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FOREWORD

Bill Gleason sensei has trained and researched Aikido for many years and is now publishing his second book on Aikido. I feel privileged that he is sharing the result of his many years of training with us, and I am certain that this latest work will be a great guide for those pursuing the practice of Aikido.

Gleason sensei and I are comrades in Aikido, having begun our studies at about the same age and approximately the same time. We met as young men at Honbu Dojo in Tokyo, some forty years ago. Since we were training every day, we took for granted what I now consider a golden age in Aikido; the dojo was vibrant with the energy of many great shihan who had been direct students of O-sensei. What a remarkable time!

We and others of our generation, including our friends Mary Heiny of the United States and Christian Tissier of France, now both highly regarded sensei, had an unparalleled opportunity to receive the instruction of O-sensei’s students—Doshu Kisshomaru Ueshiba sensei, Osawa sensei, Okumura sensei, Koichi Tohei sensei, Yamaguchi sensei, Saotome sensei, and Arikawa sensei, among others.

Gleason sensei especially trained with Seigo Yamaguchi sensei and Mitsugi Saotome sensei. With their influence as a foundation, Gleason sensei has, over the past forty years, transformed his Aikido beyond the elementary execution of technique to an art that is an expression of his heart.

Gleason sensei continues to research and refine his study of all aspects of Aikido— philosophical, physical, and spiritual, intertwined as they are. We are fortunate that he has undertaken this second book, which is imbued with his unique Aikido experience.

HIROSHI IKEDA SHIHAN

AIKIDO SEVENTH DAN

AIKIDO SCHOOLS OF UESHIBA (ASU)
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SHOBU GOHO: THE FIVE PRINCIPLES OF AIKIDO

Shin is makoto, the clear mirror of beginner’s mind; sincerity, with no hidden agenda. This is reitai ittai, body and spirit as one. It is called naohi, our direct spirit, or iku tama, the spirit of life. The word shin means “core” or “essence.” It also can mean both “God” and “faith.” This is the essence of human life. This is the kototama of U and Su, which are also represented by the deities Uhijini no kami and Suhijini no kami.

Zen is virtue. Real virtue is always invisible. It is the sword of judgment and courage, the spirit of Aratama. In Buddhism it may be likened to the Bodhisattva Manjusri—the ki of fire, which comes forth as compassion for the world. This is the kototama of E and Re, represented by Tsunugui no kami and Ikugui no kami, the deities that tie the ki of life together.

Bi is beauty, the jewel of human life. Lacking love and beauty, the water ki of Nigitama is already dead. Nigitama comes forth as love, mercy, and magnanimity toward others. It creates the power and flexibility to resolve conflicts without anger or the need to win. When Nigitama is strong, our physical health is strong and abundant. In Buddhism it may be likened to the Bodhisattva Kannon, which hears the cries of the world and responds immediately. In Shinto it is the deity Toyokumo no kami, the kototama of O.

Ai is both love and harmony, the spirit that embraces all things equally. It is consciousness, the life force itself. It is the quality of greatness and leadership, the soul of Sakitama, the spirit of prosperity. In Shinto this is called Kuni toko tachi no kami, the deity that continually establishes the material world.

Chi is the fullness of ki, which manifests as unifying wisdom, the essence of enlightenment. This is the foundation of uprightness and spiritual consciousness. In Buddhism it represents the vehicle of Buddha, the fully enlightened one. It is the ancestor of Kushitama, the kototama of I and Gi. These kototama are also likened to the deities Ohotonoji no kami and Ohotonobe no kami.


AMATSU SYLLABARIES


THE FIFTY-SOUNDS TABLE SHOWN IN THREE DIFFERENT ORDERS
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A NOTE ABOUT PRONUNCIATION

Pronunciation of the Kototama Syllables

A     is pronounced as in father.

E     is pronounced as in ale.

I      is pronounced as in easy.

O     is pronounced as in over.

U     is pronounced as in cool.

Hu   is pronounced fu.

Si     is pronounced shi.

Ti     is pronounced chi.

Tu    is pronounced tsu.

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 the text; in other cases, not. Readers will sometimes wish to turn to the glossary.
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 Iroha Uta: The song of the fifty sounds (calligraphy by Shuya Yamamoto)



INTRODUCTION



Aikido is one spirit, four souls, three origins, and eight powers. These are the words of Morihei Ueshiba O-sensei, the founder of Aikido. Although these were the teachings of the founder, their actual relevance to our training seems to have been given very little consideration since his passing in 1969. In my first book, The Spiritual Foundations of Aikido (SFOA), I attempted to introduce these original teachings to the West. How much success I have had is difficult to know, yet I am grateful for those who have attempted to digest and put these teachings into practice.

Since the publication of SFOA approximately twelve years ago, I have received many comments and questions on the material. The most common inquiries have been requests for further philosophical clarification and greater detail concerning the practical application of the founder’s teachings.

The direct students of the founder received his spiritual and physical teachings day in and day out. Many of them lived in the dojo and took care of O-sensei’s daily needs in great detail. In this way they received his influence on a very deep and personal level. Unfortunately, the necessary environment for this kind of training is difficult to create in modern Western society. It has mostly disappeared in Japan as well.

Of those students who studied directly with the founder, very few are still with us today, and even fewer are actively teaching and training new students. Each generation becomes more estranged from the true spirit of Aikido and its practical application. So often today, Aikido is being practiced merely as a repetition of physical movements. This misses its essence altogether.

Although based on some of the most ancient teachings of mankind, Aikido as it is practiced today is still a very young art. Compared to the Chinese martial arts, for example, its philosophy, principles, and spiritual value are, as of yet, largely undocumented and untaught. It is necessary, I believe, to clarify Aikido as the study of nature’s movement and principle.

The founder was a man of deep spiritual conviction, the practice of which included daily meditation, chanting, and prayer, as well as the technical practice of Aikido. He was also an avid scholar of many spiritual traditions including ancient Shinto and the kototama (universal consciousness as the spirit of sound) on which it is based. If Aikido is going to be passed down to the next generation, I believe it will require the clarification of both O-sensei’s original message and its application in daily training and daily life.

Furthermore, Aikido is an art requiring direct transmission from teacher to student. It cannot be passed down in large groups where the students are left to their own devices and interpretations. As in traditional disciplines of more ancient times, it requires personal interchange not only physically, but also psychologically and spiritually.

In order to address these various concerns, which I take very personally, I began to write Aikido and Words of Power. During this six-year process my own teaching has also deepened and benefited, resulting in the creation of the Shobu Okugyo, an ongoing series of advanced training sessions for the purpose of teaching Aikido as a path to spiritual realization.

In these five-day seminars, Aikido is studied as a complete discipline including daily meditation, discussion of principles, and several hours a day of on-the-mat training that directly relates to the kototama principle on which it is based. The material presented in this book has served as the basis of our study.

As in SFOA, each chapter builds on the ones preceding it, and the reader is therefore advised not to skip ahead on the first reading. Throughout the book there are quotes from Japanese teachings, most of which are previously unpublished in English. These include the teachings of Yamaguchi Shido, Deguchi Onisaburo, and Morihei Ueshiba.

The kototama teachings of Yamaguchi Shido became the source material for the work of Deguchi Onisaburo. Deguchi sensei, in turn, taught the kototama principle to Morihei Ueshiba O-sensei, the founder of Aikido. The sometimes archaic language and the repetitious nature of these writings make it difficult to quote word for word or give exact page numbers. I have therefore paraphrased these teachings and put them in italics as they appear throughout the book.

As a continuation of The Spiritual Foundations of Aikido, this volume introduces many new aspects of the kototama, as well as the various Shinto deities associated with them. In some cases the same kototama may have more than one representative deity. Some were names of former emperors, while others related directly to the kototama principle. This is perhaps a means of honoring great leaders, but it doesn’t concern us here. This work relies mainly on the strictly symbolic arrangement of the deities in the Japanese Kojiki, the book of ancient events. For this reason, the names have been excluded from this text except where they are actually beneficial to understanding the message of this book.

One spirit and four souls are the five vowel dimensions of infinite space, the life force of the universe. The eight powers are the paired rhythms that bring forth the real aspects of the manifest world. The synchronization of these complementary-antagonistic energies creates the spark of life—the fulcrum of universal principle. It is the activity of nakaima, “the absolute here and now.”

When the eight powers and the five dimensions are combined, the creative principle of aiki, or universal harmony, begins its function as actual vibration. This is called sangen, or the three origins. In Aikido practice these should be understood as hi no ki, or the ki of fire; mizu no ki, or the ki of water; and tsuchi no ki, or the ki of earth.

Chapter 2 deals with the trinity of sangen, first as the relationship between relative and absolute, and second as polarity in relation to form and movement. Tsuchi no ki is the inexhaustible origin of life; hi no ki and mizu no ki are the active elements of the triangle principle. This is himitsu, or the mystery of three, the interchange between relative and absolute.

The first spiritual form created from the polarity of fire and water ki is the cross of tate and yoko. The visible form of nature is created from the vertical (tate) and horizontal (yoko) ki that hides behind the manifest world as its structural and energetic foundation. This pattern should be followed in Aikido as well. Form should never be created directly; rather, it should emerge from the balance of vertical and horizontal energy. When we establish the cross as the origin and controlling factor of our movement, spiral form unfolds automatically. This is discussed in detail in Chapter 2.

Chapter 3 is titled “Iki: The Breath of Life.” Iki is the ki of the life will, the unborn ki from which universal and individual breath begin. This chapter begins with a comparison of the breath, or kokyu, of Heaven, Earth, and human beings. Kokyu is the first movement of principle. In Shinto, and therefore in Aikido, principle is not an abstract; it begins with the movement of mind, breath, and ki as the movement of universal body.

Kokyu is the bridge between body and spirit. In Aikido training it is the source of power, timing, and form. It is through the study of kokyu that mind and body are united and understood to be one and the same. For this reason, an entire chapter has been devoted to the breath as both form and feeling.

In Aikido form, kokyu manifests first as the forms of misogi, or spiritual purification. Secondly, it is integral to the hand forms of Aikido technique. Finally, it is inherent in the method of holding the body and practicing Kokyu ho, the fundamental training for ki development. From Kokyu ho, in turn, the endless varieties of Kokyu nage are born.

Chapter 4 is titled “Shugyo: The Spiritual Training of Technique.” In other words, the physical training of Aikido, approached properly, is in and of itself a method of spiritual development. This should not be taken for granted, however. It should be questioned continually and approached with great respect.

Chapter 4 begins with a discussion of the various levels of Aikido training and accomplishment. It introduces the spiritual levels of kanagi, sugaso, and futonorito as the basis of kotai, jutai, ryutai, and kitai training. Proper body movement is discussed as the foundation of good technique. This begins with hanmi, our basic stance, and finishes with the proper use of the arms.

Chapter 4 was by far the most difficult to write. Aikido technique is an intuitive experience and cannot be captured by any amount of words or explanation. The real aiki is inside the body even before technique begins. It is a kind of very high-level yoga in which body and mind are in complete harmony with each other and with the ki of nature. Nevertheless, both technique and principle must be explained. If these things are not understood, the student remains forever the dutiful slave of his teacher. This is a failure of the teacher and leads to the degeneration of the art. Real development necessarily leads to freedom.

The last chapter is titled “Inochi: Aikido as a Spiritual Path.” In this chapter, Aikido and the kototama principle are explored as the criteria of both physical and spiritual evolution. The path of Shinto, as well as that of esoteric Buddhism and Aikido, is a practice of embodying the spiritual ki of nature, and thereby realizing the great universal spirit as your own true nature. In the words of O-sensei, Ware soku uchu, “the universe and I are the same.”

The practice of Aikido is not one of obtaining an abstract state of understanding or even an enlightened state of consciousness that distinguishes one from anyone else. Rather it is to grasp what it means to be truly human, and to manifest the four virtues innate in the spirit and soul. This is the main topic of Chapter 5.

The book itself, rather than the introduction to the book, is the place to contemplate this material in depth, and therefore I welcome you to enter and share it with me. It is at best, however, a finger pointing to the moon. Until each person, through individual practice and realization, makes it his or her own, it is of little value.

Finally, and of extreme importance, the selfless sacrifice of time and effort made by so many people who support the dojo and help keep it going was absolutely necessary in finishing this work. There are too many to mention, yet I must introduce those directly involved in the production of the book.

Roy Katalan, a professional photographer of exceptional sensitivity, traveled from Ohio to Massachusetts to be part of this project. The original shoot included some 4,000 photographs, which he then had to edit down to about 300. Gareth Hinds, a published illustrator and student of Aikido, for the most part donated his artwork, time, and effort.

I also feel very privileged to include artwork donated by Daniel doAmaral. Daniel is my friend of some twenty-seven years and an incredibly talented artist. Additionally, the calligraphy of renowned artist Kazuaki Tanahashi gives this work a quality of refinement that could hardly be achieved through any other medium, and I want to express my gratitude for his participation.

Finally, it is of great importance to me to mention the beautiful artwork of Shuya Yamamoto that is used in the cover design of Aikido and Words of Power. I first met Yamamoto sensei at Honbu dojo in Japan at the beginning of my training. Today Yamamoto sensei is a teacher at the Aikido world headquarters in Tokyo, yet he also has made a lifelong study out of writing the Iroha Uta, a poem containing all the letters of the Japanese syllabary, in ancient Japanese letters.

Last but not least, I want to thank my own students for their tireless hours of physical participation in order to photograph the actual techniques of Aikido. Attempting to maintain the dynamic feeling of actual training while catching the fine points on film was a long and difficult process. My students who appear in the actual demonstrations of technique include Jay Weik, Steven Rust, Gordon Fontaine, and Josh Puskarich.
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The Spirit of Universal Harmony
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IN THE BEGINNING— THE KOTOTAMA OF SU

Aikido has its roots in Japanese Shinto, the original teaching of which is the kototama. It is from the kototama, which translates as “the souls of words,” that the innate sensibilities of language and thought are created. The kototama, however, should not be seen as a tool for dividing people or distinguishing one race from another. As the root of thought itself, and therefore of all spoken language, it is a tool for understanding our common origins and ultimate unity.

The kototama is not a theory or even a teaching. It is the life energy, or ki, that gives birth to consciousness in all its myriad forms. In other words, it is mind that creates human beings, and not the other way around. Our uniqueness as members of the animal kingdom is our ability to translate our feelings into abstract thought, and therefore into creativity. The manner in which we use this tool largely determines the quality of our lives and even the life of our planet.

Aikitama, the spirit of harmony, is the function of the word souls; it is the creative ki of the universe. Like the fish in the great oceans, we are immersed in a sea of consciousness. So deeply immersed are we, in fact, that we cannot easily see our own nature or the decisive role that we inevitably play in the creation of our own reality. It is only when our subjective experience is verified by the objective principle of original mind that reality becomes consistently clear.

Kototama is “the word,” which is destined to become manifest in human form. It is kotoha, or the super-speed invisible light wave (koto) vibration (ha) of life. As the life force of all things it is omnipresent; there is nothing outside of it. As the source of consciousness it is omniscient. As the source of movement and, therefore, power, it is omnipotent. As the reality behind appearances it is the unborn, that which knows no separation among the eternal trinity of mind, matter, and spirit.
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In the words of Gautama Buddha, “Verily, there is a realm where there is neither the solid nor the fluid, neither heat nor motion, neither this world nor any other world, neither sun nor moon… . If there were not this Unborn, this Unoriginated, this Uncreated, this Unformed, escape from the world of the born, the originated, the created, the formed, would not be possible.”1

The creator spirit of the universe, from which all other word souls are born, is the kototama of Su. The ki of Su is pure movement; it is the spirit of the infinite universe and our own spirit as well. It gives birth continually to U, the mechanical judgment of our five basic senses. It is through this consciousness that the world of form is first perceived. What, then, is the origin of Su?
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The great origin of Su is the boundless emptiness of Mu. To merge with this consciousness is to attain the great mirror wisdom. It is to discover the clear mirror of perfect mind called sunyata. Seen as existence, it is emptiness. Seen as emptiness, it is existence. Out of this endless expanse the creative power of universal consciousness becomes full and ripe and comes forth as the great yang fire ki of Ho. From the movement of this great yang, the first particle of spiritual ki is born. It is called hochi.

This brightly shining ki radiating outward and gathering other spiritual particles of ki around it gives birth to the kototama of Su. Su, reaching out in all directions, gives birth to the kototama of U. This is the beginning of the spiritual world, the realm of intuitive mind, or kamyo, the age of the gods.

U dimension, born from the movement of Su, is reitai ittai, spirit and body as one. It is the realm of the senses, in which there is no ability to separate one thing from another. It contains no awareness of self and other. In Buddhism, it is called the Dharmakaya, the ground of being. In Buddhist terms, the word emptiness means the lack of any individual or separate being. In other words, it means the total interdependency of all things. The quality of emptiness is the voice of Ku. Mu, its counterpart, is the life ki that fills that great void.
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Morihei Ueshiba O-sensei described the great emptiness of being as Su-U-Yu-Mu. Su-U is absolute and relative as one. At the center of the brain is iwasu, the nest of the fifty sounds. This is the island (shima) where sound and meaning unite. Yu is the harmonious balance of fire and water ki, yin and yang. It stands between and unites U and Mu, matter and ki. Ki and matter combined create umu, the power of birth. As a noun it becomes umi, the ocean from which physical life is born on this planet.

The kototama of Su contains and gives birth to all other dimensions of existence. Just as our individual bodies are composed of millions of cells, the kototama of Su contains all other kototama. Su is therefore called “the creator spirit of the universe.” Morihei Ueshiba, the founder of Aikido, stated that the Biblical teaching, “In the beginning was the word,” should be understood as the kototama of Su.

As pure movement, Su is the spirit of nonresistance. It brings our five senses to a state of peace. This is shisuka, the deep, quiet roaring beneath the busy-ness of our everyday minds. Within stillness is the greatest movement, yet it is void of any fixed or permanent reality. Union with this spiritual origin is the seminal meaning of the word yoga. Deguchi Onisaburo, O-sensei’s spiritual teacher, described the process as follows:

First of all there is Su (hochi). Using all of your power you must make that great origin clear. Possessing this wisdom deep within your hara, your physical and psychic center, you will be able to bring your mind and senses to a state of peace, even within demanding activity. The wisdom that lies undiscovered at the center of your being must become the means through which you actually hear the teaching of Su.

Within the infinite void, the kototama of Su ringing out brings us the great origin. Using this light of wisdom as your tool, you will come to hear the true teaching of the creator spirit of Ame no Minaka Reitai ittai Ame no Minaka Nushi. When one awakens the desire to clearly understand this infinite origin, one should proceed with great caution and humility and perform purification both morning and evening.

Fully receiving the truth and fullness of Su, swallow it completely; bring it into your hara and become one with the universe. Thereafter for three days nurture this feeling both day and night. Listen to the voice of the great void and smell the ki of vast emptiness. If you continue to train yourself in this way, regardless of the degree of genius or lack of it, you will inevitably receive the appropriate light of wisdom.

In the original Shinto, this process was called kamigakari, to be possessed by divine presence. The paradox here is that the spiritual ki of Ame no Minaka Nushi is your own original nature; it is the nushi (ruler) who resides at the center of ame (the heavenly realm of consciousness).
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Ama, or ame, is Heaven. Ama is the infinite expansion of consciousness from which mana, “word souls,” are born. The ki of me causes the cycling of that consciousness. No is the consciousness of Su, the five senses, extending down into the small brain to become honno, or instinct. This is the beginning of memory, and therefore movement of individual species. Minaka is the exact center, here and now, the axis of time and space. This axis of consciousness is the life will, the volition of the life force and its endless evolution.

The life will (I) and power (Wi) reside at the center of Su, within the absolute here and now. This is called nakaima. Nu is the materialization of no, and shi is our spiritual antennae, that which makes thought possible and thereby leads us toward spiritual awakening. The life power (Wi) is the centripetal force that holds ki inside of our hara and gives us longevity. At the center of Su, the life will and power are united by our first in breath, the fire ki of the kototama of Yi.

The kototama of Yi leads our inhalation. Drawing ki from one point—up our spine to the center of our brain—our physical body follows that ki to become upright. Drawing ki upward in this way, we create what is called in Shinto ame no hashi date, “the standing bridge of Heaven.” In simple terms, this functions as our spiritual antennae. It may also be expressed as shin, which means “core,” “essence,” or even “god.”

Standing between and unifying the seeming separation of Heaven and Earth (A-Wa), our direction becomes straight like an arrow (Ya) toward the truth of our own nature. The sound of Ya, therefore, is also expressed as “the opening of the eye of Heaven.” It is the life will expanding as the ki of Ya meets itself at countless points of intersection.
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In Shinto this kototama is represented by the sacred mirror of Yata in the main hall of Ise Shrine in Japan. It is the mind of the Dharmakaya, the great mirror wisdom. In Buddhism it is also expressed as the “Diamond Net of Indra,” in which all things in the universe are totally interconnected and interdependent. It is the net that connects all individual existence yet exists only as a single entity.

Represented by the kototama of Ya Yi Ye Yo Yu, mankind stands between and unifies the ki of Heaven and Earth. We have no choice but to stand in the center, because that is where nature becomes conscious of itself. Awareness arises at the center of things because it is the center of all things. Because it looks in the ten directions, there is past and future, here and there, self and other. What we perceive as out there is here, at the center. Without here there would be no 
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