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A Round Trip
to the Bardo

e’re all going to die, and most of us would like to know what happens
Wthen. Is there just nothing, or do we continue in some form, and if we

continue, will we be happy or miserable? If someone could only come
back from the dead, we say, then we would know, but once we’re gone, we’re gone,
and that’s that. In truth, however, history is littered with reports of people who claim
to have died for a short time and then come back to life in this human realm. A
friend who is a specialist in Buddhism in Taiwan tells me there is quite a large body
of popular literature in which people recount their journeys beyond the grave and
back again. Usually they say that they are taken before the Lord of Death, and their
name is read out. “But,” they say, “that’s not me; is there some mistake?” Well, yes,
it is discovered that the post-mortem bureaucracy has fouled up, and the person is
returned to their previous life to finish its allotted span. But before they return to us,
they glimpse the sufferings of those in the hells, and their mission is to warn us of
the consequences of selfish and unethical behavior.

This is a very Confucian type of Buddhism—the next world looks very much like
this one, hierarchically arranged and concerned with proper conduct—and if we are
not committed to traditional Chinese values we may not relate to it. Stepping back
a little, however, we may see something of universal interest. After death, our life
stream somehow continues, we go to a place where there are other beings, and that
place is a station on the way to somewhere else. Tibetan Buddhism calls this the
bardo, the intermediate state, and teaches that its content is dependent upon a per-
son’s karma. On Thursday, July 28, 2005, I believe I made a brief round trip to the
bardo. Its content wasn’t Buddhist, and I think I know why, but the feeling tone was
Buddhist—not Tibetan Buddhist, but very much like the descriptions of the
approaches to the Pure Land of Buddha Amitabha as described in the Chinese texts.
CIRCUMSTANCES OF THE EXPERIENCE
As regular readers of this newsletter will already know, I have been working with
bladder cancer since last winter. I got in touch with my cancer as a Dharma teacher
(“Cancer as a Dharma Teacher,” GBF Newsletter, April/May 2005). It has been a
stern master. Tumors were found and removed three times, and they progressed
from stage one to stage two, so [ was advised to have a radical cystectomy (complete
removal of the urinary bladder, with associated lymph nodes, and the prostate
gland). I underwent this surgery at Stanford University Medical Center on Thursday
July 28, 2005. I was under general anesthesia and, having had many previous expe-
riences with general anesthesia, I expected to wake up with no memory of anything
subsequent to the anesthesiologist’s statement about being given “oxygen” at the
beginning of the procedure. However, on this occasion, I seemed to wake up from a



