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Praise for
The True Source of Healing

“In a time when we have lost our collective and
personal souls, Tenzin Wangyal offers us an unfailing
compass to our original, unbroken self. Read this book,
and find your way back to health and wholeness!”

— Alberto Villoldo, Ph.D., author of
Shaman, Healer, Sage and Mending the Past
and Healing the Future with Soul Retrieval

“Tenzin Wangyal is a generous teacher, an insightful master,
and a brilliant translator of timeless wisdom. In The True
Source of Healing, he demystifies the ancient practice of soul
retrieval in a profound, clear, and accessible way that gently
leads us to the core of our very being. This journey with
Tenzin is a joy, and the results are transformational.”

— davidji, best-selling author of Secrets of Meditation

“Tenzin Rinpoche offers an ancient, lineage-based approach
to the concept of soul retrieval, and in so doing brings
brilliant Tibetan Bön wisdom to the heart of this practice.”

— Charlie Morley, author of Dreams of Awakening

“What a treasure! Tenzin Wangyal Rinpoche skillfully
guides us in ancient practices to retrieve our basic goodness
and intelligence. These practices, which we can apply
immediately to our fast-paced and stress-filled lives, will
revitalize us at the deepest level of our being. The True Source
of Healing invites us to stillness, silence, and spaciousness,
and to joyfully allow the qualities of our basic nature—
unbounded awareness and a warm heart—
to emerge so that we may be healed.”

— Matteo Pistono, author of Fearless in Tibet and
In the Shadow of the Buddha
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Preface

I believe there is no better moment than now to introduce these practices of soul retrieval, which have so much power to help you connect with the natural environment, with others, and with your soul. Done daily, these practices have the potential to transform your life. They can help you come home to your inherent joy, reenergize your relationships, feel more connected and productive at work, and find healing for physical maladies, as well as bring happiness and well-being to others.

The wisdom in this book is very old. It has its source in Tibetan Bön Buddhism, the indigenous spiritual tradition of Tibet and one of the world’s richest and most ancient unbroken spiritual traditions. The Bön soul-retrieval practices and rituals remain as alive and relevant today as they were well before Buddhism arrived in Tibet in the 7th century. However, since most Western students don’t have time in their busy lives to learn complex rituals, in this book I am omitting explanations of the traditional ceremonies and rituals of soul retrieval and focusing instead on the most essential elements of the core teachings.1

While presenting the practices and their explanations in as simple and accessible a way as possible, I remain true to the ancient texts. My intention is to offer a clear path to solid experiences that can shift your energy and understanding toward healing and renewal, help you clear the negative thoughts and emotions that obstruct your happiness and well-being, and assist you in retrieving the enthusiasm and vitality you may have lost in life. Ultimately, the teachings presented here are about reconnecting deeply and completely with your soul, with your genuine nature, so that you can live a more authentic, balanced, and fulfilled life.

My own upbringing and training were very traditional. My father was a Buddhist lama and my mother a Bön practitioner. I was born in India soon after they escaped from Tibet during the Chinese Cultural Revolution. After my father passed away, my mother married a Bön lama. At age ten I entered Menri Monastery near Dolanji, India, now one of the two main Bön monasteries outside of Tibet. At the Dialectic School of Menri I spent 11 years as a monk engaged in a traditional, rigorous course of study toward a geshe degree. My studies included epistemology, cosmology, sutra, tantra, and dzogchen. I received my degree in 1986, and since then I have been living and teaching in the West. I currently live with my wife and son in Northern California.

From as early as I can remember, the drums, bells, and conch-shell horns of the traditional Bön rituals were part of my life, as familiar to me as video games are to children today. As a child, I was particularly impressed with the soul-retrieval ritual. In Tibet, soul-retrieval rituals are commonly recommended for patients who feel energetically drained but have been unable to obtain a clear diagnosis from a physician. My mother was seldom well, and after she had undergone many treatments, it was determined that her healing could be advanced only if elaborate ceremonies and soul-retrieval rituals were performed on her behalf. A traditional Tibetan view is that illness can be linked to soul loss and that one of the many causes of losing your soul is that the spirits are provoked because you have harmed their world. So the rituals for my mother involved creating harmony with the spirits, offering them what they needed to pacify them, and requesting that they stop damaging my mother’s vitality and return what they had stolen from her. After one ceremony, my mother even changed her name as a way of releasing her identity as a sick person and taking on a new, healthier identity.

While this book contains none of the traditional Bön rituals, the guidance it offers is the heart essence of their healing powers. Tibetans typically refer to soul and life-force retrieval as laguk tseguk, with la meaning “soul,” guk meaning “to retrieve” or “to call,” and tse meaning “life force.” The practices of soul retrieval not only provide healing for those who are sick or dying but also serve people who are physically healthy. They offer an excellent means of reinforcing your vitality on a daily basis. If you are feeling disconnected, these practices can help you find a sense of connection with yourself, with others, and with the world around you.

Like many other indigenous traditions, Bön emphasizes the need to heal the soul for the welfare of all human beings and the earth itself. This philosophy of healing oneself for others’ welfare plays an important role in the Bön causal vehicles, the system of teachings that is the primary source of the soul-retrieval practices. Within Bön’s vast system of knowledge, all of the principal teachings in its Southern Treasure tradition are categorized according to the Nine Ways of Bön, the first four of which are known as the causal vehicles. The causal vehicles focus on methods for working beneficially with the power and spirits of nature, as well as with astrology, divination, medicine, and cosmology. They provide a foundation for practicing Bön’s higher vehicles of sutra, tantra, and dzogchen. Dzogchen is known as the vehicle of great perfection.

In my view, all of the Bön teachings are interconnected, and as reflected in the methods described in this book, all can play a role in healing the soul. Whether soul retrieval is done through communing with the elements of nature, through clearing negative emotions and cultivating positive qualities, or through connecting with subtle wisdom states in dzogchen practice, it points us toward the same experience: a deeper connection with the spacious awareness that is our authentic self, the source of all the positive qualities a human being needs to be joyful and fulfilled, and lead a life that benefits others.
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Its positive qualities are inconceivable,

Like the revelation of a king’s treasure.

The one who rests within its true meaning

Enjoys the inexhaustible wealth of its fruition.

— from The Seven Mirrors
of Dzogchen, a Bön dzogchen text1


Introduction

I once did a television interview that began a bit awkwardly. When I arrived at the studio, the host was acting moody and distracted. He was shuffling papers and gulping his coffee, and it seemed like all he wanted was to be somewhere else. But as soon as he was cued that the show was about to go live, he sat up tall and with a big smile said brightly to the camera, “Good morning, everyone!” I was so surprised by his instant transformation that it took me a minute or two to relax into the interview.

We all know what a real smile looks like. It arises naturally from an open heart and comes with lightness, warmth, and spontaneous laughter. The eyes sparkle, the gaze connects. Few people who receive a genuine smile can help but smile back. But the smile of that TV host had nothing to do with authentic joy or liveliness. It was superficial and forced, and glossed over his bad mood. Clearly this man had learned how to switch on a big, bright smile, but not how to access genuine warmth as he did so.

How many of us dread going to work each morning? We may wear professional smiles all day and then carry our stress and unhappiness back home with us every evening. While we look like we have everything—a job, a home, a family—we may be feeling dark and depressed inside. We may be struggling to find happiness, never fully satisfied with what we have. The sense of disconnectedness and dissatisfaction in today’s society seems pervasive. Many people lead active lives and accomplish a lot, and yet it can be hard for any of us to recognize and reflect on our pain and discontent, or understand what is causing it.

We are missing something essential that is actually deep within us. Spontaneity, creativity, ease, and playfulness are qualities of our natural state of being, but we fail to realize this. From the Tibetan Bön perspective, when we lose the connection to our natural state, we lose our soul. The good news is that we can fully retrieve what we have lost. Recall a moment in your life when you felt complete, satisfied, fully alive, at home in yourself. Imagine that it is possible for you to feel that way not only now and then but most of the time. This is what soul-retrieval practice offers.

What Is the Soul?

In the context of the Bön soul-retrieval practice, the soul (la in Tibetan) is understood as the balance of the subtle energies and related qualities of the five elements: earth, water, fire, air, and space. The ancient Tibetan teachings tell us that everything in life—in fact, everything in the universe and any experience we can have—is made up of these five elements. Without the external elements of soil, water, air, and the heat of the sun, we could not exist, be sustained, or receive nourishment. Similarly, our soul cannot remain nourished without the inner essences of the five elements.

Our inner experience of these elemental qualities includes a sense of groundedness and connectedness (earth), comfort and fluidity (water), joy and inspiration (fire), flexibility and movement (air), and openness and accommodation (space). If one or more of these five natural elements is lacking or diminished in us, our soul will be damaged. When these qualities come into balance, it is said that our soul is healed. In the practice of soul retrieval, what we retrieve are these elemental qualities. It may be that you only need to retrieve a single quality in order to bring every other quality into balance.

Causes of Soul Loss

According to traditional Tibetan teachings, damage to your soul also diminishes your life force—your vitality. Soul loss can lead to physical weakness and illness. It can affect you emotionally, energetically, psychologically, and spiritually. In extreme cases, soul loss can lead to death. The imbalance of the elements related to soul loss is usually a result of the inevitable challenges we face in life. The challenges might be anything from an unhealed childhood trauma to a sudden shock, such as the unexpected death of a loved one. Soul loss can also happen gradually as a result of accumulated stress. Collectively, entire nations can suffer soul loss as a result of wars and natural disasters.

How do you know when your soul is injured or depleted? Often this is experienced as pervasive, chronic dissatisfaction. You might try to distract yourself by watching lots of television, surfing the Internet, mindlessly eating or drinking, or engaging in any number of other diversions, and yet the feeling of dissatisfaction is always in the background. While you cannot pinpoint the cause, you know that you are not happy.

A sense of exhaustion can be another sign of soul loss. Perhaps you are caring for an aging parent while juggling the demands of your own life. Your intention is to be compassionate and generous in all the right ways, but you feel stressed out and depleted. The problem is not the amount of time you are spending on helping another; it’s that you are acting from a disconnected place. When we are connected to our natural state of being, giving to others involves no stress or mental exhaustion. Like a genuine smile, our actions are spontaneous, effortless, and joyful. They energize both the giver and the receiver.

But when we feel disconnected, there is a sense of lack, a sense of wanting or needing more for ourselves. Anything can seem wrong: where you are, what you are doing, whom you are with, how you feel in your body. You may feel a sense of loneliness or a lack of trust














	Element*
	Basic qualities
	Wisdom
	Pure light



	Earth
	Groundedness, connectedness
	Mirrorlike wisdom
	Yellow



	Water
	Comfort, fluidity
	All-accomplishing wisdom
	Blue



	Fire
	Joy, inspiration
	Discriminating wisdom
	Red



	Air
	Flexibility, movement
	The wisdom of equanimity
	Green



	Space
	Openness, accommodation
	The wisdom of emptiness
	White
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