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This book is dedicated to those who suspect that there is more to life than they are presently experiencing and are willing to enter into the unknown to claim it.
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FOREWORD


When Tom Crum and I began working together, I knew I had found a true ally, someone who could help me put my feelings into practice. For all of my life I have abhorred violence. When I was a child, I would walk away from a fight, even at the risk of being called “chicken.” My fear was that I would hurt someone. My faith was that there were other ways to take a stand: ways that would strengthen a relationship, not break it down; ways that would prove a point, not negate it; ways that would demonstrate the value of a position and not diminish it through violence. Being stronger or tougher or meaner didn’t make that someone right. As far as I was concerned, resorting to violence, more often than not, was proof of a person’s self-doubt and insecurity, not their strength. It demonstrated not a lack of intelligence, but a lack of consciousness. And to me, that is just what the resolution of conflict is all about. Consciousness. It is what moving beyond success is all about. Inner and outer peace—as a conscious choice.

It is not always a simple, obvious, or easy choice. The tendency toward fighting is deeply ingrained in our thoughts and feelings and it takes personal commitment and a genuine understanding of the alternatives to turn it around.

In this book, Tom shares his discoveries in the art of conflict resolution, gained, in part, through many years of studying and teaching the martial arts. Tom’s teaching goes beyond the traditional combative forms to show how the power of harmony and love can work in even the most difficult of situations.

Tom continues to be, for me, the best example of a commitment to peace through his work in the creative resolution of conflict. Over the years, Tom has been the one that I turned to when I was immersed in my own struggles and unable to see my own life clearly. He brings me back to center, to where the real clarity unfolds, to conscious listening—within and without. More importantly, he practices what he preaches. In this book, he has articulated powerful and effective options for dealing with conflict and for moving beyond mere success. It is what it takes to be truly human.

The choices that Tom reveals don’t stop at a personal or business level. We can make a conscious choice about nuclear weapons in the world and defense spending when we can understand not only what it is costing us in every aspect of our lives, but its relationship to the deep, unresolved struggles within ourselves. And, just as importantly, what the alternatives to struggle are and how they respond to the most profound questions we can ask ourselves about humanity and its place in the universe.

This is a critical time in the history of life on the planet earth. Decisions are being made and actions taken which are going to affect not only our lives, but those of all future generations, and, in fact, the potential for life itself on our beautiful Spaceship Earth. It is of the utmost importance that whatever decisions are made, whatever actions taken, they be a reflection of the hearts of all who make up the family of humankind on this planet and, even more importantly, the product of our ever-expanding consciousness.

The Aiki Approach that Thomas Crum articulates in this book really works. Tom takes us simply, clearly, and profoundly through the nature of conflict and the principles of the Aiki Approach for resolving conflict and moving beyond success, and provides us with real, practical applications of these principles to our daily life. These principles work on an individual level, in the simplest of relationships, and in the most complex, even those between societies and nations which espouse differences in language, heritage, politics, and faith. Transformation takes risk and courage. This book provides you with real support for both.

This is no longer a world of you or me. We must recognize that it is you and me and that together we can create the world, the life that we have dreamed of forever, a world of peace and goodwill among men. A world without hunger. A world without the threat of a nuclear disaster and the possible extinction of humanity. Peace is a conscious choice.

John Denver



INTRODUCTION


Success is such an enticing word. Triumph, achievement, and winning have always been among our great motivators. This book is for those who want to go beyond success.

When we take a long, deep look at those gold medals we have achieved in life, whether they be titles and recognition, jobs, material wealth, or relationships, we often recognize that something is missing. It is difficult to place our finger on this gnawing lack of fulfillment. Successes do not fill every moment. Life is still full of upsets, frustrations, emptiness, and irritability. This is the point of conflict when what we get in life doesn’t match up with what we thought we wanted. In our insatiable quest for more medals and more social acknowledgments, we accept mediocrity, or worse, in terms of personal fulfillment and happiness. We accept the absence of disease to be health. We accept just getting along with another to be a decent relationship. Even if we are fortunate enough to reach the heights of success by societal standards, the lack of fulfillment often remains.

What does it take to break out of this pattern? Is it possible to move beyond success, to turn frustration into fascination, upset into joy, and our busy-ness into well-being? To do this we need to make a shift in our ability to deal with the many conflicts in our lives, to make our conflicts into opportunities—literally, the best opportunities we have to grow, to learn, and to create. Often this requires a courageous leap into a whole new perception of relationships.

Conflict has been our daily companion since childhood. Do you remember the struggle of trying to tie your shoes (or even find them) while the “big” kids were already going off to play, or that horrible sound of splat! as your newly bought ice cream cone hit the pavement after only two licks? Or the disappointment of not being big enough to ride the roller coaster? Or the anxious moments dashing by the neighbor’s house where the ferocious dog inevitably lurked? Although our early childhood was often blissful, those daily stumbles and spilt milk bumbles still spring up in our minds as part of growing up.

As we reached school age, those conflicts did not leave, they only changed their form. How do I look? Do you think she likes me? Do my friends think I’m OK? Will I pass that test? When will vacation begin? How much can I get away with tonight without getting caught? These were the hidden curricula of each school year.

Does any of this sound familiar? What is extraordinary about these daily conflicts is the vast amount of learning that occurs as we work through them. And what is even more remarkable is that we are, for the most part, ignorant of the great value of this process. In the midst of this most splendid opportunity for growing and learning that we call conflict, we spend our time grumbling, complaining, and justifying. When we see conflict as the enemy, we tend to use much of our immense brain-power and energy avoiding it, denying it, or fighting it. We have accepted this reaction to conflict just as we have accepted—hook, line, and sinker—most of the other cultural and societal norms around us. In growing up, there was a constant pull to obey every “you should do this” and “you should do that,” to do what was acceptable so that we would be accepted in turn. We were unaware of the subtle hypnotic trance in which we were operating, robotically accepting things as “The Way It Is,” seldom venturing inside our own being to discover our true feelings, emotions, and needs. The desire to leap into the unknown was usually considered dangerously foolish at best.

The words “Sit still!” and “Don’t rock back in your chair” grated at us daily in the classroom. Even if we knew intuitively that movement and learning somehow went together, we would hold our bodies still and the open door to our minds would become partially closed in the process.

“Eat everything on your plate” is another phrase with which people are still struggling—witness the constant dieting around you. When we did uncover an emotion or desire that was in conflict with the norms of society, it was easy to be bullied back into line with admonishments such as “What do you know? You’re just a kid,” or “Straighten up and fly right.”

Most of us have experienced a strong dose of this societal pressure. I was no different. The need for approval—from my parents, my teachers, and my friends—motivated me to successfully complete the cultural indoctrination of my youth. By my senior year in college, I was another typical American success-story unfolding—a basically healthy, athletic, and popular young guy preparing to graduate with honors and a degree in mathematics and education.

Meanwhile, the pressure inside was building. I was continually denying or resisting the conflict in my life. As the buildup of pressure continued, eventually it had to find an outlet. The universe provides us with a marvelous ability to grow and to change, whether we want to or not. In my case, I let the pressure build up enough so that my body literally broke down. An excellent athlete all my life and a starting collegiate football player, I found myself in the hospital with back and knee injuries so serious that when I awoke from a four-hour operation and asked the doctor when I’d be able to play football again, the doctor calmly declared, “You won’t be doing anything more active than walking. That knee is finished.”

When I visited another doctor, I was cautioned to limit myself for the rest of my life to mild exercise such as golf. Suddenly, I had created a far more challenging script with which to deal. I was forced to take a deep breath and look inside. Did I have to submit to that destiny or did I have a choice? And what had caused the rug to be so abruptly pulled out from under my dancing feet?

Isn’t it interesting how, during crises, we consider our own problems as “real” tragedies, as if we carry a bigger weight on our shoulders than the next guy? And then, to prove how tragic our lives are, we create more difficulties. Not only did I do a great job of creating havoc in my body, but my emotional and mental bubble burst soon thereafter. My girlfriend became pregnant and the big R of responsibility became indelibly planted on my consciousness. Add to this the pressure to use that “education” of mine to provide a decent living for my new family. I created a job I disliked but which made everyone around me happy because of my “mature attitude,” and placed myself in a big city environment that a mountain boy like myself would usually turn away from, given half a chance. In hindsight, as I write this, all these “difficulties” seem trivial, but at the time I felt they were tragic.

Now, this is the stuff that makes soap operas interesting. I felt I had become physically damaged, burdened with responsibility and a frustrating job that I disliked, and a dweller in an environment not of my choosing. Does any of this sound familiar?

Is it possible that we have been so hypnotized by our cultural indoctrination over the years that we see nothing but what we should do, interpreting that as the only thing we can do? And do we see the rest of our lives as offering simply more of the same, with the probable exception of things getting worse?

As Woody Allen put it, “More than at any other time in history mankind faces a crossroads. One path leads to despair and utter hopelessness; the other to total extinction. Let us pray we have the wisdom to choose correctly.”1

Having hit rock bottom in my despair, an odd thought crossed my mind. Was this some form of slow suicide that I’d created, some unconscious desire to die? If that were true, I thought, why didn’t I have the courage to really jump? Then I started thinking: If I was going to jump, why not do it more elegantly than the sidewalk splatter and bridge droppings you hear about? Why not truly jump—leap fully into life, giving myself to the world? Why hold back? What was I risking, considering the quality of experience I was having then? I thought, “go ahead and jump.”

The first leap was to tell myself the truth and begin to listen to and follow my heart. Suddenly the boundaries that had looked so insurmountable developed a window, or at least a hole, through which a breath of fresh air found its way. By making a conscious choice, that opening became a doorway to understanding and opportunity. And in my strong desire to open wide this doorway of my life, I have discovered ways which help me to effortlessly remove the entire boundary. Frustration is turning into fascination and upset into growth. More and more I seem to be exactly where I want to be, doing what I want to do. My work is my play and my play is my work. The purpose of this book is to share my discovery, which I call the Aiki Approach, with you.

The daily struggles and conflicts are still there. It is our relationship to them that can be totally different. Instead of seeing the rug being pulled out from under us, we can learn to dance on a shifting carpet. The stumbling blocks of the past magically become the stepping stones to the future. The walls and boundaries of old can offer interesting vistas as we move beyond them.

Thomas F. Crum





SECTION
ONE


THE
CHALLENGE
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To see a World in a Grain of Sand

And a Heaven in a Wildflower

Hold Infinity in the palm of your hand

And Eternity in an hour.

William Blake



1. The Extraordinary State




Humans are such a magical lot. Over time, even our wildest dreams can become realities. Consider flying. Since the earliest times, man has longed to soar with the birds, looking down on the whole world from a place of heavenly freedom. Today we can soar and glide and swoop with the best of our fine-feathered friends. And we can do it all with no effort, freeing us to be fully conscious of the experience.

And yet, man is a curious species. Having realized his grandest dreams, he immediately forgets to enjoy them. With a peculiar flair, he can turn the glory of flight into just one more modern convenience. As he rushes down the concourse, burdened with a briefcase and over-stuffed hanging bag, he grimly loosens his tie for the final sprint to the gate. He glances at the clock. One minute to go.

Sweat begins to bead on his face as he breaks into a run, pushing obliviously through the splendor of humanity around him. Waving his boarding pass at the sweetly smiling stewardess, he limps onto the plane and flops, exhausted, into his seat.

“Tough day?” I inquire.

“They’re all tough,” he says, surprised to find someone sitting next to him. Then he relaxes, letting his breath out all the way. “Oh well, at least it’s over.”

“Was it at least successful?” I probe, hopefully.

“Yeah, I guess it was,” he says, hardly noticing as the silvery winged bird taxis us toward the runway. “I feel beat-up and can’t wait to get home so I can get some rest and get my health back together.” He looks tired, but not with that euphoric kind of tiredness that you get from a good workout or a satisfying day’s work. He is oblivious to the fact that we are about to lift off the ground and experience a miracle never thought possible until less than a century ago.

“It just doesn’t seem fair, does it?” he adds wryly. “You work your tail off all week to get what you want and then you’re too tired to enjoy it. Sometimes I wonder whether it’s really worth it.” Totally unaware of our eagle’s view of the brilliantly colored planet, we move through the heavens, approaching the speed of sound.

“Basically, when I think about it, my life has been successful. I’ve accomplished a lot,” he says, talking as much to himself as to me. “Yet, when I have a moment like this to really take a good hard look, I’m still not there. I get upset and irritated with everyone, including myself. Then I get so caught up in my work. I’ll miss a whole day sometimes, I’ll get so occupied with what I’m doing.”

He pauses for a long thoughtful moment.

“It’s just that I’m way too busy! There’s never enough time to do what I want to do. If I could just stop long enough to figure a way out of this rat race, I’d be all right.”

So much for the glory of flight.

It’s such a cliche—the stressed-out businessman, the “mid-life crisis.” Yet it touches the pulse of our entire culture, diagnosing a general malaise of modern life.

In this electronic jet-age world, it is easy to feel as if you’re trapped on a merry-go-round of activity that keeps increasing in speed and complexity, and the longer you stay on the less chance there is of getting off. Is it possible to enjoy the passing scenery from this runaway freight train we have created?

Often in life we win those “gold medals” that we are striving for—in business, the arts, sports, or relationships. Yet in our quietest moments we recognize that success alone does not provide fulfillment. Something is lacking; the taste of success is there only momentarily, like your favorite cookie. Once you’ve eaten it, you’re looking around for one more bite, one more cookie. The craving hasn’t subsided. The contentment is elusive. The struggle for the next job, relationship, or possession begins again, along with all the feelings of insecurity and anxiety.

The question that I would put to my hypothetical friend in the airplane, that I am going to put to you, is: What would it be like if we lived our lives as works of art in progress? What would it be like if we could live joyfully in every moment, absorbing the magic and freshness of each new day without hurry? What would it be like if each breath and each action were part of an unfolding masterpiece, a continued process of artistry? Is this possible?

We experienced artistry when we were children—wide-eyed, discovering, and magical, with all our senses alive. Most of us have also briefly experienced this realm since growing out of childhood, in those exciting moments of falling in love, those exhilarating accomplishments on the sporting field, or the creative light of new ideas suddenly shining through us in the office, at home, or even while driving in rush hour traffic. It’s easy to visualize the possibilities of living a life of artistry when everything is going well.

But what happens when conflict arises, when our lover turns away, when we stumble and drop the ball, when our employer sits us down for a “talk”? Then our depth of character reveals itself. We tend to react unconsciously to pressure and the unexpected in ways that we have developed from our past experiences and from observing what is around us—our parents, our friends, the movies, or the TV set. Since so often what we observe in crises is people in struggle, pain, and fear, is it any wonder that our ordinary reaction becomes a confused combination of those elements?

There is an alternative. This book will provide the reader with a way of responding to crises that is extraordinary. Integrating this approach will enable you to bring forth a life of power, freedom, and joy. Using pressure, change, and the unknown, an artist can sculpt a masterpiece. Seeing conflict as an opportunity to create art from our very being is a challenge for the artist in all of us.

Our lives are not dependent on whether or not we have conflict. It is what we do with conflict that makes the difference.

[image: image]

If we take a moment to examine our typical reactions to life’s experiences, we will find that they usually fall into one of five general mind-sets:

Survival

One of the most common reactions is that of survival. When we perceive ourselves as separate and disconnected from those around us, there comes a feeling of “you or me” and a sense that there isn’t enough for both of us. This perception of scarcity develops a mindset of survival, and people today spend a significant portion of their time operating in this mode. We fear that there is not enough money, energy, or resources to go around. Therefore the tendency is to get all we can for us and ours and to keep the doors barred and the guns cocked because somebody’s always trying to get at the cookie jar. Survival manifests itself daily in attitudes like the following:

“I’m just getting by, just staying afloat.”

“I never have enough time.”

“I’m just hanging on to my relationship with my spouse and kids.”

“I seem to have to work harder and harder to keep my body healthy. It seems like every time I turn around I’m going to a doctor or a dentist.”

“I have to stay on my toes all the time.”

In the scarcity context, the experience is one of tremendous energy output, but the net result is mere survival. Like swimming in a strong current, all of our energy seems to be used in maintaining our position or staying afloat.

Decay

As we become increasingly fatigued from the struggle to survive, we sometimes slip downward into decay and negativity. We perceive everything as going downhill:

“Every year inflation is winning the race with my income. I’m actually losing financial power.”

“Just look at this newspaper. The world gets worse every day.”

“We hardly ever talk anymore.”

“The things these kids are doing these days. It’s not like it used to be.”

“My body just keeps getting older and slower and fatter.”

“Life’s a drag and it’s pulling me down with it.”

[image: image]

There is a net loss of energy in this mode. We are tired and rundown. All action appears pointless. Why do anything?

Destruction

When we perceive our life as stuck on an inevitable path of continual decay, we tend to label ourselves as a “failure.” When we resign ourselves to a life of failure, there is often a desire to pull others down with us. There is a tendency toward total destruction. Certainly we see this in terrorist activities throughout the world, in the killing of our fellow humans, and in the plunder of our planet. This destructive tendency is also very obvious in suicide; it is less obvious but also visible in those in desperate pursuit of health-damaging lifestyles. Destruction can also happen much more subtly, as in people who constantly undermine every activity in order to justify their own deep feelings of inadequacy. The “Yes, but” office worker who always criticizes and sabotages other people’s esprit de corps, positive attitudes, and new ideas is an excellent case in point. Everyone loses in this “destruct” mode—the person himself, his fellow employees, and the organization. The energy is flowing rapidly on a negative course.

Survival, apathy, and destruction are mind-sets that we have all experienced. They are uncomfortable and damaging to our self-esteem and well-being. There is a continual loss of energy, an increase in fear and separation, and a feeling of struggle and strain. It is no wonder that humans are often in search of a better way of living. However, just as everyone has experienced the feelings of scarcity and apathy, we have also had our moments of success. They can be as unique as winning the Superbowl, or as commonplace as learning to walk, helping a friend in need, or graduating from elementary school.


Success


In our better moments, we experience our lives as being full of choices and opportunities. We see ourselves as successful and we operate that way. Successful people use conflict as a motivator. They are productive, have lots of energy, and are achieving the gold medals that society holds provocatively in front of them. And yet, within all this activity, there is a sense of “busy-ness” and frenetic energy. It’s as if we are always beginning another painting and there are six unfinished ones left at home. The stressful side of this productive mode can be seen in the following:

“I have a new car, now I need a new sailboat.”

“Sit down while I show you my trophies and talk about all the celebrities I’ve met.”

“I’d love to spend more time with you, but I’m over my head in work.”

“Once I get this project completed, then I can finally do what I really want to do.”

Still, in this mode, we have an abundance of energy; a positive, forward-looking attitude; and a keen awareness of opportunity. It is precisely these attributes that can catapult us beyond success.

Artistry

To move beyond success is to make our life of work a work of art. We see the world around us as an extension of ourselves. In this state it is natural to support and cooperate with one another. The “I win and you lose” approach in the scarcity model becomes an “I win and you win” prerequisite, in business as well as in personal relationships. We move into this “you and me” philosophy naturally because we see the world as abundant and supportive in all aspects of our lives, from our health and our family to our financial well-being. We emerge as the new alchemists of the world, regardless of our professions. Alchemy is the ability to change the ordinary into the extraordinary. The alchemy of the middle ages had to do with changing common metals into gold. The alchemy of today has to do with changing ourselves.

Is such a transformation possible? Consider the magic of photosynthesis, where plants take water and carbon dioxide and convert them into oxygen, the life-supplying food for the planet. For this magic to occur, it needs the activator and energy source of light.

[image: image]

The equation describing the alchemy of changing you is a profound one:
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What is the activator or energy source for transforming the ordinary to the extraordinary? It is the pressure of conflict, the interference patterns of energies caused by differences, that provides the motivation and opportunity for change.

We are all basically ordinary. None of us has more than one brain, is free of the need to take time to eat and breathe, or goes through life without any conflicts. Einstein flunked math, the Wright Brothers were simple bicycle mechanics, and Mark Twain never took a high school English course. What is extraordinary about each of these people is that they chose to respond to life’s ordinary conflicts from an extraordinary state of vision and action. It is in this extraordinary state that they produced profound results. The act of producing the results in turn reinforces the extraordinary state. We move on a path of increased energy and decreased effort. We are beyond success.

The graph on page 27 summarizes the five general mind-sets discussed previously. The solid line indicates where we spend most of our time today. The dotted line points to the direction of this book —to shift us fully and dramatically beyond the ordinary. It will provide the living formula for this life-transforming alchemy. As we apply the formula daily, our tendency toward a knee-jerk or unconscious reaction to conflict will be replaced by a conscious response. Freedom, joy, and adding value to our world will become available to us each moment.

Nothing gives us a greater opportunity to break through to “artistry” than conflict. It is precisely this understanding and our ability to capitalize on conflict that will enable us to accomplish all we desire and, in so doing, help us to appreciate and enhance the most precious moment of our life—this moment.

__________

In the Orient, there is a story of a samurai who is being chased by a bear. He literally runs off a cliff. As he’s falling, he grabs a branch.

He looks up and sees the bear leaning over the cliff, clawing at his head, missing only by inches. As he looks down to the ground below, only about fifteen feet, he sees a lion leaping up, missing his feet only by inches. As he looks at the branch he is clutching, he sees two groundhogs gnawing away at it. He watches as his lifeline disappears, bite by bite.

As he takes a deep, long breath, he notices, next to his branch, a clump of wild strawberries. In the midst of the clump is a great, red, juicy strawberry. With his one free hand, he reaches over, picks the strawberry, puts it in his mouth, chews it slowly and says, “Ah—delicious.”

__________

I know of no human being who has lived a powerful and successful life, a life of vision, commitment, and contribution to the world around him, who has not created crises and turmoil. When we live that fully, it is inevitable that we will encounter those bears of the past, lions of the future, and groundhogs of the present. Major life crises or cumulative daily struggles have the potential to destroy the strongest of us. Yet even in the midst of conflict, it is possible to move beyond, to shift our attention from potential disaster to the sweetness and opportunity of the moment. And it is in choosing to enjoy the present moment that we most effectively create the life we want to live.

The trouble with the rat race is that even when you win, you’re still a rat.

Jane Wagner

HOW WE RESPOND TO CONFLICT*
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2. The Nature of Conflict



Conflict.

It appears to be everywhere. We find it in our personal lives at home, between parent and child and between spouses. We find it at work between employer and employee. It’s there between man and woman. We see religion against religion, nation against nation. It’s the underlying theme throughout all of human history. With the increasing complexity of life on this planet, the exploding human population, and our possession of awesome weapons which could trigger our total annihilation, conflict has become the critical issue of our time.

Where does much of this conflict originate? We certainly don’t have to go very far to discover a source. Have you ever closed your eyes for fifteen seconds and monitored the thoughts running through your mind? What a breakneck pace! All that in only fifteen seconds. Given any significant conflict, the conscious mind can easily come up with much more in that time. And the subconscious mind could fill volumes. And consider that there are 5,760 of these fifteen-second intervals in each and every day.

You would think that understanding and handling conflict would be a major priority in our lives. Yet we rarely attempt to understand it. We try to avoid it or we resist it. But it always comes back to haunt us. Have you ever avoided keeping adequate financial records only to find yourself paying for it in time and money at tax time? Or have you ever resisted a healthy exercise or nutrition program only to regret it each time you glance in the mirror? How many times have you avoided telling an uncomfortable truth only to find the problem magnified with time, making the eventual telling much more difficult?

Instead of denying conflict, this book is an invitation to embrace it and to understand it. When we do, it becomes one of the greatest gifts we have for positive growth and change, an empowering and energizing opportunity. There is truly a magical quality about conflict which can call out the best in us, that which is not summoned under ordinary circumstances.

_________

It is said that what the caterpillar calls the end of the world the master calls the butterfly. There is a Zen story about a peasant farmer who owned a beautiful horse desired by others. One day it disappeared. When all the villagers remarked on his bad luck, he calmly replied, “Maybe so, maybe not. “A few days later the horse returned, leading a herd of fine wild horses. A week later, his only son was thrown and crippled while training the horses. When the villagers again remarked on his bad luck, he calmly replied, “Maybe so, maybe not.” Within a week, a frivolous war was declared by the emperor and all young men, save the farmer’s son, were forced into battle and none returned.

_________

Buckminster Fuller2 was one of the great thinkers of our time. His contributions range from inventions such as the geodesic dome to detailing an entire “critical path” to insure a prosperous future for humanity. He often told us that if we really wanted to understand the principles of the universe, we should look closely at nature. Nature is the ultimate model of success. Bucky was frequently alarmed at the differences between nature’s principles and human perceptions. Through a series of misperceptions, man has perpetuated some myths that are very detrimental to the successful resolution of conflict.

One of the myths is the idea that conflict is negative. As I conduct Aiki workshops around the country, people come to me with conflicts they are having in their lives. It may be a relationship they are in, the type of work they do, a health problem, or a general dissatisfaction with their life. They inevitably speak of the conflict as bad: “I don’t want it. I have to do something about it. It’s harmful.”

Our first myth: Conflict Is Negative.

Nature doesn’t see conflict as negative. Nature uses conflict as a primary motivator for change. Imagine floating down the Colorado River through the Grand Canyon. Quiet water flowing into exhilarating rapids. Hidden canyons with shade trees and wildflowers. Clear springs of drinkable water. Solitude and silence that can be found in few places in today’s world. And those majestic cliffs looming above, with fantastic patterns in the rock and all the colors of the rainbow displayed. The Grand Canyon is truly one of the world’s great wonders and provides us with a profound sense of harmony and peace. Yet how was that amazing vista formed? Eons and eons of water flowing, continually wearing away the rock, carrying it to the sea. A conflict that continues to this day. Conflict isn’t negative, it just is.

In the Orient in the 1920s there lived a master of the martial arts, or the art of dealing with physical conflict. He was, by all standards of the time, a very successful man. Historically, a master had to be prepared to accept, and to meet victoriously, many challenges put forth by opponents interested in gaining fame or recognition. Often the loser was incapacitated or seriously injured as a result of these challenges, so there was obviously a high motivation to win.

This particular martial artist was consistently victorious. And yet even after reaching the pinnacle of success, he felt a deep and growing lack of fulfillment within. He took an extraordinary and unique step to discover this essential but missing ingredient by giving up the traditional way of the martial arts and going to the mountains, to return to nature and the land as a farmer and as a spiritual seeker.

_________

In the spring of 1925, if I remember correctly, when I was taking a walk in the garden by myself, I felt that the universe suddenly quaked and that a golden spirit sprang up from the ground, veiled my body, and changed my body into a golden one.

At the same time my mind and body became light. I was able to understand the whispering of the birds, and was clearly aware of the mind of God, the Creator of this universe.

At that moment I was enlightened: the source of budo is God’s love —the spirit of loving protection for all beings. Endless tears of joy streamed down my cheeks.3

_________

After years of ascetic life and personal training, an entirely different state of consciousness permeated his being. He eventually came down from the mountains and astonished the martial artists in the land by declaring, “The true martial art is love.” The physically oriented martial artists’ typical reply was something along the lines of, “Thank you for sharing; now let’s fight!” He found himself having to put his philosophy into practice. Challengers would inevitably find themselves upside down and immobilized in some unique manner, astonished that they were not hurt in the process. And he now met challengers effortlessly and joyfully, without the pain and strain of the past.

This remarkable Japanese martial artist, Morihei Ueshiba (1883–1969) had given birth to the art of aikido. It is now a highly sophisticated martial art. Its readily observable purpose is to resolve physical conflict by making an attack harmless without doing harm even to the attacker. However, as I have discovered over my many years of training in the art, far more useful is what it does to the practitioner. Aikido turns him upside down, shakes out all of those hard-earned patterns of struggling and stressing through life, and rips up all those acquired opinions about strength, power, relaxation, and relationships.

Oddly enough, I discovered aikido through resistance. I had been in love with the martial arts since I was about ten years old, when my Dad brought home my first set of boxing gloves. I would gather my friends from the neighborhood for weekend “world championships,” with a serving spoon and a big metal bowl as my bell to begin the rounds, two bar stools for the corners, and the backyard fence enclosing the largest ring in the world. You could run but you couldn’t hide. Bloody noses, crying, feigned death, and the bell were the only salvation for the sufficiently bludgeoned. Even though I added the arts of wrestling and karate to my boxing “studies” over the years, the joy of combat was most fulfilled in that all-American sport, football. From fifth grade through college, I was fed a diet of famous locker room philosophy: “When the going gets tough, the tough get going” and “No pain, no gain.” Even as I hobbled away after my senior year in college with three missing front teeth and a history of broken bones, torn ligaments, and muscle pulls, I was still convinced I was on the right path. Of course, I had mistakenly equated toughness with rigidity, and pain with injury. If I had a difficulty, I could always handle it through lifting heavier weights, running more wind sprints, or clenching my teeth or fists. A breakthrough performance literally meant breaking through, whether it was wood or another human being. To make matters worse I got to be pretty good at it, which only reinforced my belief that more would be better.

When I first heard of the unique art called aikido, in which a small, physically weaker person could effortlessly throw or control a far larger and physically stronger person, I was obviously skeptical. I had been studying a variety of the “kicking and punching” arts when I first met an aikido expert, Rod Kobayashi. This 5’2” man of about forty years of age seemed to be having a great time, whirling and dancing around the mat as one man after another attacked him only to find themselves falling head over heels or completely immobilized by the lightest touch of his hands. All my years of fighting through life suddenly seemed to take on a gross and clumsy nature in comparison. More disconcerting was the fact that everyone seemed to be having so much fun. Even while falling, the attackers had such grace, fluidity, and joy that they also seemed to be winners, even though they were the ones careening from one side of the mat to the other.
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