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Introduction

The hearT of the spiritual path is the longing to know and to be your true 
and authentic self. This has been the motivation of  thousands who have gone 
before you and will come after you. According to the highest teachings in the 
Tibetan Bön Buddhist tradition, the true self  that we long for is primordially 
pure. Each one of  us, just as we are, is primordially pure. Of  course when you 
hear that, you may think that it sounds like a great principle or philosophy, but 
you may not particularly feel that way right now. For your whole life, you have 
been flooded with images and messages that you are not pure, and it is easy for 
you to believe that you are not. Nevertheless, according to the teachings, your 
true nature is pure. That is who you really are.

Why is it so difficult to access or experience this purity? Why is there so 
much confusion and suffering? The truth of  the matter is that our true self  is 
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too close to the mind that experiences suffering. It is so close we rarely recognize 
it, and so it is obscured. The good news is that the moment we begin to suffer 
or recognize that we are confused, we have an opportunity to awaken. Suffering 
shakes us and brings us the opportunity to awaken to a deeper truth. Most 
of  the time when we suffer, we feel we need to change something in order to 
improve our lives. We change our jobs, relationships, diet, personal habits, and 
on and on. There are huge industries driven by this restless need that we experi-
ence to constantly improve our conditions and ourselves. While these actions 
may provide temporary relief  or improve the quality of  life, the methods never 
seem to go deep enough to cut the root of  our dissatisfaction. This simply 
means that through all the methods of  self-improvement we engage, as benefi-
cial as they may seem, we have not fully met and become who we truly are. 

Our dissatisfaction is useful when it makes us ask new questions, but it is 
most helpful when we ask the right question. According to the highest teach-
ing in my tradition, the question we should be asking is, “Who is suffering? 
Who is experiencing this problem?” This a very important question to ask, 
but if  it is not asked in the right way, it is possible to end up with the wrong 
conclusion. When we ask, “Who is suffering?” we have to look directly and 
clearly into the inner space of  our being. Many do not look long enough or 
thoroughly enough to connect with their innermost essence. 

Encountering dissatisfaction is a necessary motivation on the spiritual 
path. Bringing it directly into your meditation practice, it becomes a powerful 
entrance to connecting with the pure space of  being. Working with the Five 
Warrior Syllables as a meditation practice, you do connect with your primor-
dially pure self. Having connected, you can develop trust and confidence in 
that authentic self, and your life can reflect and express the spontaneous and 
virtuous actions that arise from this authentic and true self.
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OvErvIEW OF THE FIvE WArrIOr SyllABlES
Our fundamental awake nature is not produced or created, but is already there. 
In the way the vast expanse of  the sky is present but may be obscured by clouds, 
we too are obscured by habitual patterns that we mistake for ourselves. The 
practice of  the Five Warrior Syllables is a skillful means that can support us to 
release our negative and limiting behavioral patterns of  body, speech, and mind, 
and make room for a more spontaneous, creative, and authentic expression. 
In this practice, we recognize, connect with, and trust what is already there. 
In a relative sense, we begin to practice loving kindness, compassion, joy, and 
equanimity, qualities that bring great benefit experienced and expressed in our 
relationship with self  and others. Ultimately, the practice brings us to the full 
recognition of  our true self. In the teachings, the metaphor for this experience 
is a child recognizing her mother in a crowd—an instant, deep recognition of  
connection, an experience of  home. This is referred to as the natural mind, and 
that mind is pure. In the natural mind, all virtues are spontaneously perfected. 

There are many different ways we can practice meditation and connect with 
our true self. In my book on the five elements, Healing with Form, Energy, and 
Light, I talk about using the power of  the natural world to support a deeper 
and more authentic connection with our essence. When we stand on top of  a 
mountain, we get an unquestionable experience of  vast and open space. It is 
important to realize that that feeling, that experience, is in us and not only in 
the impressive vista. With a mountain, we can connect with and develop stabil-
ity. Many of  us go to the ocean for rest and enjoyment, but the natural power 
of  the ocean can support us to develop openness. We can go into nature to 
connect with certain qualities and internalize those qualities, in the sense of  
taking what we feel in the physical connection and bringing that deeper inside 
where our experience becomes one of  energy and mind. 
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Many times we look at a flower and think, “So beautiful! So beautiful!” At 
that moment, it is good to realize that beautiful quality internally. Feel it with 
the support of  looking at the flower. Don’t merely look at the flower or any 
external object and conclude that the beauty rests there in that object. Then you 
are only seeing your belief  that the flower is beautiful but has nothing to do with 
you. Bring that quality and feeling to a deeper recognition: “I am experiencing 
this. The flower is supporting me to experience this.” rather than, “It’s just a 
flower. I’m not like that.” We have so many opportunities to try this in life.

 In the practice of  the Five Warrior Syllables, we are not coming from the 
outside in. The approach here is from a discovery of  internal space and moving 
from there to spontaneous manifestation. With sound, we clear our habitual 
tendencies and obstacles and connect with the clear and open space of  our 
being. This open space is the source of  all virtues and is fundamental to each of  
us. It is simply who we are—awake, clear, buddha. 

There are five warrior syllables—A, OM, HUNG, RAM, and DZA—and each 
syllable represents a quality of  realization. They are referred to as “seed syl-
lables” because they possess the essence of  enlightenment. These five syllables 
represent the body, speech, mind, virtuous qualities, and actions of  enlighten-
ment, respectively. Together, they represent the true and fully expressed nature 
of  our authentic self. 

In the practice, we sing each warrior syllable in sequence. With each syllable, 
we focus on a corresponding energy center, or chakra, in the body and con-
nect with the quality that corresponds with that syllable. The sequence moves 
from the pure open space of  being to the place of  the manifestation of  virtue 
in action. As you begin each practice session, you come as your ordinary self, 
bringing those conditions and patterns of  your life that you are seeking to 
open, clear, and transform—both those of  which you are aware and those that 
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are hidden from you. The first point of  focus is the forehead chakra. A chakra 
is simply an energetic location in the body, similar to a wheel or center where 
many energy pathways converge. These centers are not at the surface of  the 
body but are within the body along the central channel, a channel of  light that 
extends from below the navel straight up through the center of  the body and 
opens at the crown. Different systems of  practice use different chakras as focal 
points. In the Five Warrior Syllables practice, A is associated with the forehead 
chakra and the changeless body; OM with the throat and the quality of  unceas-
ing speech; HUNG with the heart and the quality of  undeluded mind; RAM 
with the navel chakra and ripened, virtuous qualities; and DZA with the secret 
chakra and spontaneous action.

Pronunciation Guide
 A ~ pronounced “ah” like the “a” sound in the word calm

 OM ~ rhymes with the word home

 HUNG ~ the “u” sounds like the “oo” in the word hook

 RAM ~ the “a” sounds like the “a” in the word calm

 DZA ~  sharp and percussive; the front upper and lower teeth come 
together, with the tongue pressing against them as you 
sharply release the “dz” sound into the “ah” sound like the 
“a” in the word calm

By simply drawing our attention to a chakra location, subtle prana is activated. 
Prana is the Sanskrit word for “vital breath”; the Tibetan word is lung, while the 
Chinese use qi or chi, and the Japanese, ki. I refer to connection with this level of  
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experience as the energetic dimension. Through the vibration of  the sound of  
the particular syllable, we activate the possibility of  dissipating physical, emo-
tional or energetic, and mental disturbances that are held in the prana, or vital 
breath. As we bring mind, breath, and sound vibration together, we can begin to 
feel shifts and changes at the levels of  our body, emotions, and mind. Through 
releasing blocks and then recognizing and resting in the space within us that 
clears and opens, we enter a higher state of  consciousness.

 Each seed syllable has a corresponding quality of  light, a particular color. 
A is white, OM is red, HUNG is blue, RAM is red, and DZA is green. When 
we sing the syllable, we also visualize or imagine the light radiating from the 
chakra. This supports us to dissipate the subtlest obscurations of  mind and to 
experience the natural radiance of  the awakened mind.

Through the powerful combination of  focus on a particular location, the 
vibration of  the sound, and the awareness of  light, we develop an increasingly 
clear and open presence, radiant with positive qualities. The qualities them-
selves, among them love, compassion, joy, and equanimity, become supports 
or entrances to an even deeper connection with self, a deeper wisdom, the very 
space from which all of  existence arises. 

In the practice of  the Five Warrior Syllables, we have a departing place, the 
place of  conditions and dissatisfactions; a few doorways through which to enter, 
which are the chakras; and a final destination, our essential being. 

OUTEr, INNEr, AND SECrET lEvElS OF ExPErIENCE
These syllables are referred to as warrior syllables. The term warrior refers to 
the ability to conquer the forces of  negativity. Sacred sound has the power 
to eliminate obstacles, emotional blocks, and mental obscurations that pre-
vent us from recognizing the nature of  mind and from being our authentic 
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self  in any given moment. We can look at obstacles on three levels: external, 
internal, and secret. External obstacles are sickness and other adverse cir-
cumstances. Whatever the external causes and conditions, the Five Warrior 
Syllables practice is a means to work with and overcome the suffering we 
experience in relation to those conditions. Through the practice, we also 
eliminate internal obstacles, which are the negative emotions such as igno-
rance, anger, attachment, jealousy, and pride. And through this practice, the 
secret obstacles of  doubt, hope, and fear can be overcome. 

Even when external situations are the strongest obstacles in your life, you 
ultimately have to deal with them yourself, by yourself, with yourself. When 
you overcome such obstacles, you are still left with the question, “How is it 
that I continually find myself  in situations like this? Where do all these active 
negative emotions come from?” Even if  it seems the outer world has turned 
against you, or a particular person is making trouble for you, somehow it 
has something to do with you. Perhaps you are aware of  the many emotions, 
needs, and conditions within yourself. Where these needs and conditions and 
emotions originate is a much deeper place in yourself  than you may realize, so 
we need a method that allows us to connect deeply and intimately with our-
selves, a method that brings the powerful remedy of  clear and open awareness 
to the root of  our suffering and confusion. 

Ordinarily, we recognize a problem only when it becomes a gross problem. 
When problems are very subtle, we are not able to recognize them. I don’t 
imagine that there are many conversations happening at the local coffee shop 
that begin, “I have a real problem in my life because I have fundamental igno-
rance and tend to impute myself  as solid and substantial.” Or, “I have a lot of  
problems in my life. I am continuously engaging the five poisons.” you are more 
likely to hear, “I’m not doing very well. My partner and I are fighting.” 
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When problems manifest in your outer life, you can’t miss them. When you 
experience them, you may even recognize that you are participating in creating 
them. But the seeds of  these problems are very hard to recognize and would 
be considered a secret obstacle. The notion of  “secret” simply means that it is 
harder to understand; it is hidden from us. 

What is your secret problem? Usually you have to wait until your secret 
problem ripens and becomes your inner problem; then, when your inner 
problem ripens, it becomes your outer problem. When it becomes your outer  
problem, you share it with all your family and friends! When it is inner or 
secret, you don’t share it with anyone. Others may have no idea that you 
are experiencing a problem. you may have no idea. But when it becomes 
an outer problem, even when you don’t want to share it, you have involved 
others in it.

If  you look at the nature of  the problem, when something manifests in the 
outer world, clearly it is an outer obstacle. But when you see who created it, 
what kind of  emotion or condition created it, you may recognize, “My greed 
has created this condition.” looking and working at the level of  the greed is 
working with the inner level of  obstacle. “Who is so greedy?” points to the 
secret level. So “Who is so greedy?” becomes the secret obscuration, the greed 
becomes the inner emotional block, and the expression of  greed in the outer 
world—whatever problems you create—become the outer obstacles. 

What do these obstacles, blocks, and obscurations obscure? On the 
secret level, they obscure wisdom. On the inner level, they obscure virtues. 
In outer manifestation, they obscure the expression of  virtue toward oth-
ers. When these obstacles, blocks, and obscurations are removed, wisdom, 
the virtuous qualities, and the spontaneous expression of  those virtues are 
naturally present. 
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On the most subtle or secret level of  being, each of  the five warrior syllables 
reveals a corresponding wisdom: the wisdom of  emptiness, mirrorlike wisdom, 
the wisdom of  equanimity, discriminating-awareness wisdom, and the wisdom 
of  all-accomplishing action. On the inner level, positive qualities are revealed. I 
refer to love, compassion, joy, and equanimity as “enlightened qualities.” They 
are also known as the Four Immeasurables. While there are innumerable positive 
qualities, for the purpose of  this practice, I encourage you to develop a deeper 
relation to these four. Everyone needs these qualities; we are more aware of  a 
need for virtuous qualities than for wisdom. Through connecting with these 
inner qualities, we can connect with a deeper source of  wisdom in ourselves 
and also benefit others through the outer expression of  these positive qualities 
in our actions. 

While we recognize the need for love, compassion, joy, and equanimity in 
our lives, instead of  connecting with these qualities by looking inward, we often 
connect our need for them with material objects. For one person, love may 
mean finding a partner. Joy might mean getting a house or a job or new cloth-
ing or a particular car. We often experience our needs as materially based. “I 
need to find something in order to be happy.” We seek to acquire or accumulate 
these virtues in a material sense. But with the support of  our meditation prac-
tice, we begin to look inward and discover a more fundamental place within us 
in which all these qualities are already present. 

In the beginning of  our practice, the Four Immeasurables can be approached 
in a mundane way. This is what is real for each of  us, and we have to acknowl-
edge this as our starting point. We begin with the very basic conditions of  
our lives. you may recognize that you are irritable around your colleagues at 
work or have lost a sense of  delight in your children. If  you understand your 
very basic conditions and bring them to the practice, you can make those 
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basic conditions the bridge to discovering the positive qualities within you. 
The qualities then become the bridge to wisdom. There is always a place to 
grow in this practice. you should not think, “Oh, I found my soul mate, 
someone to love; that is my illumination.” your practice doesn’t finish there. 
At the same time, you do want to see the positive results of  your meditation 
manifesting in your relationships and in your creative expression. 

So we begin the practice of  meditation more familiar with our suffering and 
confusion than with the purity of  our being. The problems that we bring are 
the energy or fuel that will power our path. The clearing of  our blocks through 
engaging the power of  the Five Warrior Syllables offers us the opportunity to 
glimpse the open sky of  our being. The dissolution of  these blockages reveals 
wisdom and makes positive qualities available. This is the warrior’s path. The 
spontaneous expression of  positive qualities and virtues in our lives is the direct 
result of  meditation, as is the confidence that naturally arises as we become 
more and more familiar with our true nature. 

SHOrT-TErM AND lONg-TErM gOAlS IN MEDITATION
When we engage in the practice of  meditation, I recommend having some 
immediate goals as well as understanding the ultimate or long-term goal. While 
the long-term goal of  the practice of  meditation is to cut the root of  ignorance 
and achieve liberation or buddhahood for the benefit of  all beings, the immedi-
ate goal can be something more ordinary. What is it that you want to transform 
in your life? A short-term goal may range from overcoming a basic condition of  
suffering in your life to cultivating positive, healing qualities that benefit your-
self, your family, and your community. 

you can begin your meditation practice in a very simple place. reflect on your 
life to see what it is that you would like to transform. I recommend working  
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with a personal issue in this practice of  the Five Warrior Syllables. let’s say you 
are unhappy in life. Every now and then you think, “I have a lot of  reasons to 
be happy; I should just focus on those things.” So you focus your thoughts in a 
more positive direction, and it works for a couple of  hours or for the weekend. 
Somehow, by the middle of  next week, you’re back to the more familiar feeling 
of  being unhappy. Perhaps you have a cup of  tea and talk to someone. It helps 
for a few hours, but again, you’re back. Or you go to a therapist, and that also 
helps, but still you go back to a familiar feeling of  unhappiness. Somehow you 
get trapped back in a pattern that you find difficult to overcome completely. 
Somehow your unhappiness is deeper within you than the methods you have 
tried. It is possible to connect with an experience of  yourself  that is more 
fundamental than any of  the problems you experience in life, to recognize this 
again and again through the practice of  meditation, and to trust this experi-
ence of  being. Through singing the warrior syllables and recognizing, becoming 
familiar with, and resting in the inner space that opens up within you as a 
result, you begin to trust a more fundamental place within yourself  that is not 
only clear and open and free of  problems, but from which all positive qualities 
are spontaneously available as you encounter the challenges of  your life.

USINg THIS BOOk AND CD
In the following five chapters, I will describe each of  the warrior syllables and 
how we might practice with them in order to benefit ourselves and others. After 
reading each chapter, you may wish to pause, and listen to and practice along 
with the track on the CD that is the short guided meditation corresponding 
to the syllable described. In this way, you can become more familiar with that 
particular syllable and bring what you have been reading and reflecting upon 
directly into your experience in a deeper way. This is the traditional Buddhist 
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