
Om Mani Padme Hum 

The Avalokiteshvara Mantra, Om Mani Padme Hum, is recited in praise of the 
Bodhisttva Avalokiteshvara. It is recited to remind us of the qualities of 
Avalokiteshvara. 
 
A Bodhisattva is a being that compassionately refrains from entering nirvana 
in order to show the way and to save others. 
 
Chenrezig in Tibetan; Dalai Lama is said to be an emanation of this 
Bodhisattva and has become the female Bodhisattva Kuan Yin in China or 
Kannon in Japan.  
 
Avalokiteshvara is known as the Bodhisattva of compassion. The name 
Avalokiteshvara means “The Lord Who Looks Down in Compassion” so is 
very much associated with the Metta Bhavana meditation. 
 
There are various ways that Avalokiteshvara is depicted. Sometimes in a four 
armed form, the central pair of hands clasps the mani, or jewel, to 
Avalokiteshvara’s heart in a prayer-like attitude. The jewel represents 
compassion, which is his principle attribute. The jewel is held to his heart 
because compassion is central to Avalokiteshvara’s being. Compassion is 
Avalokiteshvara’s essence. 
 

 
 
The outer arms hold a mala (rosary) and a lotus flower, as if as gifts. These 
are Avalokiteshvara’s offerings to the world — his compassionate activity 



extending into the world. The lotus symbolizes wisdom, while the mala 
represents the gift of meditation, and also comments on the necessity for the 
constant repetition of skillful activities in order to attain enlightenment. 
 
This multi-limbed approach was taken to another level in the thousand-armed  
form of Avalokiteshvara. According to legend, Avalokiteshvara made a vow, in 
the presence of the Buddha Amitabha, to manifest in all the realms of 
existence in order to save all sentient beings. He also vowed that if he were to 
lose his compassion for even a moment, that he would shatter into a thousand 
pieces. 
 

 
 
At one time, having worked tirelessly for the welfare of beings, 
Avalokiteshvara, looked back and saw that there were still uncountable beings 
suffering in samsara (rounds of rebirth). At that point he became discouraged, 
fainted, and shattered into a thousand pieces. Amitabha gathered up the 
pieces and reassembled them into a form with thousand arms  
 
Each of the thousand hands, which are arrayed like an aura around the 
standing figure of Avalokiteshvara, has an eye in the center of the palm, 
suggesting that his beneficial activities are informed by transcendental 
wisdom and that he is watching over all sentient beings. Many of the hands 
bear implements, suggesting the skilful means that Avalokiteshvara employs 
in saving sentient beings from the sufferings of samsara. 
 
The meaning 
 
Om, suggests primordial reality and sort of background sound to the universe. 
Mani means jewel, while Padme means lotus. Hum, like Om, has no easily 
translatable meaning. Overall, the mantra is suggestive of the bringing 
together of the qualities of wisdom (the lotus) and compassion (the jewel).  
 
It is also translated as meaning  
 
Behold the Jewel in the Lotus 



 
Each of the syllables can also be thought to stand for a different thing to be 
purified 
 
Om – Pride 
Ma – Jealousy 
Ni – Passion 
Pe – Stupidity 
Me – Possessiveness 
Hung – Aggression 
 
The mantra is very widely chanted in Tibet, and carved onto stones, printed 
onto flags, and embossed onto prayer wheels. The illustration shows the 
mantra’s six syllables 
 

 
  
 
 


