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        A WORD OF RECOMMENDATION
      

      WHEN WE REFLECT ON THE DEVELOPMENTS of past history, we owe a considerable debt of gratitude to certain men and women who, through undaunted effort, determination, and creativity, have made exceptional contributions. Such may be said of Bill Gleason, who is my longtime friend and a highly qualified instructor of aikido.

      The Spiritual Foundations of Aikido is not only of interest for those people studying aikido, but is also a valuable resource for anyone wishing more deeply to understand ancient Japanese religion, fine art, and martial art.

      Morihei Ueshiba-sensei, the founder of aikido, emphatically stressed the relevance of the kototama to the secret principle, or essence, of aikido, and I have every anticipation that this book, the result of Bill Gleason’s long effort and research, will find its place as a well of information for those who study aikido.

      Mitsugi Saotome, Aikido Shihan

June 20, 1993

    

  
    
      
        A NOTE TO THE READER
      

      
        Pronunciation
      

      A_____as in father

      E_____as in save

      I_____as in easy

      O_____as in old

      U_____as in smooth

      Si is pronounced Shi.

      Ti is pronounced Chi.

      Tu is pronounced Tsu.

      R is pronounced as a combination of the English r, l, and d sounds. It is similar to a Spanish r but is not rolled.

      
        Glossary
      

      A Glossary of terms used is provided at the back of the book. In some cases, foreign words and technical terms are explained in text; in other cases, not. Readers will sometimes wish to turn to the Glossary.

    

  
    
      
        INTRODUCTION
      

      INTEREST IN THE MARTIAL ARTS IN THE WEST has been increasing in the last decade, yet many people still do not understand that there is a major difference between the martial arts, as they are commonly practiced and portrayed, and budo, the martial way. Budo, or simply bu, is a shortened form of the word bushido, the traditional philosophy and way of life underlying the conduct and training of the Japanese samurai warrior. Budo encompasses both the martial and the fine arts; it nurtures both aesthetic appreciation and practical ability. The code of bushido has defined the standard for traditional education in Japan for many centuries, instilling in the Japanese people a sense of justice, courage, morality, and benevolence. I believe that this makes it particularly valuable for our modern times. It is, in fact, already having a large influence on Western society, and it is important that we understand its true nature.

      Regardless of the purity or depth of the ancient martial arts, as long as modern adaptations emphasize formal competition as their raison d’Ãªtre, they are sports, not budo. The competitive aspect of the martial arts has been escalated by misinformed and misleading publicity generated by popular magazines and movies. It is my intention in The Spiritual Foundations of Aikido to situate aikido within its true budo heritage and to establish its value as a spiritual discipline. Aikido is unique among martial disciplines in that its ingenious design allows it to be practiced with full bodily contact without injury or competition.

      Aikido is a modern form of budo that embodies the essence of Shinto, the indigenous religion and spiritual foundation of Japan. Shinto mind is, in fact, Japanese mind. The original Shinto (kannagara no michi) precedes religion: it is a tradition older than written history. It is at the heart of bu, a way of life based on a worldview that underlies the samurai code of social responsibility. The Japanese sword—essential to the higher refinement of aikido technique and central to aikido history—is one of the three sacred symbols of Shinto.

      Shinto and aikido are tied together by their common foundation, the kototama principle. The kototama principle manifests universal energy (ki). The kototama (word souls—see chapter 4) divides this ki into fifty different functions that underlie all phenomena. These word souls are sounds—but not merely sounds as we usually think of them. They are the a priori dimensions of the universe manifesting through the eight different rhythms of yin and yang (see Glossary). They are the foundation of our spiritual constitution—in fact, of the whole universe. The techniques of aikido were created in accordance with this principle; and aikido, practiced with the correct mentality, leads to spiritual understanding and personal transformation.

      This is not a book on aikido technique per se. Rather, it is an attempt to introduce the principles that lie at the root of that technique. The founder of aikido, Morihei Ueshiba-sensei, described the essence of aikido as One Spirit, Four Souls, Three Origins, and Eight Powers. This is the Shinto expression for the kototama principle. O-sensei went on to say that if our practice departed from this principle, we were missing aikido altogether. It is my intention in this book to clarify these original teachings of aikido through the teachings of Shinto from which they originate.

      Where I quote O-sensei’s direct teachings, I specify them as such, and they are printed in italic type. In all other cases I draw on my own research and experience. It is not my intention to explain the kototama in depth but, rather, to clarify its basic principles and reveal the spiritual content of aikido.

      Each chapter of this book builds on the one before, and I therefore recommend that they be read in order. Having read the entire text once through, the reader may then return and study specific points of interest.

      Chapter 1 introduces the life of the founder, Morihei Ueshiba-sensei, and the experiences that led to his unique ability and spiritual enlightenment. It introduces the unique sword training that led to his depth of spiritual conviction and dedication to world peace. Some of his aikido poems are also introduced.

      Chapter 2 deals with the spiritual qualities of aikido. Various Japanese terms are introduced to show its philosophical and experiential content as well as the proper attitude for practice.

      Chapter 3 introduces the cosmology of kannagara no michi, the original Shinto, and also the mythology that has been passed down to the present. The kototama are introduced as the foundation of both Shinto and Japanese mind. It was through O-sensei’s study of the kototama, Shinto, and esoteric Buddhism that the creation of aikido became possible.

      In chapter 4 the kototama are approached as the content of universal order, the world of ki. This chapter is not easy reading, but it explains the thread that unites The Spiritual Foundations of Aikido and should be read carefully. The origin of the five vowel dimensions is explained as emptiness, which is said to be the reality of all consciousness and form. The three sacred treasures of Shinto—the mirror, the sword, and the beads—are related to their respective kototama.

      Chapter 5 introduces the theme of One Spirit, Four Souls, the constitution of both individual and universal spirit. This is an aspect of spirituality that is little known in the West and it is the foundation of O-sensei’s spiritual teachings.

      Chapter 6 deals with spiritual manifestation: the Three Origins and Eight Powers, the foundation of both religion and philosophy.

      Chapter 7 explains the need for practice and goes on to unite the universal principles of aiki, the harmony of universal ki, with actual technique and practice. The purpose of aikido practice is to understand the aiki principle and apply it to every aspect of our lives. Aikido technique can never really be correct until we become one with the laws of harmony in nature.

      Chapter 8, “The Order of the Universe,” concerns the application of aiki principle and feeling to our daily life. It is a call to consciousness, a request for all aikido people to unite and support the dream of O-sensei: the creation of a better world.

      I was one of many young people, who, in the early 1960s, were searching for some of the answers to the question, Why do we exist? It was a time when many people were trying, like snakes, to change their skin—and trying to discover something, anything, that made sense. This search led me to Boston, Massachusetts, where I became a student of Michio Kushi, the founder of the U.S. macrobiotic movement. His teachings on universal order and the wisdom of the East so inspired me that I became a teacher, lecturing and traveling in the United States. Several years later, as though finding the answer to a question I had not known how to ask, I discovered aikido, a means of intuitively grasping the principles I had been studying. In December 1969 I left for Japan to study aikido in depth.

      I studied with the best teachers in the world. My combined studies of Japanese language, Eastern religion, and aikido also led me to the roots of Japanese culture, the kototama. The kototama is the content and function of universal and individual spirit. Aikido, constructed on its form and function, embodies this origin and makes it available for anyone to discover through his or her own effort.

      In the spring of 1980 I returned to the United States to continue training and also to teach. This martial way has become the center of my life. My dojo is named Shobu Aikido of Boston. Shobu means the martial way of wisdom. It indicates that aikido must be practiced as michi—as a total way of life. Shobu aikido brings forth the virtues of One Spirit, Four Souls, the five vowel dimensions of the universe. I am not a master of aikido; I am a student on the path. As such it is my sincere wish that this book will be read with an open mind and be of value to those who seek a better understanding of the spiritual content of aikido.
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      1 • THE ORIGINS OF AIKIDO

      ALTHOUGH IT IS MOST WIDELY KNOWN as a martial art or system of self-defense, aikido is also a profound spiritual training. Its purpose is to develop the innate qualities of our divine heritage. This was the opinion stated by aikido’s founder, Morihei Ueshiba (1883–1969), a Japanese soldier, farmer, and philosopher, and one of the greatest martial arts masters in history. In recognition of his contribution to the martial arts, aikido practitioners refer to him as O-sensei, “the great teacher.” As created and fashioned by O-sensei, aikido’s purpose is to promote life and understanding, not to defeat others. The only enemy that Ueshiba recognized was the enemy within.
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      [image: image] Morihei Ueshiba

      His final message to his students before he passed away was that the name of aikido should be changed to shobu aiki, the martial way for the creation of wisdom and character. These were his words:

      The martial way [budo] that embodies the feeling of universal compassion is based on the creative energy of the universe [takemusubi]. All the others are nothing more than arts of destruction. In the beginning I called it takemusubi aiki; later I decided to call it shobu aiki, the budo that creates wisdom, judgment, the mind of a sage.1

      
        The true victory of shobu aiki is to strike down and destroy the mind of doubt and conflict within yourself. It is to realize and carry out the destiny you have received from divine providence. Regardless of how this may be philosophically explained, unless it is actually put into practice, you are no different than anyone else. Through the practice of aikido, this power and ability is added unto you.
      

      
        The underlying origin of budo is the spirit of universal protection, nurturing, and salvation. It is to give renewed energy to yourself and others. Human beings are the children of the divine universal spirit and if they are unhappy it is because they turn away from their own nature. Man has selfishly created the sense of good and evil and then forgotten the essence of his own nature. Within divine love there is no good or evil, no happiness or unhappiness. There is only constant giving in an attempt to pay back some part of the precious gift of life that one has received and even now continues to enjoy.
      

      
        You should never be trapped by the idea that you have problems, that you are a person of deep karma, or that you are one of little value. This is insulting not only to yourself but to others as well. All people share the same divine origin. There is only one thing that is wrong or useless. That is the stubborn insistence that you are an individual, separate from others. Give thanks and show gratitude. Work for the paradise on this earth. In this way your true nature will continually unfold.
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      These quotations are teachings of Morihei Ueshiba, born on December 14, 1883, in the village of Tanabe, near the sacred Nachi Falls, Wakayama prefecture, Japan. The area is deeply immersed in Shinto mysticism, esoteric Buddhism, and tales of ancient times. These stories influenced the young Morihei a great deal. He was the fourth child of Yoroku and Yuki Ueshiba, and his father went to great lengths in order to insure the happiness and success of his only son. Yoroku reputedly never raised his voice to young Ueshiba. His mother Yuki was a gentle and soft-spoken woman whose interests were in painting, calligraphy, literature, and religion. Between them, Morihei was exposed to both the martial and the fine arts at an early age.

      Morihei, a sensitive child, was often ill. He had an introspective nature and spent much of his time reading and daydreaming. At seven years of age, he began studying at a local Buddhist temple of the Shingon Mikkyo sect and learned to chant the sacred mantras and scriptures of esoteric Buddhism.

      The Shingon Mikkyo (lit., the secret teaching of the true word) sect was founded by the Buddhist saint Kobo-daishi (774–835 
C.E.), also known as Kukai. Among other things, Kukai’s talents were said to include the ability to paint four murals simultaneously by holding brushes in both his hands and feet. When Shingon Mikkyo became mixed with unsystemetized shamanism, the result was Shugendo, an ascetic mountain religion that linked this esoteric Buddhist sect with Shinto. Ueshiba wrote:

      
        The esoteric Buddhism of Kukai, though incomparably more complex and sophisticated than Shinto, had many elements compatible with the latter. Among these were the idea of the oneness of man and nature and a belief in the magical efficacy of the word (mantra in the former, kototama in the latter). It was only natural that as time went by esoteric Buddhism should come into close association with Shinto.
        
        
          2
        
      

      Shingon gave the young Morihei his first introduction to the kototama as a spiritual practice. Chanting the Shingon incantations—the word souls—he showed great interest and aptitude, and his mother considered he might become a monk. His father, however, opposed. The idea died a peaceful death.
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      Yoroku Ueshiba, of samurai stock, was a man of considerable strength, and he encouraged his son to develop himself through the practice of sumo wrestling and swimming. Morihei was obliged to help his father every day, carrying heavy bags of rice and accompanying him on long mountainside excursions to visit hidden shrines and on trips to the seaside for fishing. In time, Morihei developed into a robust and healthy young man, but not so strong that he could handle anything that came up.

      One evening when everyone was asleep, a gang of thieves broke into the house; Yoroku grabbed a staff, sending them running for their lives. Morihei recalled this event wistfully: “I wished at that time that I could have helped my father. I didn’t know what to do.” Perhaps this was the spark that in later years would kindle his desire to become a martial artist.

      Morihei at first had no such intention. He was a bright student, avidly interested in mathematics and physics. After junior high school he enrolled in a highly regarded abacus academy and within a year became assistant to the instructor of the school. After graduating from the academy, Morihei took a job with the local tax office. He had a quick mind and exceptional ability with figures and was rapidly promoted to superintendent.

      His social conscience was evident early. When he was nineteen, a new law was imposed on fishermen, favoring the large commercial fleets and imposing hardship on the owners of small fishing boats. Morihei and the fishermen demonstrated against the law in what was known as the Iso Incident. This ended his career with the tax office. Jobless, but still the dreamer, he went north to Tokyo to seek his fortune and established the Ueshiba Company, which became a large stationery store. In the meantime he had become interested in the martial arts and studied both ancient (koryu) jujutsu and the shinkage style of Japanese sword. When later he became ill, he was forced to surrender his business to his employees and return home to Tanabe. Arriving, he said to his father, “Well, I left empty-handed and I returned empty-handed.” Once again among familiar surroundings and eating well, he rapidly regained his health. In 1904 he married his childhood friend, Hatsu Itokawa.

      In that same year, war broke out between Russia and Japan. Morihei enlisted in the army but was rejected for being a fraction under the minimum height requirement of five feet. This infuriated him. Eager to serve his country, he trained vigorously, alone in the mountains, and even hung for long periods of time by his arms from tree branches, hoping to stretch his height.

      With his second application he was accepted as a reserve. His hardworking attitude and extraordinary skill soon drew the attention of his superiors, and he was quickly promoted to sergeant. His skill with both the sword and the bayonet guaranteed his promotion, yet the same skill kept him—against his wishes—off the battlefield: he was not sent to fight because he was considered too valuable as a teacher for other soldiers. When after repeated requests he was eventually sent to the front lines, he amazed his comrades by running directly into the attack. He claimed that when close enough, he could see the path of the enemy’s bullets—a flash of light just before the bullet arrived. The bullet, he said, would follow the path of that light and if he dodged the flash of light, the bullet would miss him. This was the first evidence people had of his extrasensory ability.

      Morihei’s experiences in the war clearly established his direction toward martial arts. He came to know his opponent’s every move before it was made. When threatened, he became even more calm, which thoroughly unsettled his opponents. His bravery and successful encounters on the battlefield made him a living legend, and he was respectfully called, “the soldier god.” When the war ended in 1905, Morihei was offered the opportunity to enter the prestigious Toyama officers’ school for professional soldiers. He probably would have done so had it not been for his father’s request that his only son return to civilian life.
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      In 1907, at the age of twenty-four, Morihei returned home, full of doubts and confusion. He no longer had any interest in the business world, and due to his father’s wishes he had abandoned his career as a soldier. He became moody and depressed, waking up in the middle of the night to pour cold water over himself. Sometimes he was angry for no apparent reason and would spend days in his room chanting Shinto prayers to calm himself. Without a word to anyone, he sometimes departed for the mountains to pray and fast, staying for weeks at a time.

      Yoroku, concerned about his son’s state of mind, cleared a space in his home and built a dojo—practice place—for Morihei. Shortly thereafter, Yoroku convinced Kiyoichi Takagi, a famous master of Kodokan judo who was traveling in the area, to come to the dojo and teach. Morihei had received a certificate from the Yagyu school of swordsmanship while in the army and had continued to train himself in that style after his discharge, receiving a teaching license in 1908. Takagi’s arrival introduced him to modern judo, and he threw himself into it with a passion. He became happy again and even stronger than he had been in his military days.

      During this period, Morihei studied judo every day. He also continued to train himself in swordsmanship, spear, and hard styles of jujutsu. He became so strong that he could split tree stumps with a wooden mallet and uproot young trees with his bare hands.

      In 1912 the Japanese government, searching for additional living space for the population, announced the beginning of the Hokkaido project, encouraging people to settle in Japan’s undeveloped northernmost island. The Russians, too, were showing an interest in Hokkaido’s strategic location. There was little opportunity for either farming or fishing in Tanabe, and Morihei, like other dissatisfied veterans of the Russo-Japanese War, was eager to try a new adventure and also to be of further service to Japan. After some debate, Morihei, with his wife, Hatsu, led fifty-four families into the wilderness of Hokkaido.
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      The land was inhospitable and winter storms made the new settlers’ makeshift housing little better than useless. The price in human suffering and sickness was high. Some people died due to the harsh environment and many families left. Morihei’s optimism, hard work, and encouragement kept the remaining families going through these hardships, and they eventually carved out a new community near the village of Shirataki. Out of the wilderness they created farms, raised horses, and started a lumbering business.

      Morihei stood out from the rest. The period bore witness to his physical strength, iron will, peacefulness of mind, and growing intuition. Once, on a surveying trip into the forest when he reputedly startled a bear that was searching for food, he calmed the bear with his confident manner. His charisma and extraordinary abilities established him as the undisputed leader. He was called the “king of Shirataki.”

      In 1915 Morihei met the man who would influence his budo more than any other: Sokaku Takeda, master of the Daito style of jujutsu, which was said to have been passed down in the Takeda family from the imperial lineage of Seiwa-genji (1021 C.E.). Takeda was a small man, a few inches shorter even than Ueshiba. Until he met Takeda-sensei, Morihei had never been defeated by anyone. Although Morihei was by far the stronger of the two, he was nevertheless thrown every time by Takeda’s superior technique. When asked later if he had learned the secret of aikido from Takeda’s Daito jujutsu, Morihei replied, “No, aikido came later. Takeda-sensei opened my eyes to the principle of budo.” From the earliest times, the imperial household had kept the teachings of budo and the universal principle underlying it as well-guarded secrets. With the coming of the feudal period and the rise of the samurai class in the early 1200s, this budo became more widely available and some great budo masters arose. Takeda was descended from this lineage.

      In January 1919 Morihei received word that his father was very ill. He left Hokkaido immediately and started home. En route, he heard rumors of a spiritual master named Wanisaburo Deguchi in Ayabe. As this was on his way, he decided to stop there to pray for his father. He also hoped that he might be able to meet Deguchi.

      Wanisaburo Deguchi, a famous figure in Japanese history, was a spiritual leader of a quality unparalleled in modern times. Because his teachings differed radically from those of traditional Shinto, he was also known as one of the three most wanted “bandits” in Japan. He was often forced to retreat into the mountains to continue his spiritual training—treks on which, later, Ueshiba would accompany him, both as a bodyguard and for his own spiritual training.

      Deguchi founded a new sect of Shinto that reputedly revived long-lost original teachings. He wrote hundreds of books concerning the spiritual world and the teachings of his sect, O-moto Kyo (the great origin). He had a tremendous influence on the religious and philosophical climate of his country. When he died, the mourners following his coffin numbered in the thousands. It was through his relationship with Wanisaburo Deguchi that Morihei came to study the kototama and the ancient teachings of Shinto in depth.
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      Stepping off the train platform at Ayabe station, Morihei was amazed at the number of people around him. Many of them were dressed in traditional kimono or ceremonial costume. Following the crowd, he came to stand in front of two beautiful, large golden temples. Entering one, he proceeded to the sanctuary and knelt to pray. When he opened his eyes again, a man in white robes stood over him. “Did you see anything?” the man asked. “Yes,” replied Morihei, “I saw the ailing face of my father.” “It’s all right for him,” answered Deguchi. Morihei considered the meaning of Deguchi’s words: his father was dying of natural causes and there was no need to be anxious about him because there was nothing he could do. The bond that formed between Ueshiba and Deguchi was one of mutual admiration and respect and lasted until Deguchi’s death in l948.

      When Morihei arrived home, his father had already passed away. Yoroku’s final words for his son were, “Live your life freely and accomplish whatever you wish.” These were difficult words for Morihei to accept. His father had always done everything for him; now he wanted to do something in return.

      After his father’s death, Morihei changed drastically. He became as one possessed, going off into the mountains where he was seen swinging his sword at phantoms in the air. Rumors began circulating that a dangerous, crazy man was living in the mountains, and soldiers were recruited to fetch him out. They were amazed when they discovered Morihei, the man who had been their honored army superior and teacher of sword skills. Falling to their knees, they bowed and asked him to return with them to the village. Morihei, after a stressful three months, complied and returned to Tanabe. Once there, however, he told his relatives that he
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