
Some Advice for Those Who Attend the 
Dying
(By Kathy Wesley. Based on oral instructions from Khenpo Karthar Rinpoche. Last revised 1.24.14)

General Advice and Instructions for Those Attending the Dying
According to the teachings, at the time of death, the way you think and what 
you think is particularly powerful and significant, because it can steer the 
direction you move in after death. Therefore, it is very important that you be 
in a positive state of mind while dying. So you need to select people to 
accompany you during the time of your death who are positive, benevolent, 
tranquil, and stable in their minds. And the dying person, himself or herself, 
also, of course, has to avoid as much as possible thinking of things, as they 
die, that are going to make them extremely agitated. (From Thrangu 
Rinpoche)

Specific Instructions

1. Giving the relic pill
The Relic pills from the Bardo Packet may be given hours or days before death, 
ideally while the person can still swallow. It also can be crushed and placed in 
food, or put in a tincture bottle and drops placed in the mouth of the dying 
person.

2. What to recite while sitting with the dying person; playing 
the “Before Death” audio recording
While sitting at the bedside it is good to quietly recite the OM MANI PEME 
HUNG (Chenrezig) mantra or the TAYATA OM BEKANZE BEKANZE MAHA 
BEKANZE RADZA SA MUNG GATE SO HA (Medicine Buddha) mantra, the 
OM AMI DEWA HRI (Amitabha Buddha) mantra or the Sutra of the Three Heaps 
(Prayer before the Thirty-Five Buddhas). Those familiar with it may recite The 
Guru Yoga of the Four Sessions by Karmapa Mikyo Dorje.

Alternately, you could play the recording of Khenpo Karthar Rinpoche reciting 
the Sutra of the Three Heaps and other prayers from the Bardo Packet.



3. What to say; what to refrain from saying
Khenpo Karthar Rinpoche recommends speaking softly and gently, standing or 
sitting near the head of the person if possible, and if possible not speaking from 
the foot of the bed. 

Talk about pleasant things, and if the dying person converses with you, do not 
contradict the dying person or say things that upset or anger them. Encourage 
them to hold a positive mind; if they are Buddhist, encourage them to aspire to 
rebirth in the pure realm; remind them that their guru is at the top of their head, 
waiting to receive them. If they are not Buddhist, encourage them to make 
positive aspirations for themselves and for their loved ones and family to be well 
and happy, and for them to meet in the pure realm in the future. 

Gentleness is the rule. Khenpo Rinpoche says “the main thing is to have 
compassion for the person who is dying.”

4. Where to touch; where not to touch
Khenpo Rinpoche says it is best to touch the person on the upper part of their 
body, and to refrain from touching the lower part of their body. It’s best to touch 
the crown of the head.

5. As the person passes away
Khenpo Rinpoche says you may visualize Chenrezig above the head of the 
person who is dying, and see white light coming from Chenrezig and purifying 
them of all their obstacles and obscurations. You may recite the Mani mantra 
while doing this visualization. At the end, see the person dissolve into light and 
merge into Chenrezig, who is above their head.

6. When the breath stops
Continue doing the Chenrezig visualization and reciting whatever mantras 
(given above) that you know. You may continue to touch the crown of the head to 
draw the dying person’s attention there.

7. When the neck pulse stops
- Open the small plastic packet from the Bardo Packet; open the silk square and 



place it (printed side up) on the heart of the person who has died.
- Then open the larger silk coverlet (printed with Amitabha, Chenrezig, Vajrapani 
and mantras) and place it over the person who has died, with the printed images 
of the Buddhas facing up, and the image of Amitabha Buddha covering the 
deceased person’s face.
- Open the container of blessed sand; place a small amount of the sand at the 
crown of the head of the deceased person (you may use ointment or water to 
keep the sand in place).
- You may continue doing the Chenrezig visualization given above, and continue 
reciting mantras and prayers; keep the environment quiet and speak only in 
gentle, quiet tones. Tears are natural, but loud sounds of anguish are 
discouraged. No harsh or rough speech should occur in the presence of the 
deceased. 
- If you touch the deceased person, remember to only touch the upper part of the 
deceased’s body, particularly the crown of the head.
- This would be a good time to contact your lama to request him/her to do 
prayers for the deceased.

Khenpo Rinpoche says that after the pulse stops, there is an “inner dissolution” 
taking place in the dying person’s mind. After the pulse stops, the dying person’s 
consciousness may leave the body immediately, or it may be some minutes - 
from just a few minutes to 20 or more minutes - before the consciousness leaves 
the body. It is fine to wait for a while before allowing nurses or funeral home 
representatives to touch or wash the body. No set time is given, although 
naturally, 30 or more minutes would be nice, or longer, if you wish.

8. Phowa; Playing of “After-Death” audio recording

If there is a qualified Lama or Phowa practitioner present, the Lama or Phowa 
practitioner will perform phowa as soon as possible after the person has died.

If there is no Lama or phowa practitioner present, then it is appropriate then to 
play the “After Death” audio recording of Lama Karma Drodhul reciting the 
“Tibetan Book of Liberation through Hearing in the Bardo.”

If a Lama or phowa practitioner does phowa, then the recording can be played 



after the phowa is done.

After phowa is done, the body can be washed or otherwise prepared. If phowa 
cannot be done immediately after death, it is fine to wash and prepare the body 
before phowa is done.

If organ donation is to be done, it is best done after phowa is completed.

9. Working with nurses, hospice workers, and funeral directors
If a Lama or phowa practitioner is available to do phowa immediately, it is best 
to wait until after powa is done to wash or prepare the body of the deceased.

It is permissible to partially or completely remove the silk Bardo coverlet and the 
silk Bardo mantra square while washing or preparing the body. But they must be 
re-placed on the body once this work is complete. The cloths go with the body, 
and may be buried (or cremated) with the body. If the deceased is to be 
embalmed and buried in a casket, the small silk square may be placed over the 
heart under the clothing; the larger coverlet may be placed over the clothing.

It is fine to request that all those who are in the presence of the deceased to speak 
gently and not loudly or roughly. 

10. Some sample funeral ideas
At Karma Triyana Dharmachakra, the custom is to conduct three Chenrezig/
Amitabha sadhana sessions - one on each day after the person has died. If the 
sessions can be done on the day of death, that is fine; if they cannot start until the 
following day, that is fine. 

When funerals are done at KTD, the final part of the service (when there is a 
casket or ash urn) is for the deceased to be carried three times around the Shrine 
Building before leaving - three symbolic circumambulations before departing.


