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CHAPTER NINE 

The Five Buddha Families 

T antra is extraordinarily special, and extremely real 
and personal. The question in this chapter is how to relate our own 
ordinary existence or daily situation to tantric consciousness. The 
tantric approach is not just to make sweeping statements about 
reality and to create calmness and a meditative state. It is more than 
learning to be creative and contemplative. In tantra we relate with 
the details of our everyday life according to our own particular 
make-up. It is a real and personal experience. But in order to relate 
to our lives in the tantric fashion, there are certain technical details 
of tantric experience that we have to understand. 

The tantric discipline of relating to life is based on what are 
known as the Hve buddha principles, or the flve buddha families. 
These principles are traditionally known as families because they are 
an extension of ourselves in the same way that our blood relations are 
an extension of us: we have our daddy, we have our mommy, we 
have our sisters and brothers, and they are all part of our family. But 
we could also say that these relatives are principles: our motherness, 
our fatherness, our sisterness, our brotherness, and our me-ness are 
experienced as definite principles that have distinct characteristics. 
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78 JOURNEY WITHOUT GOAL 

In the same way, the tantric tradition speaks of five families: five 
principles, categories, or possibilities. 

Those five principles or buddha families are called vajra, ratna, 
padma, karma, and buddha. They are quite ordinary. There is 
nothing divine or extraordinary about them. The basic point is that 
at. the tantric level people are divided into particular types: vajra, 
ratna, padma, karma, and buddha. We constantly come across mem
bers of every one of the five families-people who are partially or 
completely one of those five. We find such people all through life, 
and every one of them is a fertile person, a workable person who 
could be related with directly and personally. So, from the tantric 
point of view, by relating directly with all the different people we 
encounter, we are actually relating with different styles of enlight
enment. 

The buddha family, or families, associated with a person describe~ 
his or her fundamental style, that person's intrinsic perspective or 
stance in perceiving the world and working with it. Each family is 
associated with both a neurotic and an enlightened style. The neurot
ic expression of any buddha family can be transmuted into its 
wisdom or enlightened aspect. As well as describing people's styles, 
the buddha families are also associated with colors, elements, land
scapes; directions, seasons-with any aspect of the phenomenal 
world. 

The first buddha family is the vajra family, which literally 
means the family of sharpness, crystallization, and indestructibility. 
The term vajra is superficially translated as "diamond," but that is 
not quite accurate. Traditionally, vajra is a celestial precious stone 
that cuts through any other solid object. So it is more than a 
diamond; it is complete indestructibility. The vajra family is symbol
ized by the vajra scepter, or dorje in Tibetan. This vajra scepter or 
super-diamond has five prongs, which represent relating to the five 
emotions: aggression, pride, passion, jealousy, and ignorance. The 
sharp edges or prongs of the vajra represent cutting through any 
neurotic emotional tendencies; they also represent the sharp quality 
of being aware of many possible perspectives. The indestructible 
vajra is said to be like a heap of razor blades: if we naively try to 
hold it or touch it, there are all kinds of sharp edges that are both 
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cutting and penetrating. The notion here is that vajra corrects or 
remedies any. neurotic distortion in a precise and sharp way. 

In the ordinary world, the experience of vajra is perhaps not as 
extreme as holding razor blades in our hand, but at the same time, it 
is penetrating and very personal. It is like a sharp, cutting, biting
cold winter. Each time we expose ourselves to the open air, we get 
frostbite instantly. Intellectually vajra is very sharp. All the intellec
tual traditions belong to this family. A person in the vajra family 
knows how to evaluate logically the arguments that are used to 
explain experience. He can tell whether the logic is true or false. 
Vajra family intellect also has a sense of constant openness and 
perspective. For instance, a vajra person could view a crystal ball 
from hundreds of perspectives, according to where it was. placed, 
the way it was perceived, the distance from which he was looking at 
it, and so forth. The intellect of the vajra family is not just encyclo
pedic; it is sharpness, directness, and awareness of perspectives. 
Such indestructibility and sharpness are very personal and very real. 

The neurotic expression of vajra is associated with anger and 
intellectual fixation. If we become fixated on a particular logic, the 
sharpness ofvajra can become rigidity. We become possessive of our 
insight, rather than having a sense of open perspective. The anger of 
vajra neurosis could be pure aggression or also a sense of uptight
ness because we are so attached to our sharpness of mind. Vajra is 
also associated with the element of water. Cloudy, turbulent water 
symbolizes the defensive and aggressive nature of anger, while clear 
water suggests the sharp, precise, clear reflectiveness of vajra wis
dom. In fact, vajra wisdom is traditionally called the Mirrorlike 
Wisdom, which evokes this image of a calm pond or reflecting pool. 

Incidentally, the use of the term vajra in such words as vajrayana, 
vajra master, and vajra pride does not refer to this particular buddha 
family, but simply expresses basic indestructibility. 

The next buddha family is ratna. Ratna is a personal and real 
sense of expanding ourselves and enriching our environment. It is 
expansion, enrichment, plentifulness. Such plentifulness could also 
have problems and weaknesses. In the neurotic sense, the richness 
of ratna manifests as being completely fat, or extraordinarily ostenta
tious, beyond the limits of our sanity. We expand constantly, open 
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heedlessly, and indulge ourselves to the level of insanity. It is like 
swimming in a dense lake of honey and butter. When we coat 
ourselves in this mixture of butter and honey, it is very difficult to 
remove. We cannot just remove it by wiping it off, but we have to 
apply all kinds of cleaning agents, such as cleanser and soap, to 
loosen its grasp. 

In the positive expression of the ratna family, the principle of 
richness is extraordinary. We feel very rich and plentiful, and we 
extend ourselves to our world personally, directly, emotionally, psy
chologically, even spiritually. We are extending constantly, expand
ing like a flood or an earthquake. There is a sense of spreading, 
shaking the earth, and creating more and more cracks in it. That is 
the powerful expansiveness ofratna. 

The enlightened expression of ratna is called the Wisdom of 
Equanimity, because ratna can include everything in its expansive 
environment. Thus ratna is associated with the element of earth. It 
is like a rotting log that makes itself at home in the country. Such a 
log does not want to leave its homeground. It would like to stay, but 
at the same time, it grows all kinds of mushrooms and plants and 
allows animals to nest in it. That lazy settling down and making 
ourselves at home, and inviting other people to come in and rest as 
v.vell, is ratna. 

The next family is padma, which literally means "lotus flower." 
The symbol of the enlightened padma family is the lotus, which 
grows and blooms in the mud, yet still comes out pure and clean, 
virginal and clear. Padma neurosis is connected with passion, a 
grasping quality and a desire to possess. We are completely wrapped 
up in desire and want only to seduce the world, without concern for 
real communication. We could be a hustler or an advertiser, but 
basically, we are like a peacock. In fact, Amitabha buddha, the 
buddha of the padma family, traditionally sits on a peacock, which 
represents subjugating padma neurosis. A person with padma neu
rosis speaks gently, fantastically gently, and he or she is seemingly 
very sexy, kind, magnificent, and completely accommodating: "If 
you hurt me, that's fine. That is part of our love affair. Come 
towards me." Such padina seduction sometimes becomes excessive 
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and sometimes becomes compassionate, depending on how we work 
with it. 

Padma is connected with the element of fire. In the confused 
state, fire does not distinguish among the things it grasps, burns, 
and destroys. But in the awakened state, the heat of passion is 
transmuted into the warmth of compassion. When padma neurosis is 
transmuted, it becomes fantastically precise and aware; it turns into 
tremendous interest and inquisitiveness. Everything is seen in its 
own distinct way, with its own particular qualities and characteris
tics. Thus the wisdom of padma is called Discriminating Awareness 
Wisdom. 

The genuine character of padma seduction is real openness, a 
willingness to demonstrate what we have and what we are to the 
phenomenal world. What we bring to the world is a sense of 
pleasure, a sense of promise. In whatever we experience, we begin 
to feel that there is lots of promise. We constantly experience a 
sense of magnetization and spontaneous hospitality. 

This quality of padma is like bathing in perfume or jasmine tea. 
Each time we bathe, we feel refreshed, fantastic. It feels good to be 
magnetized. The sweet air is fantastic and the hospitality of our host 
is magnificent. We eat the good food provided by our host, which is 
delicious, but not too filling. We live in a world of honey and milk, 
in a very delicate sense, unlike the rich but heavy experience of the 
ratna family. Fantastic! Even our bread is scented with all kinds of 
delicious smells. Our ice cream is colored by beautiful pink lotus
like colors. We cannot wait to eat. Sweet music is playing in the 
background constantly. When there is no music, we listen to the 
whistling of the wind around our padma environment, and it becomes 
beautiful music as well. Even though we are not musicians, we 
compose all kinds of music. We wish we were a poet or a fantastic 
lover. 

The next family is the karma family, which is a different kettle 
of fish. In this case we are not talking about karmic debts, or karmic 
consequences; karma in this case simply means "action." The neurotic 
quality of action or activity is connected with jealousy, comparison, 
and envy. The enlightened aspect of karma is called the Wisdom of 
All-Accomplishing Action. It is the transcendental sense of complete 
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fulfillment of action without being hassled or pushed into neurosis. 
It is natural fulfillment in how we relate with our world. In either 
case, whether we relate to karma family on the transcendental level 
or the neurotic level, karma is the energy of efficiency. 

If we have a karma family neurosis, we feel highly irritated if 
we see a hair on our teacup. First' we think that our cup is broken 
and that the hair is a crack in the cup. Then there is some relief. 
Our cup is not broken; it just has a piece of hair on the side. But 
then, when we begin to look at the hair on our cup of tea, we 
become angry all over again. We would like to make everything 
very efficient, pure, and absolutely clean. However, if we do achieve 
cleanliness, then that cleanliness itself becomes a further problem: 
we feel insecure because there is nothing to administer, nothing to 
work on. We constantly try to check every loose end. Being very 
keen on efficiency, we get hung up on it. 

If we meet a person who is not efficient, who does not have his 
life together, we regard him as a terrible person. We would like to 
get rid of such inefficient people, and certainly we do not respect 
them, even if they are talented musicians or scientists or whatever 
they may be. On the other hand, if someone has immaculate effi
ciency, we begin to feel that he is a good person to be with. We would 
like to associate ourselves exclusively with people who are both 
responsible and clean-cut. However, we find that we are envious 
and jealous of such efficient people. We want others to be efficient, 
but not more efficient than we are. 

The epitome of karma family neurosis is wanting to create a 
uniform world. Even though we might have very little philosophy, 
very little meditation, very little consciousness in terms of develop
ing ourselves, we feel fhat we can handle our world properly. We have 
composure, and we relate properly with the whole world, and we 
are resentful that everybody else does not see things in the same 
way that we do. Karma is connected with the element of wind. The 
wind never blows in all directions but it blows in one direction at a 
time. This is the one-way view ofresentment and envy, which picks 
on one little fault or virtue and blows it out of proportion. With 
karma wisdom, the quality of resentment falls away but the qualities 
of energy, fulfillment of action, and openness remain. In other words, 
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the active aspect of wind is retained so that our energetic activity 
touches everything in its path. We see the possibilities inherent in 
situations and automatically take the appropriate course. Action 
fulfills its purpose. 

The fifth family is called the buddha family. It is associated with 
the element of space. Buddha energy is the foundation or the basic 
space. It is the environment or oxygen that makes it possible for the 
other principles to function. It has a sedate, solid quality. Persons in 
this family have a strong sense of contemplative experience, and 
they are highly meditative. Buddha neurosis is the quality of being 
"spaced-out" rather than spacious. It is often associated with an 
unwillingness to express ourselves. For example, we might see that 
our neighbors are destroying our picket fence with a sledge ham
mer. We can hear them and see them; in fact, we have been 
watching our neighbors at work all day, continuously smashing our 
picket fence. But instead of reacting, we just observe them and then 
we return to our snug little home. We eat our breakfast, lunch, and 
dinner and ignore what they are doing. We are paralyzed, unable to 
talk to outsiders. 

Another quality of buddha neurosis is that we couldn't be 
bothered. Our dirty laundry is piled up in a corner of our room. 
Sometimes we use our dirty laundry to wipe up spills on the floor or 
table and then we put it back on the same pile. As time goes on, 
our dirty socks become unbearable, but we just sit there. 

If we are embarking on a political career, our colleagues may 
suggest that we develop a certain project and expand our organiza
tion. If we have a buddha neurosis, we will choose to develop the 
area that needs the least effort. We do not want to deal directly with 
the details of handling reality. Entertaining friends is also a hassle. 
We prefer to take our friends to a restaurant rather than cook in our 
home. And if we want to have a love affair, instead of.seducing a 
partner, talking to him or her and making friends, we just look for 
somebody who is already keen on us. We cannot be bothered with 
talking somebody into something. 

Sometimes we feel we are sinking into the earth, the solid mud 
and earth. Sometimes we feel good because we think we are the 
most stable person in the universe. We slowly begin to grin to 
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ourselves, smile at ourselves, because we are the best person of all. 
We are the only person who manages to stay stable. But sometimes 
we feel that we are the loneliest person in the whole universe. We do 
not particularly like to dance, and when we are asked to dance with 
somebody, we feel embarrassed and uncomfortable. We want to stay 
in our own little corner .. 

When the ignoring quality of buddha neurosis is transmuted 
into wisdom, it becomes an environment of all-pervasive spacious
ness. This enlightened aspect is called the Wisdom of All-Encom
passing ·space. In itself it might still have a somewhat desolate and 
empty quality, but at the same time, it is a quality of completely 
open potential. It can accommodate anything. It is spacious and vast 
like the sky. 

In tantric iconography, the five buddha families are arrayed in 
the center and the four cardinal points of a mandala. The mandala of 
the five buddha families of course represents their wisdom or enlight
ened aspect. Traditionally, the buddha family is in the center. That 
is to slly, in the center there is the basic coordination and basic 
wisdom of buddha, which is symbolized by a wheel and the color 
white. Vajra is in the East, because vajra is connected with the 
dawn. It is also connected with the color bl~e and is symbolized by 
the vajra scepter. It is the sharpness of experience, as in the morn
ing when we wake up. We begin to see the dawn, when light is first 
reflected on the world, as a symbol of awakening reality. 

Ratna is in the South. It is connected with richness and is 
symbolized by a jewel and the color yellow. Ratna is connected with 
the midday, when we begin to need refreshment, nourishment. 
Padma is in the West and is symbolized by the lotus and the color 
red. As our day gets older, we also have to relate with recruiting a 
lover. It is time to socialize, to make a date with our lover. Or, if we 
have fallen in love with an antique or if we have fallen in love with 
some clothing, it is time to go out and buy it. The last family is 
karma, in the North. It is symbolized by a sword and the color 
green. Finally we have captured the whole situation: we have every
thing we need, and there is nothing more to get. We have brought 
our merchandise back home or our lover back home, and we say, 
"Let's close the door; let's lock it." So the mandala of the five 
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buddha families represents the progress of a whole day or a whole 
course of action. 

Without understanding the five buddha families, we have no 
working basis to relate with tantra, and we begin to find ourselves 
alienated from tantra. Tantra is seen as such an outrageous thing, 
which seems to have no bearing on us as individuals. We may feel 
the vajrayana is purely a distant aim,. a distant goal. So it is necessary 
to study the five buddha principles. They provide a bridge between 
tantric experience and everyday life. 

It is necessary to understand and relate with the five buddha 
principles before we begin tantric discipline, so that we can begin to 
understand what tantra is all about. If tantra is a mystical experi
ence, how can we relate it to our ordinary everyday life at home? 
There could be a big gap between tantric experience and day-to-day 
life. But it is possible, by understanding the five buddha families, 
to close the gap. Working with the buddha families we discover that 
we already have certain qualities. According to the tantric perspec
tive, we cannot ignore them and we cannot reject them and try to 
be something else. We have our aggression and our passion and our 
jealousy and our resentment and. our ignorance-or whatever we 
have. We belong to certain buddha families already, and we cannot 
reject them. We should work with our neuroses, relate with them 
and experience them properly. They are the only potential we have, 
and when we begin to work with them, we see that we can use them 
as stepping stones. 


