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I 

things truly, fully, and properly is through the practice of 

meditation, creating a direct link with nature, with life, with 

all situations. When we speak of being highly developed spiri

tually, this does not mean that we float in the air. In fact, the 

higher we go, the more we come down to earth. 

It is important to remember that the practice of meditation 

begins with the penetration of the neurotic thought pattern 

which is the fringe of ego. As we proceed further, we see 

through not only the complexity 0£ the thought processes but 

also the heavy "meaningfulness" of concepts expressed in 

names and theories. Then at last we create some space be

tween this and that, which liberates us tremendously. Having 

created space, we then go on to the Vajrayana practice of 

creating a direct link with life experience. These three steps 

are, in essence, the Three Y anas: the Hinayana, the vehicle 

of method; the Mahayana, the vehicle of shunyata or space; 

and the Vajrayana or Tantra, the vehicle of direct energy. 

In the Tantric tradition energy is categorized in five basic 

qualities or Buddha Families: V ajra, Ratna, Pad ma, Karma 

and Buddha. Each Buddha Family has an emotion associated 

with it which is transmuted into a particular "wisdom" or 

aspect of the awakened state of mind. The Buddha Families 

are also associated with colors, elements, landscapes, direc

tions, seasons, with any aspect of the phenomenal world. 

Vajra is associated with anger, which is transmuted into 

Mirror-like Wisdom. We sense something beyond the cloudy, 

possessive and aggressive qualities of anger and this intuitive 

insight enables us to automatically transmute the essence of 

anger into precision and openness, rather than deliberately 

changing it. 
Vajra is also associated with the element of water. Cloudy, 

turbulent water symbolizes the defensive and aggressive na-
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ture of anger while clear water suggests the sharp, precise, 

clear reflectiveness of Mirror-like Wisdom. 

Vajra is the color white. Anger is the very blunt and direct 

experience of defending oneself; therefore it is like a sheet of 

white paper, very flat and opaque. But it also has the potential 

of luminosity, of the brilliance of reflection which is Mirror

like Wisdom. 

Vajra is connected with the East, the dawn, winter~ It is a 

winter morning, crystal clear, icicles sharp and glittering. The 

landscape is not empty or desolate but is full of all sorts of 

thought-provoking sharpness. There are many things to in

trigue the observer. For example, the ground, trees, plants all 

have their own way of freezing. Different trees have different 

ways of carrying snow and different ways of relating to tem

perature. 

Vajra deals with objects in terms of their textures and their 

relations to each other. Everything is analyzed in its own 

terms. The intelligence of Va jra never leaves any unexplored 

areas or hidden corners. It is like water flowing over a flat 

surface, completely covering the surface but remaining trans

parent. 

Ratna is associated with pride and earth-solidity, moun

tains, hills, pyramids, buildings. "I am completely secure. I 

am what I am." It is a very proud way of looking at oneself. 

This means that one is afraid to loosen up, is continually pil

ing up defenses, building a fortress. Equally, Ratna is the 

Wisdom of Equanimity, which is all-pervading. Whether you 

construct buildings out of earth or whether you simply leave 

the earth as it is, it is the same thing. The earth remains as 

it is. You do not feel defeated or threatened at all. If you are 

a proud person, you feel yourself constantly challenged by 

the possibility of failure and defeat. In the enlightened mind 
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the anxiety of maintaining oneself is transmuted into equa

nimity. There is still awareness of the solidity and stability 

of earth but there is no fear of losing it. Everything is open, 

safe and dignified; there is nothing to fear. 

Ratna is related to the South and autumn, fertility, richness 

in the sense of continual generosity. When fruit is ripe, it auto

matically falls to the ground, asking to be eaten up. Ratna has 

this kind of giving away quality. It is luscious and open with 

the quality of mid-morning. It is yellow, connected with the 

sun's rays. Where Vajra is associated with crystal, Ratna is 

gold, amber, saffron. It has a sense of depth, real earthiness 

rather than texture, whereas Vajra is purely texture, a crispy 

quality rather than fundamental depth. Ratna is so ripe and 

earthy, it is like a gigantic tree which falls to the ground and 

begins to rot and grow mushrooms all over it and is enriched 

by the weeds growing around it. It is a log in which animals 

might nest. Its color begins to turn to yellow and its bark to 

peel off, revealing an interior which is very rich and very 

solid. If you were to attempt to remove this log in order to 

use it as part of a garden arrangement, it would be impossible 

because it would crumble and fall apart. It would be too 

heavy to carry anyway. 

Padma is connected with passion, a grasping quality, a de

sire to possess. In the background of passion there is the in

stinct toward union, wanting to be completely one with some

thing. But passion has an hysterical quality, a neurotic quality 

which ignores the real state of being united and instead wants 

to possess in order to become united. Passion defeats its own 

purpose automatically. In the case of Discriminating Aware

ness, which is the wisdom aspect of passion, one sees the 

quality of "this" and "that" precisely and sharply. In other 
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words, communication takes place. If you are going to com

municate with someone, you must respect the existence of the 

other person as well as your process of communication. Dis

criminating Awareness Wisdom recognizes the fact of union, 

which is quite different from dualistically separating "that " 

from "this" in order to maintain oneself. The consuming 

quality of burning fire, desire, is transmuted into the wisdom 

of binding together through communication. You may be com

pletely caught up with possessiveness in a spiritual or material 

sense. You may want something more than you can have. You 

may be so fascinated by the exotic qualities of the thing you 

want that you are blind to the world around you. You are 

completely wrapped up in desire, which produces an auto

matic sort of stupidity and ignorance. This ignorance in desire 

is transcended in Discriminating Awareness Wisdom. 

Padma is linked with the West and color red. Red stands 

out from any other color, is very provocative, draws you 

towards it. It is also connected with the element of fire. In the 

confused state fire does not discriminate among the things that 

it grasps, burns and destroys. In the awake state the heat of 

passion is transmuted into the warmth of compassion. 

Padma is related to early spring. The harshness of winter 

is just about to soften with the promise of summer. Ice begins 

to melt, snowflakes become soggy. Padma is very much con

nected with facade; it has no feeling of solidness or texture; 

it is purely concerned with colors, the glamorous qualities, 

sunset. The visual quality of the surface is more important 

than its being. So padma is involved with art rather than sci

ence or practicality. 

Padma is a reasonable location, a place where wild flowers 

grow, a perfect place to have animals roaming about, such 
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as a highland plateau. It is a place of meadows scattered with 

gentle rocks suitable for young animals to play among. 

Karma is associated with the emotion of jealousy, envy, and 

the element of wind. However, the terms "jealousy" and "en

vy" are not powerful and precise enough to describe the qual

ity of Karma. "Absolute paranoia" probably is a good phrase. 

You feel that you are not going to achieve any of your goals. 

You become irritated by the accomplishments of other people. 

You feel left behind and cannot bear to see others surpass you. 

This fear, this distrust of oneself, is connected with the ele

ment of wind. Wind never blows in all directions but it blows 

in one direction at a time. This is the one-way view of para

noia or envy. 

Karma is connected with the Wisdom of All-Accomplish

ing Action. The quality of paranoia falls away but the quali

ties of energy, keenness to action and openness remain. In 
other words, the active aspect of wind is retained so that one's 

activity touches everything in its path. One's action is ap

propriate because it does not involve self-conscious panic or 

paranoia anymore. It sees the possibilities inherent in situa

tions and automatically takes the appropriate course. It fulfills 

the purpose. 

Karma suggests summer in the North. It is the efficiency of 

Karma which connects it with this season, for it is a summer 

in which all things are active, growing, fulfilling their func

tion. Millions of interconnected actions take place: living 

things grow, plants, insects, animals. There are thunderstorms 

and hailstorms. There is the sense that you are never left to 

enjoy the summer because something is always moving in 

order to maintain itself. It is a bit like late spring, but it is 

more fertile because it sees that all things are fulfilled at the 

right moment. The color of Karma is the green of vegetables 
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and grasses, of growing energy. Whereas the Karma of sum

mer is still competing, trying to give birth, the Ratna of au

tumn has tremendous confidence; everything has been accom

plished. The mood of Karma is after sunset, dusk, late day 

and early night. 

Buddha is associated with dullness and has an all-pervading 

quality because it contains and goes with all the rest of the 

emotions. The active factor in this dullness is the action of 

ignoring. Ignoring does not want to see. It just ignores and 

overcrowds itself. You are completely relaxed, completely 

careless. You would rather maintain your stupor than search 

or struggle for anything, and a slothful, stupid quality is 

brought to all the other emotions. 

The wisdom connected with Buddha is that of All-Encom

passing Space. The all-pervading quality of dullness is kept 

as the foundation, but the flicker of doubt and sloth in this 

dullness is transformed into wisdom. This wisdom contains 

tremendous energy and intelligence which run right through 

all the other elements, colors, and emotions, which activate all 

the rest of the Five Wisdoms. 

Buddha is the foundation or the "basic ground." It is the 

environment or oxygen which makes it possible for the other 

principles to function. It has a sedate, solid quality. Ratna is 

very solid and earthy as well, but it is not as earthy as Buddha 

which is dull-earthy, uninteresting-earthy. Buddha is some

what desolate, too spacious. It is a campsite where only the 

stones from campfires are left. The place has a sense of having 

been inhabited for a long time, but at present no one is there. 

The inhabitants were not killed or forced to move violently; 

they simply left. The mood is like that of the caves where 

American Indians used to live. They have a feeling of the 

past, but at the same time there are no outstanding character-
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istics. The tone is very dull, quite possibly in the plains, very 

flat. Buddha is connected with the color blue, the cool, spa

cious quality of sky. 

Q: How do the pictures of Buddhas, yidams, wrathful gods 

and other symbols fit into the Tibetan spiritual path? 

A: There is a great deal of misunderstanding regarding 

Tibetan iconography. Perhaps we should quickly go through 

the structure of iconography and symbolism in Tantra. There 

is what is called "the iconography of the guru," which is con

nected with the pattern of the path, with the fact that, before 

you start to receive any teaching, you must surrender will

ingly, must open yourself. In order to surrender you somehow 

must identify yourself completely with the fullness and rich

ness of life. At this point surrendering is not emptying in the 

sense of shunyata emptiness, which is a more advanced ex

perience. But in the early stages of the path surrender means 

becoming an empty vessel. It also means identification with 

the fullness, with the richness of the teaching. So symbolically 

the gurus of the lineage wear highly ornamented robes, hats 

and scepters and have other ornaments which they hold in 

their hands. 

Then there is the iconography of the yidams which is con

nected with Tantric practice. Yidams are the different aspects 

of the five Buddha-principles of energy. They are depicted as 

male herukas or female dakinis and can be either wrathful or 

peaceful. The wrathful aspect is associated with transmutation 

by force, leaping into wisdom and choiceless transmutation. 

It is the act of cutting through, associated with crazy wisdom. 

Peaceful yidams are associated with transmutation by "pro

cess"; that is, confusion is pacified and gradually worn out. 

The yidams wear the costumes of rakshasas who in Indian 




