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Dharmic rituals after death

The rituals prescribed in Dharmic religions after the death of a human being, for his peace and ascent to heaven are:

· After a cremation, ashes and fragments of bone are collected and eventually immersed in a holy river. 

· Niravapanjali is a sacred ritual in Hinduism where after the cremation rites, the ashes are ceremonially immersed in holy water by the closest relatives, so that the soul may rise to heaven. In Hindu mythology, king Bhagiratha performed a tapasya to bring down the river Ganga upon earth, so that he could immerse the ashes of sixty thousand of his slain ancestors in her sacred waters. (Based upon my discussions with the local Temple Priests, Hrishikesh and Hardwar are considered the places to immerse ashes in Ganges, whereas after the 1st anniversary of Sraddha ceremony, it is considered appropriate to perform the subsequent Sraddha ceremonies at Gaya.) 
· Tarpana is a sacred ritual whereupon the closest relatives make a sacred offering to the Gods so that the departed soul may enter Swarga (Heaven). 
· After a funeral, everyone undergoes a purifying bath. The immediate family remains in a state of intense mourning for a set number of days (sometimes ten, eleven, or thirteen). At the end of that period, close family members meet for a ceremonial meal and often give gifts to the poor or to charities. 
· A particular feature of the Hindu ritual is the preparation of rice balls (pinda) offered to the spirit of the dead person during memorial services. In part these ceremonies are seen as contributing to the merit of the deceased, but they also pacify the soul so that it will not linger in this world but will pass through the realm of Yama, the god of death.  It essentially creates a ‘disconnect’ from the material world of the dead person with the ‘soul’, preparing the journey to the ‘immortal heavenly abode’. 
http://atheism.about.com/od/hindusandhinduism/a/IndiaRituals.htm
+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++
The ceremonial offerings vary across the spectrum of Hindu society. 

More material related to Tarpana can be found here: Main Page for Tarpana; Similarly more material related to Dharmic Rituals After Death can also be found at:.
http://www.experiencefestival.com/a/Dharmic_rituals_after_death/id/576033
http://www.experiencefestival.com/forum/searchresults.php?cx=partner-pub-8545881449139045%3Ay2v4brpdpml&cof=FORID%3A9&ie=ISO-8859-1&q=tarpana#919
Understanding Hinduism; Tarpana (Libations of water, milk etc) By Dr. Robert E. Svoboda

The traditional ritual of Tarpana is complex, but its essence is simple. It is much like the All Soul’s tradition, when people visit their relatives in the cemetery. Sit comfortably facing south and visualize your dead ancestors, one by one, as far back as you can remember. Make each one sit in front of you. Telling them you want to help release them from any residual earthly desires they might have, offer them a spoonful of water, a spoonful of milk, and a spoonful of sesame seeds, preferably the black variety. These offerings are the same for everyone. (This part of the ritual is perhaps emotionally a trying experience since the feelings are aroused by asking Chinna Baba, whom I know as a sibling with 2 years of separation, younger than myself, to take these items offered to him).
Then offer a little of the special item, with the heartfelt wish that this will satisfy any residual cravings and allow that individual, wherever he is, to continue with their own progression (towards their heavenly abode). 
You need not even believe in re-incarnation or even life after death, to perform Tarpana. Your parents and grandparents are still alive inside you, in your genes. You are simply projecting a part of your personality, contacting it, and requesting it to be pleased with you and to relinquish any inappropriate influence it may have over you.
Tarpana is especially important for ancestors you knew personally. If you loved them, you show them your love in the only way remaining to you, by remembering them and offering part of yourself to them as a token of your love. If your relationship with them was marred by negative emotions, Tarpana allows you to forgive them, to heal the relationship by sacrificing your negativity and offering them the healing power of your love. Faith can truly make you whole.
Hindu tradition regards Tarpana as a duty with Tarpana is an act of remembrance, which solidifies the link between the generations. 
Tarpana; From The Mahabharata; Santi Parva, Section CCLIII
Translated by Sri Kisari Mohan Ganguli

Vyasa said; Those that are conversant with the scriptures behold, the Soul which is clothed in a subtle body is exceedingly subtle and is dissociated from the gross body.

Those who die become at first what is called a Preta. They remain so for one year, till the Sapindikaran Sraddha is performed. They then become united with the Pitris. The gifts made in the first Sraddha as also in the monthly ones, have the virtue of rescuing the Preta or bringing him an accession of merit. The gifts in annual Sraddhas also have the same efficacy. (Thus, at Gaya, after the 1st anniversary date Sapindikaran Sraddha can be performed)

http://www.hinduism.co.za/tarpana.htm
http://www.hinduism.co.za/rituals.htm#The%20ritual%20of%20sraddha
Understanding Hinduism Rituals: The ritual of Sraddha (Pitr-Paksha) Sraddha & Tarpan / Pitr-Paksha (Why are three rice-balls offered separately at a Sraddha?; From The Mahabhatara)


The ritual of Sraddha From the Mahabharata, Anusasana Parva, Section LXXXIV + Sec.XCII
Translated by Sri Kisari Mohan Ganguli

With a concentrated mind this is performed as laid down in the scriptures and includes the offer of obsequial cake. The Pitris (fore fathers) do not come in their visible forms for taking the cake. The ordinance provides that it should be presented on the blades of Kusa grass spread on the earth for the purpose. In making offerings at Sraddhas a share is first offered to the deity of fire (Agni), thus keeping Rakshasas away and not do any injury to such a Sraddha. 
The ritual of Sraddha is that the cake should first be offered to the deceased father. Next, one should be offered to the grandfather. Next should one be offered to the great-grandfather. This is the ordinance in respect of the Sraddha. Over every cake that is offered, the offerer should with concentrated attention utter the Gayatri Mantra. The next Mantra also should be uttered, viz., unto Sama who is fond of the Pitris (fore fathers).

One should next offer such oblations of water with concentrated attention unto the Pitris, to one's deceased friends or relatives. From them that cross a river on boats, the Pitris expect oblations of water. 

This is the high ritual in respect of the Sraddha. Through Sraddhas performed on earth the relatives of the deceased members become free from misery. 
++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++

FromThe Yajur Veda, Chapter 2, Mantra 34: 

"Satisfy the Pitris (departed ancestors) with oblations of Tarpan (water etc.) using the word 'Svadhaa' ".

Sanskrit text : Svadhaa Stha Tarpayata Me Pitrin. Sraddha & Tarpan/Pitr-Paksha
Funeral rites and Sraddha must be distinguished from each other. Funeral rites (antyeshthi) are amangal (inauspicious) while Sraddha are mangal (auspicious). When a person dies, his gross body (sthula sharira) is burnt. This being in fact the ‘Antya ishthi’ (antyeshthi) the last sacrifice offered in fire, but the soul cannot quit the gross body without a vehicle of some kind. This vehicle is the Linga-sharira or subtle body, sometimes described as angushtha-matra (of the size of a thumb), invested in which the deceased person remains hovering near the burning ground or crematorium.

He is then in the condition of a simple individual soul invested with a subtle body, and is called a PRETA, i.e. a departed spirit. Thus an embodied soul (jiva) who has departed from the physical body at death is called a Preta. He has no real body capable of enjoying or suffering anything, and is consequently in a restless, uncomfortable plight.

The object then, of the antyeshthi or funeral rites, which are carried out for twelve days after death, is not only to soothe or give shanti (peace) by libations of consecrated water, but to furnish the preta with an intermediate body, between the ‘linga’ or subtle and the ‘sthula’ or gross body - with a body, that is to say, which is capable of enjoying or suffering, and which is composed of gross particles, though not of the same kind as the earthly gross body. In this manner only can the preta obtain gati or progress onwards.

A brief account of Sraddha and Tarpan

On the first day after death a pinda or round ball (made from rice flour and milk) is offered with libations of water etc. on which the preta is supposed to feed, and which endows it with the basis of the requisite body. Next day another pinda is offered with water etc. which gives it perhaps, limbs such as arms and legs. Then it receives hands, feet etc. This goes on for twelve days and the offering of the pinda on the twelfth day gives the head. No sooner the preta obtains a complete body then it becomes a PITRI, when instead of being regarded as impure, it is held to be a deva or deity, and practically worshipped as such in the Sraddha ceremonies, the first of which takes place on the twelfth day after death.

Sraddha is the name of the ceremonies performed by relatives to help the departed soul. The ceremony of Sraddha performed to help the soul at this stage is called PRETA_KRIYA. Hence a Sraddha is not a funeral ceremony but a Pitri-Yajna or worship of departed ancestors, which worship, however, is something different from a puja (ceremonial worship) to a god. It is performed by making offerings of round balls of rice, flour etc. with accompaniments of sacred grass (kusa grass), flowers, and sprinkling of water, and with repetitions of mantras and texts from the Sama Veda, the whole ceremonial procedures being conducted, not in a temple, but at any sacred spot such as the margin of a river. It takes many months for the departed soul to reach the abode of the Pitris or the souls of the ancestors. The word Pitris primarily means the immediate ancestors, viz. Father, Mother etc. This abode of the Pitris is known as Pitri-loka.
Sraddha proper is performed for three generations of Pitris (the father, the grand-father and the great grand-father), or to all Pitris. Three cakes are offered to the father, grand-father and great grand-father. Gifts to deserving Brahmins (priests) for the benefit of the Pitris, in the proper time and place and with faith, are known as Sraddha. Sraddha gives satisfaction to the Pitris. Performance of Sraddha and Tarpan (libations of water) relieves the hunger and thirst of the departed soul during its journey to the Pitri Loka. By the offering of the Sraddha, the son helps his father to dwell in joy with the Pitris. The rites that the son should perform for his father are known as Sapindi karana.

Sraddha must be performed with faith, devotion and reverence. The ceremonies performed during Pitr-Paksha have very special effects. According to a legend, the offerings of libations of water-tarpan, arghya etc. to the departed reach the Pitris immediately, due to a boon from Lord Yama (the God of death).

The Bhagavad Gita, which forms a vital and philosophically important part of the great epic Mahabharata, states that on the eve of death the individual soul contracts all its energies and centers these into the subtle body. Our ordinary sight is incapable of perceiving it. 
From The Bhagavad Gita, Chapter 15, Verse 10:

The deluded do not see Him Who departs, stays and enjoys; but they who possess the eye of knowledge behold Him.

This morning (on the 13th day, since my brother passed away on June 9th) at 7:30 AM we were asked by the Priest to start the Tarpana and Sradddha ceremonies.  It is mandatory to wear a cotton dhoti with a shoulder cloth of cotton.

The ceremonies were performed in a discrete place away from the view of the public, to keep evil spirits from the Tarpana and Sraddha ceremonies.  Priest Joshijee sanctified the place where ceremonies were to be conducted.  He had two silver bowls of water one with sacred water for Tarpana offerings and the other to ceremoniously cleanse my fingers to rid the errors or omissions made during the procedures.
Priest prepared the platform with a white cotton cloth Indira bought for this ceremony.  He placed from left to right over the rice spread on this cloth 3 ceremonial copper plates.  Over the plates priest spread a layer of rice over which he placed betel leaf on each of the 3-plates. From the left silver idols of Shiva, Vishnu and Brahma were placed.  In front of Vishnu priest placed another silver plate with an idol of silver cow.  It is customary in India to donate a cow on the 13th day after these ceremonies.
An important aspect of Tarpana and Sraddha ceremonies is to give charities.

Before the Tarpana and Sraddha ceremonies started the Priest made a finger ring (for my right ring finger) out of kusa grass to protect ‘evil spirits’ from influencing me during the ceremonies.  In addition I was given kusa grass to wear it in a cloth around my waist.  This was to obviate the possibility of dropping off the kusa grass ring.
The ceremony started with reciting ‘Gayatri Mantra’ followed by the ‘new sacred thread’.  Every sequence of these ceremonies has a special significance in terms of offerings to Gods vis-à-vis deceased relations / friends.  The sacred thread is worn on the left shoulder (normal way) when offerings are made to Gods and right shoulder for offerings made to deceased.

Today, in the absence of a river bank, it was performed in the temple peripheral hall and all of the famous rivers of India were simulated in a big pan.  These waters were mixed with the ‘Panchamruthas’, water and milk during this 1st stage of ceremonies that lasted for 45 minutes, after I sought the permission of the gods (‘SANKALPUM’) to initiate the Sraddha ceremonies.  In these waters flowers, tulasi leaves, black sesame seeds, grain and kusa grass were placed.
A platform was set up with kusa grass over which all of the sraddha ceremonies were performed, with me facing South.

During this 1st stage of the ceremonies all of the gods including 9 Grahas and 8 Protector-Gods for each of the 8 directions, (South, SW, West, NW, North, NE, East, SE) were invoked in that order. Next Fire, Sun, Vishnu, Brahma, Shiva, Yama and Dharmaraj were invoked with black sesame seeds, grain, sandalwood, flowers and copper coins being offered by me in the waters of these rivers.
Next in these simulated river waters, Tarpana was offered to my father (Narayana Murthy), my grandfather Subbiah and my great grandfather Venkatapiah.  Next I offered Tarpana to my mother Annapoorna, my maternal grandmother Sithamma, my maternal great grandmother (since I was unsure of this name in lieu the name of ‘Ganga-Yamuna-Saraswathi’ were mentioned as ordained in Sama Veda).

All of the deceased relations, such as my father’s elder brothers Subbarao(s) and their wives were offered Tarpana.  As given in the scriptures, for those whose name was not known to me, I offered Tarpana, with pseudo names such as, ‘Ganga-Yamuna-Saraswathi’ for female relatives and ‘Brahma, Vishnu and Maheswara’ for male relatives.

Deceased relations such as my mother’s brother Janaki Ram, mother’s sisters Lakshmi Devi and Pramila, mother’s brother-in-laws TJMirchandani and Ramamurthi , fathers sister Chandramathi and  my cousin brother Ramakrshna were offered Tarpana.  Indira’s father Jayaram, mother Rajyalaskshmi, aunt Sitharamamma, uncle Kameshwara Rao, brother Venkatram and brother-in-law Govindaraju were offered Tarpana.  Next my professional guide KNMIshra was also offered Tarpana.
Priest suggested that I should offer Tarpana to every one of those who served me, gurus, friends and relatives that I missed in the form of “Brahma-Vishnu-Maheshwara” and “Ganga-Yamuna-Saraswathi”.

With this the Tarpana part of the Sraddha ceremonies is over and the water in the pan, representing the holy rivers of India, is discarded in a place not frequented by any one.

Indira helped in preparing rice balls with rice floor mixed with milk,” Panchamruthas”, black sesame seeds, Tulasi leaves and petals of flowers.  Indira had earlier prepared the Panchamruthas with Milk, Yogurt, Ghee, Honey and Sugar.  Yogurt symbolizes Brahma, Ghee for Vishnu and Honey for Shiva.  Priest asked Indira to divide the whole thing into two parts; one half was used to prepare 21 rice balls, the other half was again divided into two parts.  One part was used for preparing 3 rice balls (‘PINDAS) each one for my father, grandfather and great grandfather.  The other half was made in oval shape to represent the body of the deceased (my brother).
Of the 21 balls as made above, 10 represent the 10 months of the development of the embryo before birth.  Hinduism believes in reincarnation of the deceased and each of the human organ development occurs in each month of the embryonic stage.  Thus, to make sure proper growth is there these Pindas are placed after the Priest recites the Vedic mantras.  
Next stage of the Sraddha ceremony is to sanctify a special platform with kusa grass laid over the platform.  With priest chanting the Vedic rites 10 rice-balls are placed on the kusa grass one after the other; these are offered with sandalwood paste, water, sesame seed, grains, flowers and coins (dakshina) and raisins (naiveedyam) to the deceased (my brother).  The contents, including the Pindas, were collected and the platform sanctified with water.
The remaining 11 Pindas represent the first eleven days of each month of the lunar cycle ending in ‘EKADASI, that is considered a very auspicious day.  The above process is repeated and the Pindas are offered to the deceased, as described above.  The contents are collected once again and the platform is re-sanctified with water.
Priest made three round icons on the platform with sandalwood paste; to represent the ancestors; and two squares to represent earth (Vasu) and dharma (Righteousness).  The first round icon from the right represents my father, the second my grandfather and he third my great grandfather.  Three rice balls are placed and offered to my ancestors as narrated in the above sequence.  Then the square icons representing Earth (Vasu) and Dharma (Righteousness) are prayed with priest reciting Vedic rites to invoke their blessings for the deceased (my brother) and I was asked to offer sesame seeds, sandalwood paste, flowers, and grain on the icons (note Kusa Grass is not included since it is only for Pitru Devathas).  These Vasu and Dharma Devatas are offered rock candy, raisins and water.
The bigger rice ball representing the body of the deceased (my brother) is divided into 3 parts.  Each part is combined ceremoniously with one rice ball of my father, grandfather and great grandfather in that order.  Ceremoniously, with Vedic rites, these three PIndas are offered to the Pitru Devatas (Ancestral Gods) that the deceased (my brother) has joined.  These ancestral gods are offered food in the form of raisins and rock candy with water.  Finally all of the above Pinda offerings are collected except the water that is discarded in discrete grounds.
The above completes the Sraddha Ceremony that culminates with the Priest blessing me and Indira. This is followed with a donation to the temple and offerings to priest and the temple help.  The entire Tarpana and Sraddha ceremonies took 3 hours, completing at 10:30 AM.
Priest suggested that all of the collections of the Pindas be discarded in water, before I take my bath, so that crows, birds and squirrels can consume them.
We dropped the Pinda Collections from the bridge connecting the backyard to the park (pictures are attached as links), which virtually ends the days ceremonies of Sraddha and Tarpana for my younger brother. 

I and Indira were amazed when we went to the bridge connecting the back yard to our park had a six feet long snake, with diamond shaped markings on the back on the upstream side of the bridge as if waiting for the offerings.  Serpent is a word of Latin origin (from serpens, serpentis "something that creeps, snake") that is commonly used in a specifically mythic or religious context, signifying a snake that is to be regarded not as a mundane natural phenomenon nor as an object of scientific zoology, but as the bearer of some symbolic value. 

(Ref: Wikipedia: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Serpent_(symbolism)
We feel that Lord Shiva himself came to accept the remnants of the ceremonies.  We are sure that my beloved brother has joined my ancestors (Pitru Devatas) in their heavenly abode and has disconnected himself with this mundane earth. 

May Chinna Baba’s Soul Rest in Peace!

