of

Buddhist teaching.

A1though ail Buddhist traditions share the same foundational themes of awakening,

transformation and healing, they differ in the techniques used ta move toward this sacred

goal. The various traditions evolved over a long time in response to people, cultures, and

places as Buddhism spread around Asia. Before Buddhism was introduced ta Tibet, it

underwent weil over one thousand years of changes and adaptation. The earliest fonn of

Buddhism is commonly, although pejoratively, known as Hïhay~ and today survives in

the fonn of the school of Theravw, which prevails in South East Asia. Henceforth, it

will be referred to as Early Buddhism. Its focus is the movement toward the sacred. The

steps in this joumey involve a solitary Meditative Iife, involving many vows and strict

self-discipline. The solitary seeker is embodied in the arhat. The tirst fonn of Early

Buddhism was called §ôva!aIyâna (Sanskrit, The Hearer Vehicle), which refers to "one

who attains any of the four stages ofHoliness...only after having 'heard' ... [the Dharma]

from the Buddha." (Sangharakshita 239). The Mah5yana was the next form of Buddhism

to develop. It focuses on compassion and the Iiberation ofail sentient beings embodied in

the bodhisattva. A bodhisattva is being who is rebom hundreds of thousands of times out

of compassion of the suffering of others. Mahayana encompasses both the monastic and

the lay population and added the beliefin multiple Buddhas. Today, Mahayana Buddhism

is found mainly in parts of Asia, including China, Korea, and lapan.
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The last form ofBuddhism to develop, which tlowed trom India ioto Tibet more than one

thousand years after the death of the Buddha, was called Vajrayana, MantrayN, or

Tantrayiftl. Tibetan Buddhism is an umbrella term used to refer to ail the various paths

and levels of praetice found in this spiritual tradition. From the Tibetan perspective,

Tibetan Buddhism encompasses the teachings from Early Buddhism, Mahayana, the

tantric path and techniques or yogas. ft is based on renunciation, vows, and stabilizing

Meditation techniques trom Early Buddhism. It aIso includes the compassionate

motivation of the bodhisattva principle and practice of the Six Pfu'amita(s), or

transcendental actions trom the Mahayana tradition. Tibetan Buddhism at the level of the

Vajrayana also encompasses the esoteric aspects found in the Tantras. Each of the four

major Tibetan Buddhist schools, the Nyingma, Kagyu, Sakya and Ge/ug, share the

understanding that a praetitioner must have a strong foundation in the fundamental

Buddhist teachings. This is accomplished through the developmeot of "a full renounced

mind, and enlightened motive of bodhicitta and a correct view of emptiness" (Lama

Yeshe & Lama Zopa Riopoche 119) before entering the path of the Vajrayana. There are

Many levels of exoteric and esoteric teachings in Tibetan Buddhism, whose followers

believe in the possibility ofswift liberation in a single lifetime.
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+ TibetlUl BMdd1Iism alldRealill'

Tibetan Buddhism also features intricate patterns tram Buddhist Dharma teachings,

which are in tum coloured by tantra, yoga, and sacred medicine. Each of these Tibetan

sources contains teachings, practices, and techniques to train both mind and body in the

joumey toward the Buddha-nature. "ealing plays a central and important role in Tibetan

Buddhism. The Tibetan ward for Dharma is "chos," which cornes trom the verb 'chas,

meaning to heal or cure. The path ofhealing in Tibetan Buddhism is traversed through the

practice of the Dharma under the guidance of spiritual teachers (Tibetan, hla ma,

pronounced lama). In Tibetan Buddhism healing is the movement away trom the

suffering of ignorance and profane attachments. In this context, ignorance does not refer

to stupidity but rather to the state of not knowing or being unaware. Healing becomes the

purification of the mind and body through the transformation of every thought, word, and

deed into the body, speech and mind of the Threefold Buddha Body (Sanskrit, trikaya).

Tantra and sacred Medicine both view the body as a retlection of the universe and the

sacred. The physical body becomes the pathway ta sacred healing through the movement

ofenergy, sound, and colour in the body's chakras. These play an important role in ail the

techniques, yogas, and Medical practices uSed in Tibetan Buddhism. In Tibetan Buddhism

the word "chos" encapsulates the practices and understandings of the Dharma, tantra,

yoga, and medicine, which open the pathways ta health.
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+ Mi"d adBody Co""ectioll

UWhen positive orjoyousfeelings andattitudes
pass through each organ and circulate through our whole system,

ourphysical andchemical energies are transformedand balanced "

(Tarthang Tulku 60)

The healing connection between the body, and the disciplining and training of the mind,

plays an important role in Tibetan Buddhism. Vajrayâna begins with the follower's

outward behaviour and the withdrawal of the senses from the distractions round in the

extemal world. This process begins with moral discipline through the avoidance of ail

negative and harmful acts against oneself and others. This includes avoiding acts such as

killing, stealing, sexual misconduct and gossip. The next step involves the tumÎng inward

and disciplining of the mind through meditation in arder to learn focus and concentration.

In Tibetan Buddhism, it begins with training to calm the mind and develop concentration

(Tibetan, zhi gnas; Sanskrit, bmalha) and progresses toward analyticaJ meditation

(Tibetan, Ihag mlhong; Sanskrit, vipa5jlana). Sacred healing begins when the veils of

obscuration are lifted and purified by the training of the mind, revealing the subtle aspects

of the mind. When the mind is in its ordinary deluded state, people experience the pain of

cyclical birth, death, and rebirth, called sarmâra. In Buddhism the rnind can "create the

experience of both happiness and suffering, and the ability to find peace lies within us"

(Thondrup 17). The path to healing is found in the proper training of the mind through the

medicine of the Dharma.
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The physica1 body plays an important role in Tibetan Buddhism, as the vehicle in which

sacred heaIing oœurs. While Meditation trains the minci, yoga reveals the sacred aspects

of the body. In Tibetan Buddhism, yoga is understood to be the process of becoming

conneeted to the subtle aspects of the mind and the body. It uses such techniques as

meditation, sound, and movement. The tantric aspects ofTibetan Buddhism offer detailed

teachings on the mind-body connection. "According ta the highest yoga Tantra, our body

and mind exist not only on the gross level we are normally familiar with but aIso on

subtte levels about which most of us are completely unaware" (Lama Yeshe 111). As

these veils are removed ftom the mind through Meditation, the subtle levels of the mind

are revealed and the subtler aspects of the body cao be experienced. Tibetan Buddhism

uses Meditation techniques such as visualization, deity yoga, ma{1fbla(s), mantra(s),

mudra(s). physical movements, and rituals. In tum, these practices reveal the body's

energy centres (Tibetan, 'khor 10; Sanskrit éakra), which mirror disease, illness, death and

dying. When these energy centres appear closed, blocked or cloudy, they reflect illness

for a Tibetan doctor or lama. When a person is able to experience and control the

energies, colours and sounds that flow through the chakras, healing can begin on the

subtle level. The ability to recognize and control the movement of energy, colour and

sound in the chakras is considered heaIing. These centres of energy and their pathways

appear in varying forms in other spiritual traditions, such as Taoism.

Descriptions of chakras appeared in an early Sanskrit Buddhist sütra, called the

Surangama Sutra, from the 1st century C.E., and were later translated into Chinese. In it,

chakras appear in the fonn of knots in a scarf described as "that [which] bind[s] you to

ignorance and the cycle of deaths and rebirths" (A Buddhist Bible 215). The ability to
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understand and untie these knots brings heaJing and a retum to sacred health. "When the

knots are all untied ... [then] only the beautiful handkerchief will remain in its original

$late of oneness [sacred health]" (Ibid. 218). Additionally, chakras are the gateway to the

subtle aspects of the body, which are controlled by the mind. Tibetan Buddhism

emphasizes not only training the mind but also using the body and ilS chakras as a

pathway to sacred health. Thus, the movement toward sacred health begins with the

transformation of both mind and body, unveiling their sacred aspects.

+ The Preliminlll'Ïes

The preliminary praetices contain techniques used for the synchronous training of the

body and the mind through Mediation and yoga. These techniques are aspects of Tibetan

Buddhist training found in all its schools. "[T]he Four Foundations (the preliminaries)

were practiced by ail Tibetan sects. They were praetised in basically the same way by ail

the sects, with certain substitutions which retlected the interests of each sect" (Kalu

Rinpoche in "The Torch of Certainty" Il). The preliminaries are the basic steps in which

a teacher would instruct his students in this experiential approach. In addition to these

preliminary practices, empowerments and vows are also undertaken before and after

entering the Vajrayana tantric path. Empowerments are ritual initiations given by

qualified lamas whieh give a student permission to participate at various levels of

meditation, visualization, and mantra associated with a specifie deity. The preliminary

practices begin with "The Four Common Preliminary Praetices," which are Meditations

on the precious opportunities of human existence, death, impermanence, karma, and life's
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unsatisfactory nature. These reflections use the impermanence and pain found in the

external world to tum the attention inward and toward healing. These preliminaries are

often praetised al the same time as "The Four Uncommon Preliminary Praetices," whieh

progressively purify and fine-tune followers' internai awareness of the sacred. It

progresses from awakening the physical body to the more subtle aspects of the mind. This

involves increasingly subtle awareness of the chakras and the connection they create

between the gross and subtle aspects of the mind and body. "The Four Uncommon

Preliminary Practices" is the completion of one hundred thousand prostrations with the

refuge vow to a1ign the physical body and generate bodhicitta. The refuge vow is the act

of taking refuge in the Buddha (the fully enlightened teaeher), the Dharma (the path

leading toward the sacred) and the sangha (the spiritual eommunity). Visualization used

during prostration mirrors the dying process. These physical movements involve the

entire body and the realignment of the chakras. Prostrations and refuge vows are followed

by one hundred thousand Vajrasattva mediation practices to further purify physical and

mental negativities. The third part of this practice is one hundred thousand mar.t4ala, or

mental and physieal offerings to accumulate merlt. The final aspect is called the Guru

Yoga, whieh is also completed one hundred thousand times to receive blessings for

further praetiees from the lama. The practice of these preliminaries progressively purifies

and transforms the body and mind. Some praetitioners complete this cycle of preliminary

practices several times during one lifetime. These are part of a purification process that

begins at the outer level and moves inward. The preliminary praetices move the

practitioner toward healing by the synehronous refining of bath the mind and the body on

the tantrie path ofTibetan Buddhism.
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+ Vtljray"a &dd1Iism

The Tantra approach ofVajrayana Buddhism includes a vast collection of techniques for

healing, and detailed teachings used in preparation for dying. Vajrayana encompasses

"the sutra approach of the Mahiyina and the Tantra approach of the Vajrayina but with

different time scales" (Kalu Rinpoche 1995, 55). From the Tibetan Buddhist

understanding, Vajrayina encompasses the foundational Buddhist teachings found in the

sutras as weil as esoteric aspects of Buddhism from the Tantras. The Sanskrit word

"vajra" means "diamond" or "indestructible vehicle". The vajra mind, also called the

extremely subtle mind, is understood ta be the essence that passes from life to life. It is

the Buddha-nature. In tantric physiology, it resides at the level of the heart chakra in the

form of an indestructible drop or essence. This innate Buddha-nature is said to he like a

diamond that is indestructible, pure, and empty, but luminous. The tantric aspects of

Vajrayana Buddhism begin with the understanding that ail humans possess the varja

mind, body, and speech, but that these have become obscured.

[B]ecause Vajrayana sees everything as sacred, aIl appearance is a fonn of
divinity, ail sound is the sound of mantra, and ail thought and awareness is
the divine play of transcending awareness ...The potential for that sacredness
exists within our present framework of the five skandhas [aggregates].
Acknowledging psycho-physical aggregates [chakras] of an individual as the
potential orthe Buddhas... is to recognize that, io Tantra, the potential for that
transformation exists within our present situation.

(Ka1u Rinpoche 1986, 124-25)

This transformation is revealed and experienced through various techniques used to

transform ail internaI and external events and things ioto the sacred. "Tantric practices

challenge practitioners immediately to see ail things and ail experiences as intrinsically
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pure and innately perfect" (Shaw 24). The basis for this is the purification of the gross

(profane) levels of the body, speech, and mind into their subtle (sacred) aspects through

the practice ofyoga. '1Jart of the Tantric methodology of deconstrueting the ordinary self

is to replace it with a divine self' (Ibid. 204). This technique involves the graduai

transformation of the ordinary self into a deity through deity yoga. Tantric Buddhism is a

path of sacred healing with abundant teachings for the transformation of the mind,

speech, and body into their vajra or sacred aspects.

The tantra approach to Vajrayana is an intensive and difficult path leading taward

Buddha-nature that requires a realized spiritual guide. This aspect of Tibetan Buddhism is

considered ta be the quick and direct path toward health that has the potential of being

realized in a single Iifetime or a maximum of sixteen lifetimes for both women and men.

Its written and oral teachings and images are highly esoteric in nature and are therefore

often easily misinterpreted and misunderstood. For example, there are numerous

traditional Tibetan scroll paintings, thanka(s), (Tibetan, thang ka) and statues of male and

female deities who appear ta be in sexual union. On the profane level this is a sexual

image but on the sacred level this image represents the union of wisdom and compassion.

The written and oral teachings are presented in obscure language used to deliberately

conceal their meaning. This so-called "twilight language" (Sanskrit, salfXlha-bhap)

(Buckness and Stuart-Fox 12) contains symbols, wards, and images which may have up

ta four contextual levels of meaning, ranging tram the profane to the sacred level. The

sacred texts, which explain spiritual healing and its requirements, are written in symbols

and fonnulas in word combinations such as mantras, and in visual combinations such as

méll).4ala(s). Lama Anagarika Govinda writes about the twilight language extensively in
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Foundations of Tibetan Myslicism, as does Eliade in Yoga: Immorta/ity and Freedom.

Each of the Tibetan Buddhist schools bas both shared and unique techniques, texts and

approaches to tantra. Entry into the tantric aspect of the path is an intensive and serious

cOD1D1itment and must be authorized and closely guided by a realized spiritual teacher.

Lamas are male and female teachers from both the monastic and the lay life. One of the

most renowned Tibetan yogims was Machig Labdran (1055-1153 C.E.), who was the

founder of the Mahamudra ChOd tradition. Chad is a Vajrayana practice used to eut

through attachments, emotional afflictions, and the fear ofdeath through yogic techniques

and by making offerings ta the beings that have not yet been reincamated. Ali lamas are

understood to represent the living presence of the Buddha and the lineage of teachers.

During initiations given by the lamas, students are given permission to participate in

levels ofpractice refleeting each student's degree ofunderstanding. At the more advanced

levels are the tantric aspects of the Vajrayana. These techniques and classifications vary

trom school to school but share the common goal of attaining sacred health. Often, the

practitioner does not have direct contact with the lama unless problems or unresolved

questions occur. The lama can be called upon when there is pain and confusion and

ultimately to guide a praetitioner at the moment of death. A Tantric master is necessary

because the Vajrayina aspect of the path "requires a fearless confrontation of every

aspect of the psyche, including primallevels of lOger, desire, and fear" (Shaw 25). The

tantra aspect of the Vajrayina is understood to be a "quick path" through sacred healing.

Due to its esoteric nature, this path of sacred healing is traversed through the practice of

the Dharma under the close guidance of spiritual teachers. Thus, Tibetan spiritual teachers

are healers and supportive guides on the journey toward sacred health.
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+ AlUlttll1'tJyoga TII1ItnJ

In Tibetan Buddhism, the Highest Yoga Tantra teachings, techniques, and sacred texts

contain the most detailed and explicit teachings on healing and death. This level of

teaching and practiœ involves detailed technical information that is used to diagnose and

alter the body's biochemistry in order to heal the self and others. This highest level of

Vajrayana teachings is called Anutlarayoga Tantra, also known in another classification

system as the three levels ofMahayoga, Anuyoga, and Atiyoga Tantras. These teachings

are presented orally as weil as in sacred texts such as the body of literature commonly

called bar do (Tibetan, literally "gap" or "in between") teachings, generally known in the

West as The Tibetan Book of the Dead. In Tibetan Buddhism, the word barda often

denotes the stages of rebecoming after death but also encompasses aIl the junctures when

healing is possible. The bardo teachings also include the spiritual yogas called the Six

Doctrines of Naropa. These six yogas are used in each of the six bardas to experience

energy, Iight and sounds in the chakras and to prepare for and control the dying process.

Of panicular interest is the phowa (Tibetan, pho ba, pronounced po-wa) yoga praetised

at the moment of dying. These bardo teachings will be explored in sorne detail in the

following chapter in relation to healing. Anuttarayoga Tantra contains a vast amount of

esoteric tantric techniques used in the various bardos to prepare for death, mirror the

dying process, and heal after death.

Central to ail tantric Buddhism is the praetiee ofdeity yoga. At the lower levels it consists

of making offerings and connections with a specifie deity while at the highest level it
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involves transforming oneself into that deity. This is done through the creation and

completion stages of Meditation. In the creation stage, the praetitioner visualizes sights

and sounds, and sees him or herself and other beings as the deity. This creation stage bas

the effect of transforming, opening and purifying the chakras. It could also be viewed as

the diagnosis stage in the sacred medical analogy. During the completion stage, the

central channel is opened, with the dissolution and ascendance of the deity into the heart

chakra. The completion stage ofAnuttarayoga Tantra creates the pathway for healing.

The chakras play a central raie in sacred healing and death in bath Anuttarayoga Tantra

and Tibetan Buddhist Medicine. The subtle physiology, with its chakras and the praetice

ofsacred healing, is pivotai ta both aspects of Tibetan Dharma. The movement ofenergy,

light, and sound through the chakras reflects healing or illness and death or life. Realized

yogis and yoginïs are able ta open and close the chakras through the training of the mind

in Meditation, breath, and visualization. Realized spiritual teachers and Tibetan doetors

are able to see, diagnose, and heal people through the chakras. Chakras that are cloudy or

blocked reflect ill health and when completely closed they mirror the dying process.

Tantrie practices transform the body through Meditation, which leads to the ability ta

identify with a pure form. The pathway to this enlightened form is through the discovery

and experience of the chakras. Tantrayina pays considerable attention to the control of

vital energy ioto and out of various chakras in the body, and the purification of lower

forms of energy into higher forms. Advanced tantric practitioners are able to close the

chakras to mirror, experience and prepare for death.
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In Tibetan Tantric Buddhist medicine, healing is a combination of medicines, herbs and

various treatments used in conjunction with Dharma teachings. The purpose of this

healing is to transfonn, open and purify any chakras that are blocked or clouded.

Diagnosis and treatment in Tantric Medicine occurs simuItaneously on both the profane

and sacred levels. It involves a combination of theory, application, and experiential

understanding. In the praetice of healing in Tibetan Buddhist Medicine, techniques are not

merely techniques but are used to trigger and remove aspects of our consciousness, layer

by layer. While on the surface Tibetan Buddhist doctors may appear to diagnose illness

by examining the pulse, tongue, or urine, these are aetually techniques used to locate and

pinpoint disease through the chakras. Tibetan doetors use these biochemical indicators in

relation to the movement of light, energy, and sound in the vajra body. Treatments vary

and may include the use of Medications and techniques such as herbs, acupuncture,

massage and environmental changes, in conjunction with Meditation, visuaiization, and

prayer, in arder to transform and heal both the physical and vajra body. Tibetan doctors

use the technical details found in sacred healing as a Western doctor would use clinical

information. Thus, Tibetan Buddhist Medicine operates on two levels: on the profane

level it includes physical examination and Medications to treat the physical ailments,

while on the sacred level, the doctor uses his or her sacred, technical knowledge to move

the patient toward sacred health.

Tantric Medicine is founded on compassion for the suffering of others. Doctars visualize

themselves as the Medicine Buddha while treating patients. Tibetan doetors are often

highly realized monks and nuns who have trained extensively in bath Dharma and Tantric

Medicine. In the past, monastic training was completed aIong with the Medical studies.
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"Generally it was said to take thirty years to master [Tantric] medicine" (Clifford 63).

Chakras play an important raie in health and healing. Tibetan Medicine embryology

teaches that within eight weeks of gestation ail of the major chakras, beginning at the

navel area and progressing upward ta the crown of the head, have been formed, along

with their subtle psychic nerves. Tibetan Medicine and Anuttarayoga Tantra both

understand and use the subtie body and its chakras to manipulate and open these energy

centres ta heal and/or prepare for death during life. Bath recognize that sacred healing cao

be self-generated or be guided by a lama with whom the practitioner has a spiritual

connection. Practitioners who do not feel that they have stabilized their practice at the

moment of death or who are in great pain can calI upon their teacher, whether near or far,

for healing during these moments. Those who are dying are often told to remember their

lamas and the teachings they received during lire to guide them through this transition.

Both Tibetan Medicine and Anuttarayoga Tantra share the teachings on the subtle

physiology and its chakras. These pathways to sacred health contribute greatly to sacred

healing in Tibet, which is aIso known as the "Land ofthe Healing Art".
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+ Clttlkras and Sllbtle Pltysiology

The principles ofphysiology found in Tibetan Buddhism are based on tantric yoga and its

teachings on the subtle body. These detailed technical descriptions are an integral part of

the Tibetan Buddhist approach to sacred healing and health. Chakras are central to the

flow of light, sound, and energy throughout the subtle body in its sacred and purified

forms. Each of the three main components of the subtle or vajra body is recognized as a

part of the system of energy that holds the physical body together during life. As these

components are disturbed and collapse during the process of dying they create the

potential for the realization of the Threefold Buddha Body. In order to help the reader

understand the Tibetan approach to the dying process and its potential for healing, we

shaH describe the vajra body.

The Tibetan subtle mapping of the body retleets the sacred and is based on three main

components: channels, energy winds, and drops. "The subtle vajra body is pervaded by

thousands of channels [72,000] (nad,) through which flow the energy winds (prana) and

drops (bindu)" (Lama Yeshe 111), which are ail connected to or flow through the chakras.

In Tibetan these are respectively called Isa (rtsa), lung (r/lIng), and thig-Ie. The

movement of energy winds and essences (drops) through a network of subtle channels

(psychic nerves) map the sacred energy body. In Tibetan Buddhism, the purification of

these three main components of the subtle body is related to the realization of the

Threefold Buddha Body. These are three levels of expression of the reality of the

Buddha-nature. Sorne higher tantras use a classification system with a different number of
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buddha bodies. The Threefold Buddha Body is the truth body (Tibetan, chas kyi slcu;

Sanskrit, dharmakaya), the enjoyment body (Tibe~ longs slcu; Sanskrit,

sarpbhogakaya), and the emanation body (Tibetan, sprul slcu; Sanskrit, nirmâpakaya).

Threefold Buddha Body is the healing realization of the Buddha's mind, speech, and

body. In the subtle or mystic physiology, this transformation is related to purification of

the three principal components. When the subtle channels are purified they correspond to

the emanation body. The purification of the energy winds corresponds to the enjoyment

body, while the transformation of the thig-Ies or drops into their purified form

corresponds with the truth body. Additionally, the truth body is an enlightened being's

unobstructed mind while the enjoyment body is how these beings appear to highly

realized beings, such as bodhisattvas. The enjoyment body is the form in which these

enlightened beings appear to ordinary beings. Thus, if very advanced practitioners of

Anuttarayoga Tantra are able to experience the purification of the subtle channels, energy

wiods and/or drops during life, they are prepared for the dying process. Those who are

able to realize and maiotain these transformations during life attain various levels of

sacred healing. The purification of the subtle body and its three components through the

various methods found in Tibetan Buddhist Tantra transforms the physical body and ail

that surrounds it into the sacred.

In the Tantric Buddhist tradition ofTibet the subtle physiology of the vajra body is based

on a psycho-physical system. Its energy pathways are similar to, but not exactly the same

as, the mendian system found in Chinese acupuncture. The subtle body is mapped from

the movement ofa radiant form ofenergy that is different frOID, yet sometimes compared

ta, the physical anatomy found in Western Medicine. For example, although the channels
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roughly correspond to the physical nerves and veins, they ditTer in path and purpose.

Tantric physiology is based on a psycho-physical system that "cannot be perceived by the

physical senses" and "belongs to another plane of existence which we normally access

only in dream states or after death" (Frawley, 22). At the moment of death the ioner

winds draw into the central channel and aIl dualistic thought patterns cease, creating the

potential to move toward the sacred. This is a universal experience, but few people

recognize it or are able ta maintain it at the moment of death. During life, on a coarser

level, the inner winds are automatically drawn into the central channel when one sleeps,

faints, sneezes and experiences sexual orgasm. Most people do not recognize these events

on the level of subtle physiology. The channels support the winds and these, in tum,

support the mind. The thig-Ie, or drops, are found throughout the body in the channels.

The red essence is found at the level of the navel and the white essence at the crown of

the head. At the moment of death they converge at the level of the heart. There are three

principal channels: the central channel (Tibetan, dbu ma) running roughly parallel to the

spine, and the right (Tibetan, ro ma) and left channels (Tibetan, rkyang ma), which run on

either side of the central one. The right and left channels coil around the central one,

creating knots. This resembles the Western medical symbol of the image of the snake

coiled around the statI: called the caduceus, or wand of Hermes. Thousands of other

channels flow through these knots and radiate to ail parts of the body. These points of

intersection are called chakras and can number five, six, or seven in the Tibetan system.

In Tibetan tantric physiology chakras "rise vertically from the base of the spine to the

crown of the head, each radiation gaining in strength and power as it goes" (Govinda

1991, 186). For the most part, they are understood to be five wheels or loloses at the lever

of the brain, throat, heart, navel and genital regions. The two remaining centres are
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located at the tip of the sexual organ and the crown of the head. Subtle Tibetan tantric

physioIogy is a complex system of channels, energy winds and drops that create a bridge

linking the solid fonn of matter called the physieal body, and the radiant fonn of energy

caiIed the subtle body. Each of these components runs through or resides in the energy

centres caIIed ehakras.

The number ofchakras and their details vary depending on the medical and tantric system

involved. These are revealed through various praetices of visualization aecording to "the

specifie inner sensibilities [one] is trying to unfold" (Thurman 38). It should be noted that

a great deal of confusion and misinformation exists on the subjeet of chakras. To begin

with, despite technicaI similarities between the Buddhist and the Hindu systems of

chakras, they are different systems. The difference lies mainly in the chakras' function.

The Buddhist system focuses on "that which flows through them, with their dynamic

funetions" (Govinda, 1990, 134), that is, the energy, colours, and sounds, and for that

reason is much less adamantine than the Hindu system. The Hindu system is more static

in that it a1ways teaches that there are seven chakras, each ofwhich is associated with and

represented by specifie symbols, colours, seed sounds, deities, elements, and animal

symbols. These give the chakras a more "static" and "objective content" (Ibid) than the

Tibetan system. Another major difference between the two systems is that in the Hindu

teachings each teacher gives each student a ditTerent chakra to focus on for his or her

practice. This creates a different experience for the students. [n the Tibetan chakra

system, certain colours, symbols and sounds are associated with each chakra, which

usually are five in number but may be seveD, but these change with teachers, practices,

and students. The emphasis is on the discovery of these energy centres and learning to
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control the tlow ofenergy through them. In the Tibetan system, it is understood that the

chakra above controls the one below, and that one should start with the chakra located

between the eyes, as it controIs every other chakra beIow il. It is important ta keep in

mind that the differences between the Tibetan and Hindu chakra systems affects the

understanding and experience of the energies found in the chakras.

The chakra Iocated at the leveI of the heart plays an important roIe in the Tibetan tantric

understanding and experience of healing. The deveIopment of awareness of the heart

chakra during life is essential ta the experience of sacred health, both during life and at

the moment of death. In the Tibetan medical system, this energy centre "is sYDonymous

with the rnind as consciousness, mental cIarity, and sense of self-identity arise from the

heart centre" (Clifford 133). In the Tibetan Medical system, Many psychiatrie diseases are

rooted in the heart chakra and this is where sacred healing often begins. During life, the

heart chakra is the home of the very subtle mind that follows sentient beings from one life

to another untiI they attain sacred health. After death, it is revealed to be the abode of

forty-two peaceful deities. Each ascending chakra contains the energy of, contrais, and

absorbs those below il. The heart chakra is the gateway ta the sacred aspects of the

physical body and mind. It is the midpoint between the profane and sacred energies. The

chakras below the heart leveI represent that which connects beings with the present life

and the cycles of rebirth. Those above the heart level are the energy centres that move

beings closer to their sacred source. The heart chakra is the most difficult and complex of

the knot to untangle. Whereas each of the other chakras has a two-fold knot created by a

single crossing of the right and left channels, the heart chakra is formed by three

overlapping loops, creating a six-fold knot. Once this chakra is loosened, so, too, are the
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subtle aspects of the body and mind. Each chakra is associated with and corresponds to

one of the five aggregates (Tibetan, phungpo; Sanskrit, skandha[sJ), which include form,

feeling, perceptions/discrimination, conditioninglrnotivationaI factors and consciousness.

When purified they are experienced in the forrn of five cosrnic elements: earth, water,

frre, air and ether. Once these aggregates and elements are purified they are transformed

into the Five Buddha Families and their environments caIled m~4alas. Each of these

Buddha Families is comprised of a male Buddha, representing one of the purified

aggregates, and a female Buddha, representing one of the purified elements. These sacred

aspects of the chakras are visualized and experienced through various tantric yogas~ thus

preparing the praetitioner for their appearance and dissolution during the dying process,

and creating an opportunity to move toward sacred healing and health during both life and

death. In Tibetan Buddhism, the heart chakra is the key to the entrance to the sacred

aspects of rnind and body. The ability to untie this knot at the heart centre is the gateway

to the understanding and experience of the sacred aspects of mind and body.



•

•

55

+ Dying and Deatla ill Tibetan BuddhÎSm

"The science ofdeath is the foundation ofthe art ofdying,
just as the science of medicine is the foundation of the art ofhealing."

(Thurman 45)

The physiological process of dying is universal for ail people, whether Christian, Iewish,

Muslim, Hindu, Buddhist or belonging to any other tradition. As noted in Chapter 1, in

Western Medicine, the physiological process of dying is often seen in purely physical

terms but it is interpreted in a very different way in religious teachings. As noted above,

Western medicine usually regards death as the end of life. However, trom the sacred

perspective, the moment when the energies leave the body is a new beginning, for this is

the moment when the dying person crosses the threshold into the sacred. This section will

discuss the detailed and technical Tibetan teachings on the dying process.

During the dying process, the physical body stops working due to the simultaneous

breakdown of its subtle energies. Thus, when discussing the dying process in Tibetan

Buddhism, it is necessary to also include an account of the vajra body and the

corresponding external and internai signs. This understanding May provide caregivers

with new insights into the dying process. The stages leading up to the moment of death

are part of the painful barda of dying, or the chikai bardo (Tibetan, 'chi kha' bar do) in

Tibetan teachings. They are described as painful because most people are not prepared for

the experience of death, and the process of dying creates great pain and sutTering for
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themselves and those close ta them. Bath the Nyingma and Kagyu lineages have

extensive bardos teachings, c1assified into four to six different bardas respectively. From

the moment ofconception until the chikai bardo, sentient beings experience what is called

the natural bardo of this Iife, called the kye ne barda (Tibetan, skye gnas shi bar do).

When people sleep, they enter the barda of the dream state, called mi/am barda (Tibetan,

rmi [am bar do). During times of deep concentration they enter the bardo of meditation,

the samten bardo (Tibetan, bstam gtan bar do). During each of these bardos, there are

opportunities to progress toward sacred healing. A person enters into the chikai bardo at

the moment the body and mind can no longer continue to heal. Entry inta tbis bardo can

be due to the fruition of karma, which may include old age and disease. It can also be due

to an untimely death, as in the case of a sudden or violent death such as an accident or

suicide. Dyjng is a process that involves both the subtle physiology of the body and

physical signs indicating the dissolution of the body's elements. 'lT]he dying proeess

indicates that the elements that compose one's physicaI body and one's psycho-physical

experience of the body is breaking down" (Kalu Rinpoche 1994, 73). It encompasses

Many simultaneous changes and dissolutions involving the transformation ftom the gross

or coarser aspects toward the subtler aspects of rnind and body. The purpose of these

tantric techniques is to experience and understand the dying process during life by

piercing through the chakras and untangling each of their knots in order to purify the

energy winds and reveal the sacred nature of thig-les. The techniques and yogas found in

the Highest Yoga Tantra mirror both the dying process and death. As a result a tantrie

practitioner can enter ioto the chikai bardo and move toward sacred healing. The bardo of

dying does not have to be a frightening experience and through preparation, teaching, and

practice it can become an opportunity for healing and health.
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The Tibetan Buddhist tradition describes the dying process in great detail. It involves the

view that the dying person is separating trom bis or her coarser, more profane aspects and

becoming more refined as he or she moves back toward bis or her sacred origins. Tibetan

Buddhism teaches that this is a universal process involving both the gross outer physical

signs and symptoms and the subtle inner transformations precipitated by the disturbance

of the five energy winds. At the moment of death another wind manifests iteself. This is

called the wind of karma and becoming. When this wind manifests, it interferes with the

other energy winds. The first wind to be extinguished is located at the level of the navel

chakra, which regulates the absorption of nourishment. The result is that there is no

longer any need for food, nor can it be absorbed. The next wind to leave is the life­

bearing wind located in the heart chakra, which results in emotional distress. The next

wind affects the loss of control over the lower abdominal functions, often resulting in

incontinence. The fourth energy wind to be disturbed is called the uupward-moving

wind," which causes short, laboured breathing and difficulty swallowing. In the end, the

"pervasive wind" is affeeted, creating uncomfortable physical feelings such as difficulty

moving Iimbs. The disturbance of and extinguishing of the five main energy winds is

clearly manifested on the physical level and indicates to both the person dying and those

around him or her that the dying person's physical health is ebbing away. These outward

signs May be familiar to those who have cared for or have been present during the dying

process. To understand that this is a normal part of the process can be comforting for the

caregiver and/or the person who is dying.
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May your eyes mingle with the sun.
May your breath be merged with the winds.

May the waters ofyour being mingle with the oceans.
May the ashes become one with the soil.

May you go to the heavens or to the eanh,
Whatever your direction may be.

(The Veda(s), Quoted in To Die Weil 127)

During the dying process there is not only an outer dissolution but also a simultaneous

inner dissolution with both objective and subjective signs. The disturbance of the five

energy winds causes the destruction of their subtle channels and dissolution of the body' s

principal elements. The arder in which these elements dissolve goes tram the grossest to

the most subtle. The earth element is associated with the solidity of the body and the

chakra located near the genital region. The elements and their connected chakras vary and

these classifications are based on the fivefold chakra system taught by Lama Govinda.

The dissolution of the body's elements during the dying process begins with the

dissolution of earth into the water element, resulting in the body becoming very heavy,

making it difficult to sit up. On the subjective level, the person experiences the

frightening feeling ofbeing crushed by a great weight, "as though a mountain were sitting

on one's chest" (Kalu Rinpoche 1994, 74). The second stage is the reabsorption of the

water element into the next most subtle element of fire. The water element is associated

with the blood and other fluids, and the navel chakra. The objective signs al this stage

include the inability to control bodily fluids such as saliva, urine and mucous. The inner

signs include the "feeling ofbeing carried away by a torrent ...and hear[ing] the sound of

a violent waterfall" (Ibid. 1997, 57). The tire element is then absorbed into the air

element, resulting in the outward sign of graduaI loss of bodily warmth from ail



•

•

S9

extremities, moving from the tips ofthe fingers and toes toward the hean region, which, if

touched at the right moment, would feel feverish. On the ioner level it is "as though the

body was being subjected to incredible heat" (Ibid. 74). The tire element is associated

with biological warmth and the heart chakra. The element of air is associated with

respiration and the throat chakra. The air element represents the orifices of the body, and

the spatial separation of the organs, and is conneeted to the throat chakra. Finally, the

most subtle element, space or consciousness, associated with the crown chakra, controls

breath and maintains the respiratory process. During the final dissolution of air into the

element of space or consciousness, the dying persan's breathing becomes very uneven. It

becomes rapid, short, and sharp, with periods of intermittent rest and difficulty in

inhaling. This breathing pattern is sometimes referred to as the "death raule" or Cheyne­

Stokes breathing in Western medical terms. "The subjective experience is one of being

caught in a maelstrom of air" (Ibid). This subjective experience ends when respiration

ceases, indicating that ail the elements have broken down and been absorbed iota

consciousness itself This would be considered the moment of death in Western Medicine

but not in Tibetan Tantra and its medicine. The bardo of dying is an experience of

changes in the body and mind al both the gross and subtle levels. This transformation can

be extremely traumatic and terrifying for someone who is not prepared. Once agai~ the

outward manifestations of the dissolution of the elements during the dying proeess are

universal observations. The Tibetan view simply correlates these outward signs with the

breakdown ofthe vajra body.

From the Tibetan perspective, death oceurs at the moment when the mind separates from

the physical body. This is the moment when the extremely subtle mind leaves the
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physical body. During the dying process, the winds migrate and disappear from the

chakra energy centres, eventually causing the destruction of subtle channels and the

chakras. These dissolutions are reflected in both the shutting down and deterioration of

the physical body, accompanied by internai signs. The further breaking apart of

consciousness into emptiness is charaeterized by the experience of the white, red, and

black luminosity involving the subtle drops. Tibetan Buddhism and its Tantric medicine

bath understand death to be the moment when the white and red thig-le meet at the heart

centre. These are the feminine and masculine principles of the subtle body, called the

white and red drops, which reside at the level of the navel and the crown of the head

respectively. They are formed at the moment of conception and are also called the mother

and father essences. As the white masculine essence ascends from the crown chakra

toward the heart the dying person May perceive and experience a white luminosity like

moonlight. Ail thoughts and feelings of anger and hatred dissolve at tbis time. Following

this the red female essence ascends from the navel chakra toward the heart centre and the

dying person may experience red luminosity like the Iight of the sun. AlI thoughts and

feelings ofdesire and attachment dissipate at this time. The two essences meet at the heart

chakra in an indestructible drop that is about the size of a pea. Each person's very subtle

rnind and wind reside in this indestructible drop. When the white and red drops meet at

the level of the heart there is a moment ofblackness, signifying that the two halves of the

indestructible drop have opened and that the very subtle wind, supported by the very

subtle mind, has left the physical body. "It is when these red and white forces meet in the

heart region that death truly occurs. At tbis point, the physical body and the mind

separate. The energy structure has broken down completely; there is no longer an avenue

for that physical basis to maintain consciousness, as it is no longer part of the life
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experience" (Ibid. 76). For MOst people~ the union of the white and red drops at the heart

chakra is an unconscious experience similar to blacking out or fainting. This is the

moment that defines deat~ as consciousness leaves the body and moves through the next

bardo stage.

However, the moment ofdeath is not the end of the joumey in Tibetan Buddhism. There

are two remaining bardas that May be traversed by the consciousness if it continues on

taward rebirth. The consciousness leaves the body at the moment of death, marking the

end of the physical body and the beginning of the joumey of the mind. It then encounters

clear light in the barda of dharmata, the chônyi bardo (Tibetan, chas nyid bar do), which

is the period of time between dyjng and emerging as a mental body in the next bardo. A

practitioner who has trained in Meditation during Iife and recognizes the clear light May

be able to attain sacred health at that moment~ thus avoiding aoy further stages of the

bardos and rebirth. He or she May also choose ta be rebom in order to help and enlighten

ail sentient beings. Such is the case with reincarnated spiritual teachers such as the Dalai

Lama, who voluntarily and compassionately chose rebirth in order to help heal the

suffering ofothers. For those who do not recognize the c1ear light and have not stabilized

their Meditation practice during life, tbis barda flashes by in a "tinger snap" (Rangdrôl

53). Other opportunities for sacred healing arise in the ensuing karmic barda of

becoming, the sidpa barda (Tibetan, sridpa · bar do), which begins with the moment that

one emerges "in a mental body until entenng the womb of the Dext life" (Ibid. 168). The

barda of dharmata is an opportunity to be reunited with the innate nature of phenomenon

and mind, that is, sacred health. If this does not occur, the mind continues its joumey
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toward rebirth with the possibility of rea1izing fumer levels of sacred healing in the

remaining bardo.

+ Chapter S"mnrtlI'Y

Tibetan Buddhism contains a vast amount of esoteric teachings, techniques, and

descriptions to prepare for dying, death and the process of rebecoming. The Tibetan view

of these themes is based on the teachings and techniques used to guide the practitioner

toward health in preparation for death. Buddhism is a tradition ofsacred healing with the

Dharma as the cure, life as the illness, death as the ultimate Medicine and the Buddha as

the sacred doctor. Buddhist teachings, understandings, and techniques are connected to

this healing journey. Tibetan Buddhism builds upon these Buddhist teachings with a

wealth of teachings involving both the training of the mind and the experience of the

subtle body. Its spiritual teachers and doctors are guides and sacred healers. Tibetan

Buddhist medicine, Tantra and yoga all contribute to the understanding and practice of

the Dharma. They contain a vast amount of detailed teachings on the physical and subtle

bodies. This information creates an extensive amount of technical and often esoteric

details. These are viewed as the means ta diagnose, trea~ and heal the physical body

through the subtle body during life. Examples of tbis are found in the tantric aspects of

Vajrayana Buddhism and, in particular, Anuttarayoga Tantric Yoga and Tibetan Tantrie

Medicine. Tibetan Buddhism places great importance on the flow of energy, light and

sound through the chakras. Chakras, in tum, are used ta diagnose illness and monitor a

person's health or the stages ofdying. During life, practitioners aecept and prepare for the
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moment of death, which they regard as the universal and pivotai moment to attain sacred

healing.

The Tibetan Buddhist approach to death and its understanding of sacred healing and

health is a vast and fascinating topic. To explore these themes in any degree of detail is

not possible in the context of this chapter, thesis, or even in a lifetime of practice and

study. This chapter merely attempts to present a taste ofthis complex topic. It endeavours

to highlight the sacred approach to healing found in Tibetan Buddhism and its tantric and

medical aspects. The Tibetan Buddhist and sacred understanding of these themes is very

different from that of most people in the West. Tbis has started to change in sorne areas of

Western Medicine, with the advent of palliative care for the dying. The focus in palliative

care is on making the patient as comfortable as possible when death is inevitable. Often,

there cornes a time when Medications can no longer alleviate the patient's physical pain.

It is at this time that the patient may tum toward bis or her impending death. Thoughts of

the sacred aspects of dying and death may begin to overshadow the physical, profane

aspects. Patients who are conscious often reflect on their lives in terms specifie to them.

These thoughts may or may not be expressed in religious terrns and are unique to the

person, and to the filters that he or she has created around him or herself during Iife.

Healing can occur at tbis time. Caregivers in palliative care can contribute to this healing

through the art of Iistening. In the Tibetan model, both the spiritual teacher and the doetor

are able to diagnose through the chakras and heal through the Dharma.

It is hoped this brief presentation of the sacred pathways toward health in Tibetan

Buddhism will introduce the reader to a different understanding of healing, health and
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death. These ancient teachings have been taught to some students in the West in order to

preserve them and while there are a number ofbooks on the subject, few realized Tibetan

teachers remain or are aetively teaching. Thus, these teachings are increasingly precious.

The Tibetan Buddhist view of sudden or violent death must also be discussed. Death by

suicide in the Tibetan Buddhist context will be explored in the following chapter.

+
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CHAPTERIII

Bardo Teachings and Healing After Death

"People fear death only because they fail to see that life and death
are not separate states but merely two stages

of one natural process-that bath are present in any given moment."

(Chuang-tzu, Quoted in "Ta Die Weil" 59)

The previous chapter discussed the sacred healing pathways used to prepare for death in

Buddhism, focusing particularly on Tibetan Buddhism. [t brief1y explored technical

aspects of healing involving tantric teachings and yoga. Healing flows through the mind

and body as followers practice Meditation to develop deep concentration and stop the idle

chatter, emotions, and passing thoughts that normally flood people's minds. This allows

for the direct experience of the chakras and healing in order to prepare for dying, death

and the bardos that ensue.

The Tibetan tradition emphasizes preparation for death during life and teaches that

healing can continue after death. Tibetan Buddhists believe that the potential for

forgiveness exists in each of the bardos, including those encountered by the

consciousness at death and during the process of rebecoming. Healing and the movement

toward the sacred can occur with the shedding of the physical body and passage through

the bardos to rebirth. These opportunities for transformation after death, up until the
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moment of conception or rebinh, are presented in the body of teachings collectively

referred to as the "bardo teachings". They contain a variety of teachings used to prepare

and guide followers through the bardos after death. The use of the word "bardo" usually

refers ta the process of dying, the moment of death, and the sights, sounds, and

experiences that may be encountered between death and rebirth. From the Tibetan

Buddhist perspective, the bardo teachings are understood as a scientific approach to

death. They are the result of the direct experiences of Tibetan mystics. The bardo

teachings emphasize the importance of the state of rnind at the moment ofdeath, which is

believed to influence the joumey in the ensuing bardas, the type of rebirth, and the

potential for healing ailer life. Practitioners prepare for this moment of transformation

during life through yoga, meditation and guidance from their lama. As death can come at

any time, they must be able to become focused on their spiritual practice at any time and

under any circumstances. One tantric yoga technique used to focus the mind, prepare for

death, and move toward healing involves the transfer of consciousness called phowa. This

technique can be practised during life and at the moment of death. Additionally, it can be

practised on behalf of someone who has died a sudden or violent death, ta help the

person's consciousness heal in the bardos. This potential for transformation is retlected

by the state of the mind at the moment ofdeath. Forgjveness and the chance to scrape off

any lack of faith that remains after death are taught and practised through the bardo

teachings.

According to Tibetan Buddhism, a person's life span is determined by his or her karma.

In most cases death oceurs due to old age or illness, when a persan' s karma has been

exhausted. Signs of impending death are illustrated in bath the barda teachings and
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Tibetan medical texts in the form of physical signs, dreams, and the interpretation of

shadows. The Tibetan medical text, The Four Tantras, devotes an entire chapter to

indications of approaching death. The previous chapter examined the dying process with

the internai and external experiences that occur when death is timely or natura!. But death

can also be due to sudden, accidentai, or violent circumstances. In Tibetan Buddhism,

these are referred to as untimely deaths. Tibetan lamas teach that beings who die before

their karma is exhausted either go through the stages ofdying at very accelerated speed or

completely bypass this process, thus making any movement toward healing next to

impossible. A death that is sudden or violent also colours the experiences in the following

bardos. Those who die in anger and fear take that state of mind into the bardo experience

and it has bearing on the future rebirth. In the Tibetan tradition, prayers and meditation

practices dedicated to those who have died untimely deaths are thought to help, guide and

possibly heal these beings in the bardos. Thus, karma is accumulated right up to the

moment ofdeath and that which has not been worked through is carried over iota to neX!

life and influences the process of rebecoming.

Suicide describes a type of untimely death. It has Many different connotations and

denotations in the West. The Oxford Eng/ish Diclionary defines suicide as the act of

"killing oneself intentionally." This worldly definition is limited to a description of the

event. nlness, depression, physical pain and emotional turmoil such as "overwhelming

despair, fear, rage or passion" (Youog 659) are among the factors that cao lead people to

take their own lives. This profane view does not include the state of mind leading up to or

at the moment of death and how it affects the barda experiences. In Tibetan Buddhism,

the state of consciousness at the moment of death is of the ulmost importance, rather than
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the type of death or its circumstances. As with other eastem spiritual traditions, there is

very little written directly on the subject of suicide in Tibetan Buddhism. However, there

are vast and detailed teachings on the state of consciousness, training of the mind, and

techniques to achieve concentration and healing. When suicide is discussed in Tibetan

Buddhism, it is usually described as very negative act. This is due to the heightened

negative emotions that often motivate suicide and influence the mind at death. The taking

of one's life due to worldly attachments is seen as a movement away trom healing and

toward the profane. However, under very specifie, sanctioned and rare cireumstances, the

taking of one's own life can part of the sacred healing process in the Tibetan tradition.

The taking of one's life can have either a profane or a sacred motivation, depending on

the state of mind at the moment ofdeath.

This final chapter will brietly explore the Tibetan Buddhist understandings of healing at

the moment of death and after death. This will be illustrated by various bardo teachings

incIuding specific ones in The Tibetan Book of the Dear.t and the yoga technique of

phowa found in the Six Doctrines ofNaropa. These are both bardo teachings from the

Anuttarayoga elass of Tantra that propose specifie techniques for moving toward healing

in each of the bardos. These teaehings emphasize the importance of the state of mind at

the moment of death and how it affects the potential for healing after death. The

disciplining of the rnind can take place during life through Meditation and/or with the

guidance ofa lama at the moment ofdeath and in the bardos. The aet of taking one' S own

life will be approached in relation ta healing at death and after death. We shaH also

diseuss the profane motivation and saered healing motivation in relation ta the practiee of

phowa. This ehapter will contain a lot of detail and will be as technical as the previous
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chapter. These details once again retlect the Tibetan technical approach to healing. The

chapter will continue with the Tibetan Buddhist views of healing at the moment of death

and in the bardos.

+ Bardo Teachings

The barda teaehings found in the Tibetan Buddhist tradition are rooted in the themes of

death, sacred health and healing. These sacred weitten and oral teachings enhance

praetitioners' understanding of the sights, sounds, and experienees encountered after

death, during the process of rebecoming. There are rnany different levels of the barda

teaehings. One genre of these religious teachings is in the form ofdelok (Tibetan 'das log)

biographies. These are the aeeounts of people, usually women, who, a1though appearing

ta be physically dead, have only temporarily left their bodies for a time. During this time,

they travel through the bardos ta the various reairns of rebirth, often the heU realrns,

returning ta their bodies with messages, teachings, and warnings for others. "[T]he delok

autobiographies are a religious teaching for the common people" (Pommarat 501) on the

tapies ofkarma and rebirth in relation to healing during life. Deloks visit Yama, the Lord

of Death, who decides the fate of the dead, by weighing good and bad deeds, and journey

to various realms to save these beings and bring back messages to their loved ones. There

are six realrns for rebirth, whieh are deseribed in more detaillater on in this ehapter.
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Another body of barda texts teaches about the signs of approaching death. These are in

the fonn of manuals and commentaries that describe physical manifestations of the vajra

body that begin the process of dissolution and closing of the chakras. They are used by

lamas and doetors to foretell the moment of death. Tibetan Buddhists do not hope for

deat~ but use the various barda teachings to accept and prepare for this moment. Tibetans

often use divination praetices to predict death and longevity. Rituals are used not to avoid

death, but rather to extend the Iife span of the praetitioner in order to praetice the Dharma

and move closer toward the sacred before death. Both of the delok and the signs-of-death

teachings contain fascinating accounts ofdying, the bardos and rebirth.

+ Bardo Thodrol

Another classification of sacred bardo teachings is found in the ritual and descriptive texts

called the "Bardo Thiidro/". In English it is commonly, although incorreetly, known as

The Tihetan Book of the Dead. Henceforth, it will be referred to as the Bardo Thodrol.

This misnomer began with the translation by the Tibetan lama, Kazi Dawa Samdup,

edited by the American anthropologist, W.H.Y. Evans-Wentz. This tirst translation

influenced such people as Joseph Campbell (d. (987), a respeeted scholar on mythology,

when he wrote about the stages ofdeath and the bardos in The Mythic Image. It compares

the bardos to various states of consciousness corresponding to various chakras. The

translation of the Bardo ThOdrol aIso fascinated C. G. Jung and influenced his quest to

understand the psychology of the inner self He wrote the foreword in the fonn of a

"Psychological Commentary" for The Tibetan Book of the Great Liberation, also edited
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by Evans-Wentz. The Bardo Thiidrol belongs to the Mahiyoga and Atiyoga, the Highest

Yoga Tantra c1ass of literature from the Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism. Bardo

Thiidro/literally means the uliberation ('geol) through hearing (thos) in the interim (bar

do) [between one life and another]" and is more commonly translated as the Great Book

of NalUral Liberation Through Understanding in the Between from the Tibetan title of

bar do thos grol chen mo. The Bardo ThOdrol is a subseetion of a larger text called The

Profound Teaching of the Natural Liberation Through Contemplating the Mild and

Fierce Buddha Deities. It is part of a large cycle of terma (Tibetan, gter ma) teachings.

Terma is translated as "treasure" or "revealed teachings," meaning that these texts were

hidden, either to protect them or to wait for a time when the people were ready for the

teachings. The Bardo ThOdrol is attributed to Padma Sarpbhava, also known as Guru

Rinpoche, (= late 8th century C.E.), who fonnally established Buddhism in Tibet. He is

said to have concealed these texts, a total of275 folios, which were later discovered in the

14th century C.E. by a Tibetan lama named Karma Lingpa. Included within the

classification of barda teachings are other texts by various authors spanning several

thousand years.

The Bardo ThOdrol is a sacred tantric Buddhist text that is used ta introduce, explain, and

guide practitioners through the sights, sounds, and experiences in the bardos. They are

experiential teachings based on the meditations of realized meditation masters. In pre­

Buddhist Tibet, bardo teachings were also found in the Bon spiritual tradition. The Bardo

ThOdro/ is quite weil known in the West, but is not known or used by ail Tibetan

Buddhists. Nonetheless, it provides detailed and significant insights into the bardos. In
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panicular, it teaches and emphasizes that sacred healing is possible at every moment, in

every bardo, even after death and up until retum to the body at the moment of conception.

ln general, the barda teachings encompass aIl of the bardos, including the kye ne bardo

(the natural bardo of this life) but the Bardo Thodro/ is more commonly associated with

the last three bardos and their opportunities for sacred healing. These are the chikai bardo

(the painful bardo of dYing), the chonyi bardo (the luminous bardo of dharmata), and the

sidpa barda (Tibetan, srid pa' bar do, "the karmic bardo of becominglexistence"). Sorne

practitioners are introduced to the barda teachings before death while others may have the

Bardo Thodro/ instructions read to them during the dYing process to guide them through

the various stages and dissolutions. It is also whispered into the ears of those who have

passed the point of death, guiding them toward sacred healing throughout the bardos

during the period following death. Forty-nine days is the traditional, but not fixed, period

of time allotted ta the process of rebecoming in Tibetan Buddhism. In order to guide the

consciousness toward healing opportunities in the bardos and a favourable rebirth, lamas

may perform rituals, say prayers, and read from the Bardo Thodrol. Family members and

friends are also encouraged ta dedicate their spiritual practices to the deceased during this

period. The Bardo Thodrol is a ritual text but also provides sorne comfort, guidance and

rituals not only for the deceased but also for those in mouming.
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+ Chony; Bardo

The bardo teachings place a great deal of emphasis on the moment of death and the

experience of clear light that follows. This is reflected in the Bardo ThOdro/ and its

teachings on the chikai, the painful bardo of dying, and chônyi bardos, the luminous

bardo of dharmata. Tibetan Buddhists may spend a lifetime preparing for these moments

in the goal of attaining liberation from illness and rebirth and achieving sacred health. As

part of the Highest Yoga Tantra, the teachings on the chikai bardo found in the Bardo

ThOdro/ incorporate and reflect the sacred tantric physiology described in the previous

chapter. It describes the dying process in terms of the outward physical signs combined

with the inward signs and experiences such as the winds, energies, elements, chakras, and

thig-Ies. The moment of death is marked by the experience of the black luminosity at the

heart chakra. At this moment, "the consciousness experiences a great sense of calmness,

tranquillity ... known as the moment of clear light" (Khenpo Karthar Rinpoche 3). This is

the luminous bardo of dharmata, which immediately follows the moment of death. The

physical body has been left behind and the consciousness has been transformed into a

body of light. The physical body, attachments, emotions, or traces of karma have ail been

shed. Without the obstacles that tie us to sarpsiiTa (Tibetan, 'khor ha), there is a precious

opportunity for realizing sacred health. For most people, the chônyi bardo passes by in a

split second. Very few people, including lamas, are able to stabilize their meditation

practice during life to the point of being able to recognize, merge with, and become one

with the Dharmakaya without the guidance of a master. A handful of realized spiritual
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masters are able to purify their minds through Meditation to recognize and rest in the

Dharmakaya, the true nature of the mind. These realized tantric meditation masters are

able to open the knots located around the heart charka (the abode of the absolute mind)

through the purification of ail faults committed by the mind. This is called the realization

of Mahamudra (Tibetan, phyag rgyQ chen po, "great sea1") in the Kagyu tradition and

Dzogchen (Tibetan, rdzogs chen, "great perfection") in the Nyingma tradition. Those who

attain this level of sacred healing are able to recognize the fundamental clear light that

appears in this bardo. If they are able to rest in this "fundamental inherent nature of

everything" (Sogyal Rinpoche 263) through Meditation, then sacred health is realized.

They have returned to their sacred origin of light and sound, aIso caIled the state of

Buddhahood. Once this fonn of sacred healing has occurred, the consciousness no longer

bas to retum to the cycle of rebecoming unless otherwise motivated by compassion ta be

rebom. This is the choice made by reincarnated lamas, called tu/kus in Tibetan.

According to the bardo teachings, the experience of the clear light is a universal

experience, but the vast majority of people do not recognize it and simply go through a

period of unconsciousness, only ta awaken in the folIowing bardo. In Tibetan Buddhism,

the moment of death represents the greatest possible opportunity for reaIizing sacred

health. It is a moment that marks the culmination of one's spiritual and Meditation

practice and the ability to stabilize it under any circumstances. The moment of death and

the appearance of the clear light represent the potential retum to our sacred origin and the

end to the process of rebecoming. As previously noted, if sacred health through the

Dharmakâya is not realized in the chônyi bardo, then other opportunities for sacred

healing exist in the following sidpa bardo.
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+ Sidpa Bardo

Those who are not able to remember and merge with the clear light in the chënyi bardo

continue on into the sidpa bardo. This is the karmic barda of becoming in which karma

brings about various projections and experiences and eventually leads to rebirth in one of

the six realrns. This movement toward rebirth is propelled by a person's karma. ft is "an

entirely automatic or blind result of our previous actions or karma, and nothing that

occurs here [in the sidpa bardo] is a conscious decision on the part of the being; we are

simply buffeted around by the force of karma" (Kalu Rinpoche "The Dharma", 18).

Karma is a Sanskrit word that literally means "action". In Tibetan it is "las" and refers to

"the effects of actions", "actions and their etTects" (Patrul Rinpoche 418). [t is based on

the principle of cause and etTect and encompasses ail thoughts, words, and deeds. [f these

are not worked out or healed during this life they will be carried over into the next life.

From the point of view of sacred healing, unresolved karma carries us trom rebirth to

rebirth and separates people trom the sacred. Negative karma separates people trom

experiencing their true selves and health. [n essence, positive actions produce happiness

and negative actions produce sutTering.

Upon entering the sidpa bardo, the body of light becomes a mental body. Initially it is

connected and attracted to the people and places from its most recent life. After one to

two weeks, this shifts toward the body and environment of the future existence. The bardo

body is clairvoyant and can go anywhere and is not impeded by physical objects. In
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addition to this confusion, the mental body sees, hears and expenences various

projections in the sidpa bardo. Some of these are extremely frightening and are

experienced with seven times the intensity found during life. These are in reality

projections of the bardo body' s own mind. They are the manifestation of the sacred

aspects of the vajra body. For example, according to the Bardo ThOdro/, there is the

manifestation of the Five Buddha Families, representing the puritied aggregates and

Uconsequently with the tive chakras of the Tibetan Buddhist map of the psychic body"

(Breaux 19). Funhermore, there is the appearance of the fifty-eight wrathful deities that

reside in the maJ}Qala at the level of the crown chakra, and the forty-two peaceful deities

that reside at the heart chakra. If the mental body can remember that these are merely

projections of the mind and unite with their energy, light, and/or sound, liberation or

healing at the level of the Sambhogakaya is possible. If not, the mental body continues

the joumey toward its place of rebirth. The experience of the Sambhogakiya is associated

with the purification of aIl faults committed by speech at the level of the throat chakra.

The mental body in the sidpa bardo is propelled by karma. If it is able to remember or

hear any ofthe bardo teachings from the Bardo ThOdro/, there is a possibility, albeit faint,

of attaining sacred health at the level of the Sambhogakaya. If the mental body is able to

recognize any of the projections and experiences as being merely reflections of its own

past karma and mind, then a favourable rebirth is still possible.

The moment ofdeath becomes an opportunity ta heal or create negative karma impacting

on the experience in the sidpa bardo. The karma experienced in the sidpa bardo is based

on how a person has been during life and at the moment of death. A modem-day Tibetan
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tulku states that, "At the moment of death, there are two things that count: Whatever we

have done in our lives, and what state of mind we are in at that moment" (Sogyal

Rinpoche 223). It is this last thought or emotion that determines if sacred healing will

occur in the bardas and. if 50, to what degree. A persan whose state of mind is

overwhelmed with anger at death will experience that anger at seven times its intensity in

the sidpa bardo. When the state of mind is stuck in worldly maners and emotions, then the

death by suicide becomes the movement away from healing and the sacred. This would

be the case of a male teenager, a practitioner of Tibetan Buddhism, who in a rage and

high on drugs takes his own Iife because of not being understood and supported by his

family after a break-up with bis girlfriend. Drugs and negative emotions would cloud his

state of mind and the taking of bis Iife was motivated by the profane wish to escape the

pain of this life. According ta the Tibetan teachings, he would not escape tbis pain but

encounter far worse pain and sutTering in the bardos. Additionally, he would have to

eventually be rebom in the human realm ta heal the pain and sutTering from which he was

trying to escape. The act oftaking one's own life in a negative and profane state of mind

can wipe out an entire lifetime of positive and compassionate acts. On the other hand, the

moment of death can be a very powerful chance for purifying karma, healing even

someone who has repeatedly harmed others and/or him or herself during life. This

negative karma can be healed by a sincere desire to be forgjven and to move toward the

sacred before dying. In this case, a lama or doctor can give the person specifie

Meditations, prayers or mantras to concentrate and focus the rnind toward the sacred. The

barda experiences become a retleetion ofwho we were during life and the state ofmind at

the moment of death. The emphasis is on the state of mind at the moment of death that

determines the movement toward or away from sacred healing.
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+ Reb;rt"

Death, 1fear not
But rebirth do 1fear

As rebirth follows the way ofkarma

(Kyungpo Neljor (990-1139 C.E.) Quoted by Bokar Rinpoche 42)

The sidpa bardo ends at the moment of conception or rebirth ioto another realm. Within

the Tibetan understanding of cosmology, there are six possible realrns for rebirth along

with pure lands associated with various Buddhas. Lower forms of rebirth include the

various hells, preta (Sanskrit meaning ghosts), and the animal realm. The higher and

more favourable places for rebirth include the human realm, the derni-god, and the god

realrns. It is karma that propels the bardo body into rebirth in any one of these realrns.

One is rebom in the hells due to the force of anger, rebom in the preta rcalm by the force

of greed, and rebom in the animal realm by the force of bewildennent. Rebirth in the

hurnan realm is due to the forces of desire and attachment, rebirth in the demi-god realm

due to jealousy, and rebirth in the god realrns is due to pride. The opportunity for

attaining rebirth as a human being is both rare and precious. "It is often compared to the

incalculable chance that a blind tortoise, which rises to the surface once every hundred

years, would he snared by a single golden yoke afloat on an ocean as vast as space" (Kalu

Rinpoche 1994, 4). It is also an extremely precious opportunity for transformation and

healing. According to Tibetan Buddhisrn, sacred healing is only possible through human
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rebirth and the practice of the Dharma. A tantric practitioner with a stabilized meditation

practice can transform the experience of rebirth into a healing process. This is done

through the visualization of the future parents as male and female deities. This may result

in a favourable rebirth in which there are the conditions for spiritual development or

rebirth in a pure land. Those trained in Tantric Buddhism are said to be able to transform

their rebirth into the enlightened experience of the NirmâIJakaya, or the emanation body.

The NirmiiJ}akaya is associated with the chalera located near the centre of the forehead

and the purification of aIl faults committed by the body. The opportunities for sacred

healing are present right up to the moment before conception and rebirth with a stabilized

Meditation practice from life and with the guidance ofa lama.

To summarize, the bardo teachings comprise a vast body of literature. Their intricacy is a

reflection of the degree to which healing is considered a sacred science in both the

Dharma and Tibetan Medicine. In the Tibetan Buddhist tradition, every moment in the

cycle of existence presents the opportunity to connection with the sacred. The ability to

stabilize the meditation praetice, coupled with the opening of the chakras during life,

prepare the practitioner for death and rebecoming. The chakras are central to sacred

healing and heaIth, for it is the ability to recognize their light, sound and energy during

life that prepares praetitioners for the experience of the chônyi bardo, chikai bardo, and

sidpa bardo. It is the ability to connect with one's spiritual praetice at any given time and

under any circumstances that guides practitioners through life, death, and rebecoming. It

is taught that experiences in the bardas are merely reflections of a persan's mind. The

barda teachings reflect an understanding of healing specifie ta Tibetan Buddhism and

each spiritual tradition contains its own pathways to the sacred. Sogyal Rinpoche writes
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that: "Any spiritual practiee we do, sinee it accumulates 'merlt,' wiIl help pralong our

lives and bring good health. A good practitioner cornes ta feel psychologically,

emotionally, and spirltually whole, and this is bath the greatest source of healing and the

strongest protection against illness" (Sogyal Rinpoche 245). Thus, the barda teachings are

an essential aspect of the tantric Tibetan Buddhist Medicine and healing.

+ Root Verses

The "Root Verses" summarize teachings on the six bardas. These verses are part of the

body ofbardo teachings and contain the pith teachings used to draw beings away from the

cycle of rebirth toward health. Specifically, the following verse, attributed to Padma

Sarpbhava, sums up the "whole Buddhist attitude to the moment ofdeath" (Ibid. 223) and

also refers to a specifie yoga practice calied phowa, sometimes used to guide the

consciousness at the moment ofdeath.

Now when the barda of the moment before death dawns upon me,
1 will abandon ail grasping, yearning and attaehment,

enter undistracted into elear awareness of the teaching,
and eject my consciousness ioto the space ofunborn mind;

as 1 leave this compound body of flesh and blood
1will know it ta be a transitory illusion.

(padma Sarpbhava, The Tibetan Book ofthe Dead
trans. by Fremantle & Chogyam Trungpa, 98-99)

As noted in Chapter II, in Tibetan Buddhism, the moment ofdeath occurs when the white

and red essences meet at the heart chakra. This becomes the moment for letting go of
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attachments, fixations, and connections to this life through the praetice of Meditation

and/or the guidance of a lama. ft is the culmination of a person's past and present, and is

aiso pivotai for the future. Death becomes the reflection of ail of a person' s past habituai

patterns and the state of consciousness at the moment of death. It is a very powerful

moment for purifying or healing negative karma. This moment can create an opening for

healing at death and in the bardos. One praetice used to guide the consciousness at the

moment ofdeath is called phowa. It is mentioned in the "Root Verse" as being used at the

moment of dying as the ejeetion of"consciousness into the space of unbom mind." At the

tantric Ievel, Meditation prepares for the moment of death. In essence, then, it is the

ejection of one's consciousness through the crown of the head into the heart of a Buddha

or any other sacred being to become one with the sacred nature. It is a fonn of healing

thought to ensure, at the very least, a higher rebirth, or rebirth in one of the Buddha's pure

lands. If rebirth in one of the Buddha's pure lands occurs, then the barda process is

bypassed and the being becomes one with the sacred in a sacred land.

+ Phowa

The practice of the phowa belongs to a classification of the bardo teachings commonly

called the Six Yogas ofNaropa (Tibetan, naro chos drug). They are attributed ta Naropa

(1016-1100 C.E.), from the Kagyu school of Tibetan Buddhism. The Six Doctrines of

Niguma are essentially the same teachings except that these are attributed ta bis sister

Niguma, a wisdom dakinï (Sanskrit, Tibetan mkha' 'gro ma), meaning a yoginï with a

fully enlightened mind. These are advanced Anuttarayoga Tantra praetices and teachings
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connected to the Kagyu School but are also widely taught and practised in other Tibetan

traditions. The Six Yogas ofNaropa cantains tantric teachings to guide the practitioner in

each of the six bardos. Each of the six yogas involves tantric meditation training and the

flow of energy through the central channel and specifie chakras used to heal in life and

prepare for the death experience. Phowa is strongly conneeted to the chonyi bardo. There

are many categories of phowa practice, depending upon the capacity and training of the

individual. At the highest level, the Anuttarayoga Tantra, practitioners must complete

preliminary practices, take vows and attain a level of stable Meditation creating the

foundation for the ability to experience the chakras before practising phowa. The

technique involves the visualization of the central channel and the ejection of the subtle

mind from the heart chakra into the heart of the sacred being above the head. It is said

that there are nine different openings through which consciousness can leave the physical

body. Each orifice is connected to a future rebirth. It is only when the consciousness

leaves through the crown of the head that rebirth in Dewachen (Tibetan bde ha can;

Sanskrit sukhiivat1), the Western Paradise of Amitabha (the Buddha of boundless Iight)

becomes possible. The consciousness may be attraeted to a place on the physical body

where it is touched and leaves through the nearest orifice. Thus, in the Tibetan tradition, it

is important, if at aIl possible, not to touch the body for three days after death. If it is

absolutely necessary to touch the body before this time, the crown of the head, the

anterior fontanel, is touched tirst, before any other area of the body. Only a qualitied and

realized Meditation master with the proper transmission can initiate a practitioner into the

phowa practice. Qualified ma~ters of this practice are often called upon to perform phowa

for the dying. They can do this from near or far. Anyone performing phowa must first be

able to verify that the person is tmly near death through the use of the "science of
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observing for signs or omens poJ1ending to death" (Mullin 126). These are another body

of texts found in the bardo teachings that expound on the Many signs and oroens of

impending death. Those using phowa must also be able to recognize the subjective and

objective signs of the dissolution of the physical body's elements at the time of death to

ensure that it is not being practised prematurely. Under these circumstances there must

also be a compassionate motivation to help the person who is dying toward a better

rebirth.

Tibetan Buddhism teaches that under very specifie circumstances the act of taking one' s

own life can be a movement toward the sacred and healing. This cao be done through the

practice of phowa with the permission and close guidance of a Meditation master. In the

world today, there are a few spiritual masters who, having attained sacred health in this

lifetime, are able to know the exact time and place of their death. They are also able to

guide other lamas from near or far through the phowa practice if they must leave their

bodies prematurely. The lama May find him or herself in an extreme condition in the

profane world such as, cold, heat, torture, and/or imprisonment. The meditation masters

are able to guide others into a Meditative concentration and out of the painful profane

aspects ofdying, leading them back toward the sacred healing aspects ofdeath. This early

shedding of the body with specifie, sacred guidance, permission, and teachings is not

available to everyone. The master begins with creating a positive state of mind that wards

off guilt and negative thoughts toward whoever or whatever is harming the person and

moving the person into a 51ate of total forgjveness. Once compassionate motivation

reigns, the master guides the person away from profane pain by moving the ffiind back

into a state of concentration. The act or event of taking one's own life is no longer of
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concem as the motivation is compassionate and the state of mind has been shifted ioto

deep concentration. Thus, only under very specifie circumstanees, motivated and guided

by compassionate healing, can the taking ofone's own life be considered.

Through the use of phowa yoga, a Meditation master can choose his or her time of death

and aIso guide others through death. This is accomplished through the stabilization of

tantric exploration and control of the chakras and channels, and only with permission

trom the sacred teachers or beings to leave their bodies. There are examples of qualified

Meditation masters from different spiritual traditions who were able ta control the timing

of their deaths. During the Vietnam War, there were several monks and nuns who

sacrificed themselves by immolation. They were motivated by compassion and granted

sacred permission to leave their bodies. They hoped that their deaths would bring to light

the killings and atrocities being committed. The world witnessed similar aets in 1989 in

Lhasa, Tibet. At that time, Tibetan monks poured gasoline over their bodies and set

themselves on tire to protest and send a message to the world about the Chinese

crackdown on Buddhism. These self-willed deaths are also found in other religious

traditions. Within the Hindu traditions there are Many techniques for "casting off the body

voluntarily" (Tigunait 1997, 165). These acts "are not to be confused with the act of

suicide, for unlike suicides, yogis are free from mental and psychological turmoil. They

drop the body not in response to an emotional upheaval, but when they realize the

purpose of having a body has been accomplished" (Ibid. 166). During the 1950's there

were reports of Tibetan lamas who chose to prematurely shed their bodies through phowa

yoga. At the lime of the Chinese Communist invasion into Tibet, in 1959, ail traces of

Buddhism were being eradicated. This included the interrogation, torturing and the killing
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of nuns, monles, and lay persons. Sogyal Rinpoehe reeounts the story of one elderly

Tibetan lama who was captured and was being sent for torture and probable death. Only

the Tibetan monles who accompanied him understood the spontaneous songs he sang en

route and were reduced to tears. Moments before they entered the army camp there was

silence and their teacher' s eyes closed. Through the practice of phowa "[hle had quietly

left his body" (Sogyal Rinpoehe 339-40). He was a realized spiritual teaeher who

recognized that his physical body could no longer help mm or others in this present

lifetime, so it was left behind. He was guided by Meditation masters through the profane

and painful aspects of dying, forgiving bis captors, and focusing his mind on healing

through song. There was no attachment to the physical body nor were there any negative

emotions. He was able to focus his mind in meditation with the guidance of the masters

and heal toward death. It is interesting note that the Tibetan word for the physical body is

"lus", meaning "that which we leave behind". These are exceptions to the notion that

choosing to die is always an uncontrolled emotional aet motivated by the desire to escape

or leave behind the pain and suffering of this life. With the permission and guidance of a

Meditation master, phowa may be used under very specifie conditions to prematurely

leave the body and heal toward the sacred.

However, the premature and negatively motivated use of phowa ean have repereussions.

If the consciousness is ejected prematurely and in a profane state of mind then it is

considered to be death by suicide. Although phowa is part of the Annuttarayoga Tantra

teachings and practices, it may also be taught to laypersons with little or no Meditation

experience. These are people who, toward the end of their lives, want an "insurance

poliey" against rebirth in the lower realms. [t is used in preparation for the moment of
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death to ensure healing through a better or bigher rebirth. They are taught to visualize the

central channel, the heart and crown chakras and the energies, Iights and sounds

associated with the phowa praetice. At tbis level, the practice of this yoga is used to

familiarize a praetitioner with the experience of the vajra body and the state of

concentrated mind at the moment of death. They are instrueted never to use this praetice

to its full extent unless absolutely sure that they are dying. A qualified lama or Tibetan

doctor usually verifies these objective and subjective signs of dying. Ejecting the

consciousness thrOUgh the crown chakra before one's karma is exhausted is considered ta

be a form of suicide for a persan who is not a realized tantric practitioner. When a

premature death is motivated by the desire to avoid pain and uncertainty in life and/or

death, the mind is not focused on sacred healing. Phowa can be used ta heal during life

and for those who have already died. It couId be performed by the family and fiiends to

help and heal the consciousness of a loved one who has taken his or her own life, such as

in the fictional case of the young man who committed suicide presented above. This

healing lever of practice is called Essential Phowa by SogyaI Rinpoche and involves the

merging with any realized spiritual being or energy. By becoming one with this spiritual

being one receives healing and experiences a glimpse of a Meditative state of mind from

this sacred source. The practice of Essential Phowa can be taught and used by anyone

from any of the worId' s spiritual traditions. Only the enlightened image or energy above

the crown of the head changes according to the needs of the practitioner. Phowa is a

technique taught and used in preparation for the moment of death. It can be taught and

praetised according to the needs of the practitioner. The aim of phowa is ta move the

practitioner toward sacred health. This is done through the meditative experience of the

movement ofenergy through the chakras. When phowa is rnisused to escape the suffering
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rooted in the profane, it can cause premature death, creating greater suffering in the

bardos and future lives. From the Tibetan Buddhist perspective, this would not be

considered sacred healing and the residual karma would have to be worked through in

another lifetime. Thus, phowa can be either a healing practice, or one that creates a

greater distance trom the sacred. Without the connection to and understanding of the

sacred, phowa practised for profane motives such as emotions and attachments is not

considered healing but leads rather to more suffering and karma that will have to be

worked through in another or other lifetimes.

+ Tibetan Buddhism and Suicide

Having brietly touehed upon the Tibetan Buddhist views on the state of rnind at the

moment of death, and the healing potential found in the bardo teachings and techniques,

we shaH now broach the subject of suicide. As there is little written on this subject, we

shaH try to apply the Tibetan Buddhist perspective discussed above to the aet of taking

one's life. In general, Tibetan Buddhism views suicide as a negative act that causes pain

and suffering. From the perspective of sacred healing and health, suicide is not a cure for

suffering, nor does it promote healing and transformation. The taking of one's own life

when the state of mind is clouded with intense negative emotions, and the intent is to

escape the pain, is regarded as "an extremely negative act ... that can cause serious

consequences" (Bokar Rinpoehe 40). According to sorne barda teachings, people who

commit suicide must spend what would have been the remainder oftheir naturallife span
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in the bardos "re-experienc[ing] their suicide SOO limes each passing day" (Khenpo

Karthar Rinpoche S). The aet ofcommitting suicide has "consequences... even greater and

far more unpleasant than the aet itself' (Ibid). It can lead to rebirth in the lower realms

and "close the door to further human rebirth" (Chagdud Tulku 16). Buddhism also

teaches that human life is precious and rare. It is the only realm of rebirth in which the

opportunity to consciously heal and move toward sacred health is possible. Suicide not

only throws this opportunity away but also creates more distance from the sacred. As

illustrated by the fictional case of the young male teenager, healing and movement toward

the sacred cannot occur with the anachments and profane state of the mind at the moment

of death often associated with suicide. The effects of suicide are far-reaching, affeeting

not only the person who bas committed suicide but also those connected to him. As there

is always the potential for healing, Tibetan Buddhism contains numerous teachings and

yogas used by a lama or the family of the deceased to heal the consciousness of the

person who has committed suicide. Friends and family can dedicate their spiritual

practices to the deceased. Anyone who is despondent and May be contemplating taking

his or her own life should be treated with compassion and told that suicide is not an

escape from pain but rather creates untold suffering after death.

At the tantric level, suicide is also considered to be a very negative aet. A practitioner of

tantric Buddhism has the opPOrtunity ta realize sacred health in one lifetime. This

understanding cames the responsibility of knowing that the physical body is a pathway

and a retlection of the sacred and that any action to harm the body is a movement away

from healing toward disease. From the Tibetan tantric perspective, suicide for someone

who has not attained liberation but has taken the tantric vows is the equivalent of
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"deicide" (Thurman 90), that is, the killing of the sacred deities in the varja body. These

deities are the sacred manifestations of the lights, colours and energies associated with the

various chakras and the very essence of our bodies. The only exception ta tms stand on

self-inflieted death has been presented above in relation ta the phowa praetice. Il must be

noted that these are very rare and specifie cases, and very few people are granted sacred

permission ta take their own lives permaturely.

According to both the bardo teachings and the tantric Medical texts, beings who have

committed suicide may manifest as ghosts or spirits after death. Their consciousness

becomes entrapped and solidified in the inauspicious and negative energy created at the

moment of dying. In such cases, lamas are called upon "ta perform exorcisms to prevent

the formation of a ghost - or to get rid of it" (Clifford 154). There are Many practices that

can be performed by those close to the person who has committed suicide. One of these

includes the practice of Essential Phowa in the sending of compassion and light to purify

and free the deceased from confusion in the bardos. There is no time Iimit on when this

practice can be performed for a person who committed suicide. In Tibetan Buddhism,

ghosts and demons are symbolic terms to represent the energy of "emotions normally

beyond conscious control" (Ibid 148) or emotions or psychological states that have

solidified. The mind of the persan or spirit creates a different reality and during life they

can manifest themselves in what Western medicine caUs psychiatrie illnesses. In Western

Medicine, these illnesses are often treated with Medications and/or therapies. Tibetan

Medicine takes a different view of these forrns ofdisease. It holds that spirits and demons

may cause sorne illnesses and mental disorders. Treatment, then, aims to move the patient

through sacred healing. The treatment depends upon the source and scope of the problem
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and healing may include spiritual praetices. The Tibetan main Medical text, the Gyu-Zhi,

contains five detailed chapters on medical psychiatry. These tantric medical teachings and

understandings also apply to states of consciousness that can manifest after death,

including in those who have died by suicide.

+ CtII'efor the Dying

The Tibetan Buddhist barda teachings hold that the state of mind at the moment of death

plays a pivotaI role in determining the journey in the ensuing bardos. Buddhists believe

that this instant may be the single most important opportunity to experience healing and

even sacred health. At the moment of death all obstacles, hindrances, and veils are

removed and the true and sacred nature is revealed. For this reason, compassionate care

for the dyjng is ofprimary importance in Tibetan Buddhism. This care focuses on helping

the dying remember the teachings and the state of concentration attained through

meditation. The praetitioner may do this alone or with the guidance of the lama. In the

Tibetan tradition, a peaceful environment, filled with sacred sounds and images, prayers,

and sangha members, is encouraged. It is a time for the present and not the past. Anything

that removes or distracts the persan who is dyjng from spiritual concentration is

considered to be encouraging a movement back into the profane and away from healing.

In the Tibetan Buddhist view, healing at death does not encompass the rehashing of past

events, family issues or problems, as these are thought to only create more attachments to

the past. This is in contrast ta the Many western spiritual traditions, which use the dying
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process as a time of forgiveness for past deeds. Priests, nuns, and ministers are trained to

encourage the dying to discuss past transgressions in order to be forgiven for them before

death. Western traditions aIse emphasize care at death but with the focus being on healing

before the moment of death. The compassionate care for the dying found today in the

hospices in the West can trace its origins to the early Christian era. These modem-day

hospices care for persans from ail spiritual traditions. The hospice movement in Europe

and North American evoived from the Christian tradition ofvisiting holy sites during the

4th century C.E. The hospice philosophy grew out of the lodgings used ta welcome and

support pilgrims on a journey. (Dame Cicely Saunders 28). Care for the iIl and dying

crosses aIl spiritual boundaries although the forms this care takes vary from one spiritual

tradition to another.
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+Chapter S"""'""Y

Healing is the process of approaehing the sacred by recognizing and removing ail

obstacles which humans have created in ilS path. In the Tibetan Buddhist tradition, this

potential for healing does not end at death but continues in the bardos. These tantrie views

are reflected in a vast body of saered literature collectively ealled the bardo teaehings. In

particular, the Bardo Thodrol contains detailed and teehnical teachings on the sights,

sounds and energies eneountered in the luminous barda ofdharmata and the karmie bardo

of becoming. Through meditation and tantrie yogas, the chakras can be revealed and

experienced during liCe in preparation for the opportunities for sacred healing presented in

the bardos after death. A specific tantric yoga associated with the bardo teachings is the

phowa. In essence, it is the visualization and control of the sound, light and energies of

the heart and crown chakras through the central channel of the vajra body. The practice of

the transfer of consciousness with the correct motivation and at the appropriate time ean

be a sacred healing process, as when a realized Meditation master guides a lama through

the premature taking of his or her life. The inappropriate and untimely use of phowa is

viewed as suicide in Tibetan Buddhism. Death by suicide is generally viewed as a

negative act with even graver consequences after death. Suicide is viewed as a movement

away trom the Buddha-nature. However, the possibilitY for healing still exists through

prayers by loved ones and specifie practices such as the Essential Phowa. In Tibetan

Buddhism, as with ail of the world's spiritual traditions, there is always hope for growth

and transformation through sacred healing.

+



•

•

93

THESIS CONCLUSION

In Tibetan Buddhism, the path of healing tlows from the sacred. ft is traversed through

the praetice of the Dharma, with the guidance of the spiritual teachers and doetors.

Healing is the process of purification or transformation to the sacred or true nature, called

the Buddha-nature. It is the forgotten nature of sacred health present in every living being.

This true nature becomes obscured by the traces of cause and effeet called karma. These

traces create veils or layers at the physical, verbal and mental levels. If not purified

through Dharma praetice, they keep sentient beings rooted in suffering and propel them

into successive rebirths. Sacred healing begins when the veils of obscuration are lifted

and purified by the training of the mind. When the mind is in its ordinary deluded state,

people experience the repeated pain of the cycle of birth, death, and rebirth. When they

are able to stabilize and maintain a natural state of mind, which is characterized by the

simultaneous experience of emptiness, clarity and awareness, then sacred health is

attained.

Thus, the mind is central to healing, health and death in Tibetan Buddhism, and the path

toward healing is rooted in the training of the mind through meditation and the medicine

of the Dharma. Healing occurs when the layers separating sentient beings from sacred

health are removed. Practitioners prepare during life for the healing opportunities at

death. Opportunities for healing are also present in every moment of the bardos of dying,

death and rebecoming. Tibetan Buddhism places particular emphasis on the state of the

mind and opportunities for healing at the moment ofdeath. At this time, the sacred nature
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withdraws ilS energies trom the physical body~ revealing the Buddha-nature. The

praetitioner' s ability to stabilize the mind at the moment of death is crucial for sacred

health or healing in the bardas that follow. Tantric praetitioners use yoga to experience

and prepare for death and sacred healing. The aet of taking one's own life is not

associated with sacred healing~ except in rare and specifie cases.

The Tibetan Buddhist understanding of healing~ healt~ and death is detailed and

technical~ encompassing the healing pathways of Buddhism~ tantra, yoga, and sacred

Medicine. AIl of its teachings and techniques emphasize the importance of the mind in

relation ta healing opportunities during life~ at death and in the bardos. They contain the

potential for the realization of Buddha-nature in a single lifetime. This thesis has

attempted to introduce the reader to the Tibetan Buddhist tradition of healing in the hope

of creating a better understanding of this vast and profoundly deep spiritual tradition,

which, above ail, emphasizes the training of the rnind to move closer to the sacred.

Healing in Tibetan Buddhism, and other spiritual traditions, emphasize compassion,

purification, forgiveness~ comfort and faith in the joumey toward death and the sacred.

May compassion and healing come to ail beings.

+++
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