
Rituals for Death & Dying 
 

Notes from Lama Tharchin Rinpoche 
 
Recommended Prayers and Practices 
 
• Vajrayana Foundation Additional Prayers (Bero Jeydren Publications), including: 

o Seven Line Prayer 
o Vajra Guru Mantra 
o Hundred-Syllable Mantra 
o Concise, Medium and Long Zangdok Palri (Copper-Colored Mountain) Prayers (also 

available as a separate document) 
o Kunzang Mönlam (The Great Perfection Prayer of Kuntuzangpo) (also available as a 

separate document); there is also a commentary on this text by Dzogchen Ponlop 
Rinpoche entitled, “Penetrating Wisdom, The Aspiration of Samantabhadra,” Snow 
Lion/Shambhala Publications, 2006. 

• Bardo Mönlam (The Bardo Aspiration Prayer) by Pema Lingpa; BJP 2001 
• Chö Ying Rinpoche Dzöd (The Precious Treasury of the Basic Space of Phenomena) by 

Longchen Rabjampa; translated by Richard Barron, Chagdud Gompa Publications 
• Chö Ying Dzöd (The Precious Treasury of the Basic Space of Phenomena) by Longchen 

Rabjampa; Lama Tharchin Rinpoche chanting; available as audio and video through 
www.heartteachings.com 

• P’howa (must have received the transmission): 
o Khandro Nying-Tik: The Excellent Path to Omniscience by Dudjom Lingpa, BJP 2009.  
o Khandro Tuk-Tik: Phowa, the Transference Recitation from the Heart Essence of the 

Dakini, by HH Dudjom Rinpoche, BJP 1993. 
o Sa-Ter Ngöndro: Chariot to the Realm of Bliss, by H.H. Dudjom Rinpoche, BJP 2008. 
o Tröma Nagmo P’howa 
o “The Aspirational Prayer to the Realm of Great Bliss, Dewachen” 
o “The Aspiration of Sukhavati, the Pure Realm of Great Bliss” by Baga Asya (Ayang) 

(Karma Chagme Rinpoche) - ?? 
• Amitabha Daily Practice; BJP 
• Amitabha Concise Monlam 
• Bardo Tö-drol (The Tibetan Book of the Dead) – available in several translations 
• Sealing the Doors diagram and instructions (can be found in the “Vajrasattva Meditation 

Ritual, Ritual to Guide the Dead, and Additional Practices”, BJP 2013; or as a handout) 
• Vajrasattva: The Abbreviated Daily Practice & Ro-Sek Cremation Ritual, BJP 2010. 
• Vajrasattva Nay Lung: “Vajrasattva Meditation Ritual, Ritual to Guide the Dead, and 

Additional Practices” by HH Dudjom Rinpoche, BJP 2013. (or other Nay Dren such as 
Khandro Tuk-Tik, which has been translated in Chagdud Gonpa Tröma Nagmo collection as 
Death Ceremony, “The Hook of Inherent Supreme Compassion: A Concise Ceremony for 
Benefiting the Dead Associated with the Activity Ritual of the Dakini’s Profound Path”, 
p.157-174, DSB Vol. Ma, p.219-228) 

• Other mantras: see “Vajrasattva Practices for the Time of Death: Vajrasattva Meditation 
Ritual, Ritual to Guide the Dead, and Additional Practices”, BJP 2013 

 
Other Items 
 
• Picture of deity, such as Guru Rinpoche, Amitabha, Vajrasattva, or others 
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• Tak-drol (Liberation through wearing) placed at heart; or can use Cho Ying Dzod or other 
sacred text 

• Zhiway Kyil-khor (peaceful mandala): available through Dharmatreasures.com or 
HeartTeachings.com 

• Tsen-jyang (name declaration) available at www.heartteachings.com – for Nay Dren or 
Vajrasattva Nay Lung; if you don’t have a Tsen-jyang, can write the syllable NRI �ི་ and 
name of deceased on oaper and/or photo of deceased 

• Pemay Dab-Druk (6-Petal Lotus) available at www.heartteachings.com – for Nay Dren 
• Dudtsi or Mendrup – place in mouth at time of death 
• Blessed water – place in mouth at time of death; sprinkle and add to saffron cleaning water 
• White cloth for wrapping body – clean, natural material, cotton or linen; twin sheet is usually 

big enough 
• Saffron – to make saffron water by boiling or a pinch in about a gallon 
 
 
Caring for the Body at the Time of Death 
 
The following are recommendations from Lama Tharchin Rinpoche regarding how we should 
care for the body during the death process. When the person is terminally ill or at the time of 
death, place a tak-drol (‘liberation through wearing’ yantra or diagram) on their heart area. A text 
such as the Chö Ying Dzöd may also be used as tak-drol. The takdrol or text will be burned or 
buried with the body later. If possible and if it does not cause discomfort, just before death, 
position the dying person on their side (ideally right side for men, left side for women). 
Maintaining the comfort of the dying, however, is most important. If the person dying is a 
meditation practitioner, they may wish to be positioned in sitting posture and may ask for help 
with that. This is not necessary, just according to the person’s wishes. 
 
Try to touch the person’s body as little as possible after they have taken their last breath. Do not 
touch the lower part of the body or the feet, in particular, though it is okay to touch the crown of 
the head a bit, and even to tug slightly on the hair at the crown. It is best to clean up any 
incontinence before the person dies rather than to do it afterwards. However, do not worry if there 
is a small amount of urine or stool left after the person dies. After death, place a white khata 
lightly over the person’s face. It’s fine to lift the khata if people wish to see the person’s face. The 
purpose of the khata is to provide protection to the face during the days before cremation or 
burial. It is best, however, to not cover the rest of the head with anything as this may create an 
obstacle to the transference of consciousness. (see Rinpoche’s story about his father doing 
phowa) 
 
If possible, the body should be left untouched for up to three days (high-level practitioners, 
however, may remain in a meditative state longer). There are several signs indicating that the 
consciousness has left the body, such as a reddish fluid coming from the nostrils or the mouth 
(this is the red and white bodhicitta which the life-force can no longer hold in the body); the heart 
area becoming cool to the touch (it is usually the last place to retain some warmth); the body 
beginning to have a foul odor of decomposition; and so on. A lama may check for these signs or 
can be consulted. If consulting a lama is not possible, it is generally okay to move the body after 
three days (often on the third day in practice). Rinpoche said that for animals, their consciousness 
is generally much less attached to their body and they transition quickly, so it is usually okay to 
move them sooner after death. 
 

http://www.heartteachings.com/
http://www.heartteachings.com/
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After this initial period of transition is finished, you may wash the body in diluted saffron water 
mixed with a small amount of dudtsi. If it is necessary to move the body to a mortuary sooner, 
you may very gently bathe the body in this way beforehand. Wrap the body in a clean white sheet 
or place the sheet over the body if wrapping is too disruptive. Place the body in a box that 
preferably is painted white or left a natural wood color. It is fine to use the simplest coffin, even a 
cardboard one, if the body is to be burned. The point is to have the least amount of excess 
material burned with the body. If available place a peaceful mandala in the center of the coffin 
under the body. Other precious items may also be included, but do not include pictures of living 
people or animals. The coffin may be wrapped crosswise with red, orange, gold, or white ribbon 
in three places (top, middle, and bottom) and the outside of the coffin may be adorned with white 
flowers, if desired. 
 
Practices to Perform After Death 
 
Create a clean and peaceful environment. Quietly clean the area after the person’s death. You 
might remove unnecessary medical supplies to create a less distracting environment. 
 
If there is no altar in the room in which the person has died, set up a simple altar at this time. Use 
seven water offering bowls, candles or lamps, incense, and a picture or thangka of a deity, such as 
Guru Rinpoche, Amitabha, Vajrasattva, or any deity the person has had a connection with. On a 
table set lower than the altar, place a picture of the dead person and/or the tsen-jang (name 
declaration) support and a lighted candle or lamp. If you are doing a nay-dren ceremony, you will 
need to prepare both a tsok each day, which may be large or small, and food and drink offerings 
for performing the sur-chöd for the dead person. The tsok may be done for three or seven days, 
and then each week on the same day as the person died for seven weeks until the end of the 49 
days. If you are doing a nay-dren for each day until the end of the 49 days, you will need the sur-
chöd offering of food and drink each day. You may request that a lama perform these rituals 
and/or do these practices yourself. In addition to one’s own practices for the deceased, Lama 
Tharchin Rinpoche recommends requesting a lama with experience and realization perform the 
ceremonies, as the penetration of their wisdom and compassion is more powerful and direct. 
 
Practices that may be done are the reciting of prayers such as the Copper-Colored Mountain 
Prayers (Zangdok Palri Mönlam), the Prayer of Kuntuzangpo (Kunzang Mönlam), the Bardo 
Mönlam, etc. Reading the Chö Ying Dzöd (The Precious Treasury of the Basic Space of 
Phenomena), an essential Dzogchen text written by the omniscient Longchen Rabjampa, is 
extremely beneficial. It may be read in Tibetan or English or both. It is very helpful to read the 
Chö Ying Dzöd before the person dies and continue after they have passed, reading it at least once 
each day for at least three or seven days. You may also wish to sponsor recitation of the Chö Ying 
Dzöd. This can be done near the body or from a distance. When sitting next to the body, read the 
text aloud while the person is alive and shortly after they die, if possible. After the dying person 
has taken their last breath, and for some time after their heart stops beating, they are still able to 
hear. After this period, the Chö Ying Dzöd can be read in whatever way is comfortable, but it is 
best read aloud. Doing these practices in the same room in which the person has died is traditional 
as it provides a powerful connection for the consciousness of the deceased. However, it is also 
fine to do practice anywhere that is convenient. These practices may be done by anyone, 
anywhere. Reciting the text and doing practice with pure intention will have great benefit since 
the deceased will be acutely aware of this intention. 
 
In addition to reading sacred texts and prayers, there are several other practices that are 
beneficial. If possible, perform or sponsor the phowa (transference of consciousness) shortly after 
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the last breath and the ceasing of the heartbeat. Waiting a short time after the outer breath ceases 
is recommended because the “inner breath” continues briefly before the person completes the 
death process. Sponsoring great lamas and practitioners to perform phowa is also of great benefit 
to the deceased. 
 
Ritual to Guide the Dead, Nay Dren or Nay Lung 
 
To perform a concise nay-dren and tsok, such as Vajrasattva, Khandro Tuk-Tik or Tröma, you 
will need the following: 
 
• Text: 

• Khandro Tuk-Tik: Dudjom Sung Bum Volume Ma; Khandro Tuk-Tik Lay-Jyang pp.83+; 
with dak-juk; then pp.220+; dharmapalas; etc.; Khandro Tuk-Tik Nay Dren, DSB 
Volume Ma, p.219-228 

• Tröma: translation in Chagdud Gonpa’s T’hroma Nagmo collection, p.157-174, Death 
Ceremony, The Hook of Inherent Supreme Compassion: A Concise Ceremony for 
Benefiting the Dead Associated with the Activity Ritual of the Dakini’s Profound Path 

• Vajrasattva Practices for the Time of Death (previously, Vajrasattva Meditation Ritual, 
Ritual to Guide the Dead, and Additional Practices) by Kyabje Dudjom Rinpoche (BJP, 
2013); Dudjom Sung Bum, Volume Tsha, pp. 639-652; 671-692 (not yet translated); with 
Dorsem Lama Chöpa (The Chariot of Great Merit, BJP 2015) 

• Picture of Vajrasattva or related deity (may include) 
• Picture of the deceased person (may include) 
• Gugul 
• Mustard seed mixed with sand in small bowl 
• Shi-jang Drak-jang torma or Gektor 
• Palbar torch & lighter 
• Large plate for ashes 
• Ting-shak (small cymbals) 
• Two bumpa vases filled with saffron water – one on shrine, one for Trü (cleansing) 
• Tsen-Jyang (name declaration) with person’s name and/or picture 
• Kapala (skull cup) with dudtsi, melong (mirror), sindhura with deity’s syllable, crystal (for 

KTT) 
• Melong (not needed in very short Vajrasattva) 
• Second melong for trü (cleansing) 
• Tsok 
• Barbeque with wood or charcoal for sur-chöd offering of food and drink for the deceased 
• On a table lower than the shrine, put candle or lamp, flowers, the deceased’s picture, small 

plate with a few cookies and sweets, a small glass of wine or drink for the sur-chöd (these 
will be offered into the fire during puja after first having the loppön touch hands to the plate 
and cup) 

• Yellow or white mustard seed 
• Rice (white or saffron) 
• Bell, dorje, & damaru; may use full instruments 
• Tsampa dough 
• Sa-tsa mold (or can form sa-tsa by hand); plate for sa-tsa 
• Flowers (may include) 
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When Cremating the Body 
 
• Text: “A Simple Cremation Ritual” (Ro Sek) from the “Vajrasattva Ritual to Guide the 

Dead,” BJP 2013 or “Vajrasattva Practices for the Time of Death” 
• Bell, dorje, damaru (not playing instruments is fine if that is more appropriate for the setting) 
• White sesame seeds in a bowl (about one to two cups) 
• White rice and/or white flowers 
• Incense and lighter, or perfume for offering 
• Dudtsi 
• Bumpa vase filled with saffron water 
• Candles or lamps (if desired) 
 
White flowers or rice may be tossed into the cremator furnace before the body is placed inside. 
Puja and a Nay Dren, Nay Lung, or Ro Sek can then be performed. When this preparation part of 
the practice is finished, the body can be placed in the cremator. Everyone present should visualize 
that the flames of wisdom are completely incinerating any defilements, obscurations, or 
impurities related to the deceased’s physical body. Repeat the Hundred-Syllable Mantra and 
visualize Vajrasattva while the body is burning and imagine that the body is an immeasurable 
offering substance of bliss. Staying near the body until the puja is finished is good, but it’s not 
necessary to stay for the entire duration of the cremation. Returning home to practice or relax 
according to your circumstances is fine. 
 
It is best to burn the body with as little extra material as possible. A simple wooden or cardboard 
container is best, as a large casket with embellishments burned along with the body creates a 
great deal more ash in addition to the person’s body or offerings. States must allow this 
“alternative container” and some allow a body to be cremated without any container. Also, it is 
unnecessary to embalm the body, though the funeral home may require refrigeration. After the 
ashes are collected from the crematorium, they can be given to a lama who can make sa-tsas with 
them. It is good to make offerings to those preparing the sa-tsas. The sa-tsas can then be buried in 
any auspicious places or offered into clean bodies of water. Burying a sa-tsa at a cemetery as 
representative of the person’s body is also fine. Unless the person being cremated was a sublime 
being, their ashes or sa-tsas are not placed inside a stupa. Placing an ordinary being’s ashes in a 
stupa can be harmful for that person, according to Lama Tharchin Rinpoche. 
 
Some places to place the sa-tsas:  
• holy places such as the Boudhanath Stupa, Namo Buddha, Yangleshö Cave in Nepal & many 

others in Bhutan, India, Tibet, etc. 
• into the ocean, a lake, or a river as a support for nagas’ offerings 
 
Substances to Burn with the Body 
 
Simple version: 

• Five grains (each grain should be whole, unbroken, and free of dust or stones): 
o white sesame seeds (til) – this is the main ingredient 
o white rice (dray) 
o wheat (dro) 
o barley (nay) 
o white beans (senma) 

• Incense 
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• Herbal medicine including dudtsi 
• Jewels & precious metals (may include); do not include any brass or tin, including 

bronze, as these are considered poisonous 
• If these substances cannot be collected, using just incense is fine. 

 
Detailed version: (check other sources, including Essentials of Tibetan Traditional Medicine by 
Thinley Gyatso and Chris Hakim, North Atlantic Books, 2010) 
 
Medicines (any kind without poison are okay) 
• Draybu sum (three fruit): A-ru, Ba-ru, Kyu-ru 
• Tsa-wa zhi (four roots) 
• Tsi-nga (five flowers) 
• Zangpo druk (six pure substances) 
• Men-nga (five types of medicine) 
• Dri-zhi (four scents) 
• Ka-ché (Saffron) 
• Dri-sang (a specific yellow flower with nice scent) 
• Gur-khum 
• Ka-bur (camphor) 
• La-tsi (musk) 
• Gi-wang (gallstones from an elephant, peacock, or cow) 
• Chu-gang (medicine from the joints of bamboo) 
• Chong-zhi (mineral medicine) 
• Drak-zhun (substance from a south-facing boulder) 
 
Incense 
• White and red sandalwood 
• Agaru tree 
• Turuka tree 
• Cedar (zhukpa) 
• Juniper (kembu or khemba) 
• Pa-lu (shrub that grows at high altitude) 
• Nagi incense (Nado & Mindroling, for example, contain a little; very costly) 
• Su-ru (shrub that grows at high altitude) 
• Bang-pö (herb root that grows in fields; in many types of incense) 
• Pö-kar (sweet white gugul) 
 
Jewels & Precious Metals 
• 5 Jewels: gold, silver, copper, zinc and iron (don’t use anything with brass or tin, such as 

bronze, which are considered poisonous) 
• Diamond or crystal, lapis or sapphire, ruby or garnet, citrine or amber; emerald or turquoise  
• Anything precious 
 
Grains (Dru-rik): may use Zhiway Jinsek (Peaceful Fire Offering) 12 substances; each grain 
should be whole, unbroken, and free of dust or stones 

• Rice (dray) 
• Wheat (dro) 
• Barley (nay) 
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• White beans (senma) 
• White sesame seeds (til) 
• Barley (sowa) 
• Yellow mustard seed (yung kar) 
• Pampas grass (kusha) 
• Longevity grass (durwa) 
• Offering wood (yam-shing) 
• Supreme food (zay chok; tsampa with the 3 whites – yogurt, milk, butter – & 3 sweets – 

sugar, honey, molasses; and dudtsi) 
• Fruit (shing-tok) – whole; white or light-colored, such as green grapes, etc. 
• Betelnut (so tsi) 
• Melted butter (mar-khu; poured on the substances; then they can be rolled together into 

balls) 
• White silk fabric (gu sung) 

 
 
Notes from Lama Tharchin Rinpoche recorded by Pema Dechen in September 2000/updated 
March 29, 2013 (with later updates February 2017). I apologize if any of my own mistaken or 
incomplete understanding has made its way into the notes. 
 
See also “Vajrasattva Nay-Dren Ceremony, Explanation by Lama Tharchin Rinpoche” from 
Bero Jeydren Publications, March 2002. Rinpoche gives further detailed instructions in his video 
series, “Advice for Death & Dying (S28)” (2007) and “Vajrasattva Practices for the Time of 
Death (S29)” (2013), both available through Heart Teachings by Lama Tharchin Rinpoche 
(www.heartteachings.com). 
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