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 e’ve all heard the jokes: "OM, OM on the range," or "OM, my aching back." We’ve seen                        
 meditation instructors and yoga teachers enunciate it with great reverence. One famous 

swami even said that OM is the essence of the self – it is the "I" that everyone needs to know. 
But does anyone know what the mantra actually means?

To truly comprehend the depth and profundity of "OM," we have to go back to the ancient 
indic texts known as the Vedic literature, to the seed mantra  OMkara. But before this, it is 
worthwhile to know that OM is not a sectarian sound, nor is it peculiar to Hindu notions of 
divine mantras. Indeed, the sacred syllable is evoked by the well-known Judeo-Christian 
utterance "amen," which is a variation on om. Similarly, Muslims say "amin." All of our English 
descriptions of God, too, begin with OM – omnipresent, omnipotent, omniscient. The prefix 
omni is a slightly disguised version of OM.

But to understand OM on the deepest level, one has to spy the pages of the Vedic literature, 
portions of which are almost like textbooks on sound, elucidating the use of oral vibrations as a 
spiritual tool. Again, the same concept is echoed in other cultures. Chronicles from lands as 
diverse as Egypt and Ireland tell us of a time when vibrations laying at the foundation of our 
universe were harnessed by spiritual adepts for the benefit of mankind. Like the Bible, which 
states, "In the beginning was the Word" (John 1:1), Hindu scriptures affirm that the entire 
cosmic creation began with sound: "By His utterance came the universe." (Brihad-aranyaka 
Upanishad 1.2.4) The Vedanta-sutras add that ultimate liberation comes from sound as well 
(anavrittih shabdat). This is why sages chant mantras – such sounds afford ultimate release from 
the cycle of birth and death and they can even situate one on the highest platform of love of 
God.
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Engulfed by every imaginable type of sound, man in the current age 
is hard pressed to use his ears as they were originally intended.

Vedic texts refer to primal sound as Shabda Brahman -- 
God as word. Closely related to this is the concept of Nada 
Brahman -- God as sound. Nada, a Sanskrit word meaning 
"sound," is related to the term nadi, denoting the stream of 
consciousness -- a concept that goes back to the Rig Veda, the 
most ancient of the Vedas. Thus, the relationship between 
sound and consciousness has long been recorded in India’s 
ancient literature. Vedic texts, in fact, describe sound as the 
preeminent means for attaining higher, spiritual consciousness.

But one must learn how to hear. Engulfed by every 
imaginable type of sound, man in the current age is hard 
pressed to use his ears as they were originally intended. In 
fact, human beings are physically unable to perceive certain 
portions of the known vibratory spectrum. While being 
extremely sensitive to sound waves of about 1,000 to 4,000 
cycles per second (cps), man is all but deaf beyond 20,000 
cycles per second. Dogs and cats, on the other hand, can hear 
up to 60,000 cps, while mice, bats, whales, and dolphins can 
emit and receive sounds well over 100,000 cps. In other 
words, there are certain things that we as humans are 
physically unable to hear. One wonders how many categories 
of sound lay beyond our grasp. Spiritual sound such as OM, 
say Vedic texts, remains far away for one who is untrained in 
spiritual science, or unaccomplished in yoga practice.

Although the divine syllable is recognized in nearly all 
spiritual traditions originating in the East -- from the Buddhists 
of Tibet to the Vedantists of Benares -- few have penetrated 
its actual mystery. At best, OM, the supreme combination of 
letters, is thought to be an exotic, 

impersonal utterance – an abstract feature of the Absolute, 
chanted by yogis and swamis in India (or by Westerners 

adopting an Eastern form of spirituality). 

If one looks a little beneath the surface, however, one 
finds that OM is really so much more than this. The classical 
texts of India tell us that the sound vibration embodies Radha 
and Krishna, the female and male dimensions of God, and 
that it encompasses all ordinary souls as well. 

The origins of this mantra can be traced to the Rig Veda, 
earliest of India’s sacred Vedic texts:

OM is described throughout the Vedic literature and by the 
great spiritual masters of India as the seed conception of 
theism. As a tree or fruit begins with a seed so does 
everything begin with OM; even the Gayatri mantra, 
considered by many as the mantra par excellence, begins with 
OM -- the Vedas begin with OM, the Upanishads begin with 
OM, the Vedanta begins with OM, and the Srimad Bhagavatam, 
the cream of Vedic texts, begins with OM. Therefore, it can 
safely be said that the divine journey, or the search for 
transcendental knowledge, begins with OM.

In the Bhagavad Gita, Krishna Himself says, "vedyam 
pavitram omkara -- I am non different from the syllable OM." 
As such, this sacred syllable is known as the maha-vakya 
[maha-mantra] of the Vedas, and can be considered on an 
equal level with the maha-mantra as it is commonly known 
(Hare Krishna, Hare Krishna, Krishna Krishna, Hare Hare/ 
Hare Rama, Hare Rama, Rama Rama, Hare Hare), at least if it 
is bestowed upon an aspiring disciple by one who is truly self-
realized.

Thus, OM should never be thought of as impersonal. 
Rather, it is a sonic  representation of the Supreme, identical 
to the Lord in both essence and character.



In the Bhagavad 
Gita, Krishna 
Himself says, 
"vedyam pavitram 
omkara -- I am non 
different from the 
syllable OM." 

One who chants OM, the sonic form of Brahman, Spirit, 
quickly approaches ultimate reality.

It is also said that om is the sound of Krishna's flute: The 
ancient text known as the Brahma-samhita tells us that when 
Brahma, the first created being, tried to articulate or verbally 
recreate what he had heard when Krishna played His 
legendary instrument, Brahma uttered "OM." The Gopal-
tapani Upanishad also discusses om -- reinforcing its identity 
as the Supreme Divinity. 

The letter 'A' denotes Balaram, the divine son of Rohini, 
who is the substratum of the entire universe. The letter 'U' 
denotes Pradyumna who is the supersoul of the universe. 
The letter 'M' denotes Aniruddha, who is the supersoul of 
each individual being in the universe. And the 'dot' above the 
'M' denotes Sri Krishna, the fountainhead of all Vishnu 
incarnations.

Here we are introduced to the original Sanskritic form of 
the mantra, which is actually AUM, as opposed to OM. The 
"OM" form of the word is a loose transliteration. 

The Gopala-topani Upanishad begins with the idea of OM 
as given above, but it goes ever further in its conception of 
this sacred sound: 

The wise and enlightened sages declare that the Swarupa-
shakti (form-sound) of God, Sri Radha, and all living beings 

is OM.
Jiva Goswami, one of India’s greatest philosophers, 

elaborates: "OM is a combination of the letters, A,U,M. The 
letter 'A' refers to Krishna. The Letter 'U' refers to Radha, 
and the letter 'M' refers to the jiva (ordinary) soul." 

Here we are told of the most evolved understanding of 
the mantra, as mentioned previously. We conclude with A. C. 
Bhaktivedanta Swami’s definitive commentary:

OMkara is a combination of the letters a, u, and m. . . . The 
letter a (a-kara) refers to Krishna, who is sarva-lokaika-
nayakah, the master of all living entities and planets, material 
and spiritual. Nayaka means "leader." He is the supreme 
leader. . . .The letter u (u-kara) indicates Srimati Radharani, 
the pleasure potency of Krishna, and m (ma-kara) indicates 
the living entities (jivas). Thus, OM is the complete 
combination of Krishna, His potency, and His eternal 
servitors. In other words, omkara represents Krishna, His 
name, fame, pastimes, entourage, expansions, devotees, 
potencies and everything else pertaining to Him. Sarva-vishva-
dhama – omkara is the resting place of everything, just as 
Krishna is the resting place of everything.

In other words, OM is everything. What more can be said?
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