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FOUNDATIONS

OF
REIKI RYŌHŌ

“Quite possibly the most comprehensive guide to the tradition of Reiki, Nicholas Pearson’s Foundations of Reiki Ryōhō provides readers with everything they need to know in order to understand the first two levels of the Japanese healing art. Included is a detailed history of Reiki’s origins as well as an impressive examination of the evolution of Reiki’s sacred symbols. Pearson at once gives the reader a traditional understanding of the healing practice but also encourages the reader to explore, documenting some of the permutations of the tradition since its inception. I will be recommending this book to my own Reiki students.”

STORM FAERYWOLF, AUTHOR OF AWAKENING THE BLUELOTUS: A REIKI LEVEL ONE HANDBOOK AND BECOMING THE BLUELOTUS: A REIKI LEVEL TWO HANDBOOK
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NOTES ABOUT ORTHOGRAPHY AND TERMINOLOGY

BECAUSE REIKI IS A JAPANESE PRACTICE, I have chosen to retain many of the original terms describing the history and use of Reiki. Japanese is written in a combination of complex characters and phonetic symbols, called kanji and kana, respectively. The Japanese terms are transcribed using the Hepburn romanization, a method that is more readable and pronounceable to speakers of English than most other methods. In most cases, the original Japanese characters are also provided for reference. Readers are encouraged to use the pronunciation guide and glossary of Japanese terms located in appendices B and C, respectively.

Except for proper nouns and words that have been adopted in English such as kanji and sensei, the Japanese words are italicized for ease in picking them out. Japanese naming conventions place the family name before a personal name, so that John Smith would be called Smith John in Japan. I have retained this convention throughout the text for individuals from Japan. In the case of the seminal Japanese-American Reiki teacher Hawayo Takata (1900–1980), I maintained Western conventions, with her personal name first and family name last. This is because she was a citizen born in Hawaii, which was at the time a territory of the United States. For convenience, a glossary of names important to the discussion of Reiki appears in appendix D. Names in the glossary are alphabetized according to the style in which they appear in the text. Thus, Japanese names are listed with the family name first, while Western names are listed with personal name first.

The writing systems of the Japanese language have undergone revision and simplification throughout the last century. Wherever possible, the kanji that appear in this text reflect their forms from the era of Usui Mikao (1865–1926), the founder of Reiki Ryōhō. In other words, they are presimplified characters. Some of these older characters are no longer recognized by speakers of Japanese and they are becoming harder to translate. The glossary includes the modernized versions of many of these words to help readers and researchers undertake further study.

To the best of my knowledge, the transcriptions, translations, and original Japanese characters are as accurate as possible. Providing the original terms will hopefully facilitate further research despite the divide in history and culture between the birthplace of Reiki and the rest of the world.
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DEFINING REIKI

宇宙即我、即我宇宙

uchū ware soku, ware soku uchū

I am in the universe; the universe is in me

USUI MIKAO

REIKI IS KNOWN THE WORLD OVER as an effective system of relaxation,
healing, and spiritual growth. The tradition of its practice stems
from the efforts of Usui Mikao (1865–1926), a Japanese spiritual seeker
who synthesized Reiki from his search for enlightenment in the early
years of the twentieth century. Although the system of Reiki dates to
its inception less than a century ago, it has undergone many leaps and
changes along the course of its development. It is a simple and effective
tool that anyone is capable of learning, and it offers tangible, practical
results. The simplicity of Reiki is its appeal for most people who
are brought to Reiki seminars, and for this reason it has proliferated
worldwide.

In brief, Reiki Ryōhō is a healing art and spiritual tradition that
grew out of Japanese culture. It is currently practiced as a hands-on healing
modality in which practitioners become the conduit for the energy
of Reiki to flow into themselves or another recipient. Reiki has been
applied to a variety of physical, psychological, and spiritual conditions, with astonishing results. Today it is used by millions of people, including medical professionals and laypeople alike. The beauty of Reiki is that it is versatile, it requires no additional tools or equipment, and it can be learned by anyone who receives the initiation in a Reiki seminar. It has no contraindications, nor does it ever cause harm.

What we know as simply Reiki today is properly called Usui Reiki Ryōhō, meaning “Usui Reiki Healing Method.” As mentioned above, Usui-sensei*1 (Usui Mikao) developed Reiki Ryōhō as a result of many years of study and practice in a number of different disciplines. A well-educated Japanese man who held a variety of professional posts throughout his life, he was first and foremost a spiritual seeker, which eventually led him to seek enlightenment by fasting on a mountaintop. When he had his awakening, or satori, in 1922 on Mount Kurama outside Kyoto, Japan, Reiki was born. Usui’s desire was not to keep it secreted away as an obscure practice, nor did he want it to be owned wholly or in part by his family. Reiki’s founder recognized that Reiki was so important and timely that it was for the entire world.

Nowadays, millions of Reiki practitioners represent hundreds of different forms or lineages of Reiki. Although all authentic systems can trace themselves back to Reiki’s founder, Usui Mikao, the methodology and theory of systems can vary greatly from one to the next. My personal journey with Reiki has led me toward a more traditional approach. I enjoy the context of Reiki practice from a Japanese cultural and spiritual point of view. However, I treasure the fact that a Westernized lineage is what initially brought me to Reiki.

My teachers have been instrumental in helping me cultivate my daily practice. Reiki Ryōhō has changed my life, just as it has for countless other people across the planet. The blessings offered by this healing system are limitless; it may offer more than humankind will ever know. Reiki is an intelligent force that needs no conscious direction to flow easily, without any command or effort on behalf of the practitioner. Reiki is almost too good to be true, especially because it is deceptively simple.

To really appreciate Reiki as an art form, it is necessary to look into what Reiki means. The traditionally accepted definition of Reiki among speakers of English is “universal life-force energy.” The reason that the two short syllables that comprise the word are rendered as such a lengthy description is owed to the ideographic nature of the Japanese writing system. Words are depicted using characters borrowed from Chinese, which often convey several meanings, some of which are quite complex. Additionally, the cultural divide between Eastern and Western minds can require extra explanation.


REIKI ETYMOLOGY

Japanese orthography is comprised of several different character sets, including phonetic characters called kana and symbols called kanji. The written language of Japan was initially borrowed from that of the Han Chinese; in fact, kanji literally translates to “Han character.” Over time, the written forms of these words evolved, resulting in differences between modern Chinese and Japanese characters. Furthermore, both languages underwent reformation to produce simpler characters as a means of making writing easier.

The origins of kanji are found in ancient pictographs carved into oracle bones. Many of these symbols were depictions of natural phenomena and daily experiences; they were graphic representations of the words. As the writing evolved, the characters themselves took on more stylized forms, and they would later convey more abstract ideas. By combining several basic symbols, called radicals, these abstract ideas could be better represented in written form.

Thus, kanji can be both pictographs (illustrations of objects and phenomena) and ideographs (abstract symbols conveying meaning). Some words can be produced from complex characters containing several radicals. Others, such as 
Reiki, are compound words comprised of multiple
kanji. Compounds can be representations of an idea, such as 花火 (pronounced hanabi), for firework, whose characters translate individually
as “flower” and “fire.” This expression paints a mental picture of what
a firework is. In other instances, new words in Japanese can be made
of combinations of kanji and kana, resulting in many different parts
of speech. Today there are over two thousand kanji in use in modern
Japanese. They can be combined to produce countless new words.
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This illustration is of the word Reiki written in an older style of script. Note
that the characters were originally written in reverse order (氣靈 instead of
靈氣) given that Japanese was once more commonly written right to left.
Calligraphy from the author’s collection, photo by Steven Thomas Walsh

Japanese characters typically have more than one pronunciation or
reading, with most characters having at least two. In most cases, the different
readings of a single character are grouped into the on’yomi and
kun’yomi. The former is derived from the original pronunciation of characters
in Chinese. Because the languages have different phonemes, the
on’yomi are generally only approximations of how they initially sounded.
Kun’yomi represent the native pronunciation of Japanese words.

Reiki was written as 靈氣 in Usui’s time, though in today’s simplified
characters it is expressed as 霊気. It is a compound word, created
from the joining of the words 靈 (rei) and 氣 (ki). The term Reiki in Japanese can be variously translated as “spirit energy,” “aura,” “soul
energy,” “ancestral energy,” “miraculous energy,” or “true self,” among
many other choices. Reiki was not an original word; Usui Mikao did
not coin the term. Various methods and schools of healing with 靈 氣
existed before Usui-sensei began to teach, although little historical
information is available in English. Reiki is therefore a term that can
have several layers of meaning, given that it is a product of the cultural,
linguistic, and spiritual heritage of Japan.

Rei: 靈

The first symbol of Reiki is the rei component. It can be read as 
rei, ryō,
tama, or dama; more obscurely, it is occasionally read as hi, bi, or 
pi. The
symbol 靈 is often translated as “soul” or “spirit.”*2 In Chinese, this character
was variously used to mean “soul,” “ghost,” “elf,” “bier,” and “intelligence.”
As an adjective, it could describe something that was spiritual,
universal, ancestral, intelligent, quick-witted, or effective.

The rei character is composed of several different radicals†3 that hint
at its deeper meaning. The first radical is the symbol for rain, or ame
(雨). This pictograph is meant to show raindrops falling from the sky.
It can symbolize the blessings of the heavens raining down upon the
earthly plane. Spiritual rain descends, reaching the crown of the skull,
which is the same point where Reiki enters the practitioner. Rain is
refreshing, cleansing, and rejuvenating, much like the practice of Reiki.

The second radical in the rei character is a series consisting of three
square pictographs (example of pictograph: 口). This square pictograph usually means “mouth,” but it can also indicate a vessel or bowl. In this
case, the three boxes are a simplification of the kanji 器, pronounced
utsuwa, which means “container” or “vessel.” This part of the rei character
teaches us to be the empty vessels for receiving the blessings of spiritual
rain. Spiritual practitioners of all lineages must clear themselves,
taking special care to set aside ego and attachment. The utsuwa radical
helps us open, for if we are closed off or full of expectations, there is no
room for the ame to enter and fill us.
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The character rei (left) is comprised of compressed or 
simplified versions of the radicals on the right.

Finally, the radical at the base of rei is 巫. It is originally the
Chinese character for “shaman.” In Japanese it is preserved in the word
miko (巫女), which is a female attendant of a Shinto*4 shrine. Shinto
is the endemic religion of Japan, the progeny of its native shamanism.
Inside this character you can see the word for person repeated
twice. This character, written as 人, is inside a larger framework that
links the two people together. In similar fashion, the shaman is an
intermediary, someone who acts as the link between the spiritual and
material planes.

The symbol for rei directs us to be the spiritual intermediaries
of our time. As Reiki practitioners we release our judgments, attachments,
and expectations so that we can be pure and open vessels for
the spiritual blessings continuously bestowed by the universe. During
the practice of laying on hands we become the conduit for Reiki energy
to flow into the recipient. We serve as the link between the higher and
lower realms so that Reiki can lead both practitioner and client toward
balance.

Ki: 氣

The vital energy responsible for animating human beings and all living
things is a concept shared by most cultures, ancient and modern. The
word ki in Japanese, written as 氣, is identical to chi or qi in Chinese.
This kanji is almost always pronounced ki, although it can sometimes
be read as ke. It can mean “energy,” “life force,” “vitality,” “spirit,” “soul,”
or “mood.” Similar terms in other languages include prana, mana, ruah,
orgone, odic power, Wakan, telesma, and pneuma. Each of these indicates
the vital power that animates life.

This kanji, like rei, is also a combination of radicals. The lower half
is the pictograph of the rice plant: 米. Rice is a staple of the Chinese
and Japanese diets. It is literally the fuel for the physical body, as it is
the basis of the traditional meal. Since food is the source of metabolic
energy, rice is metaphorically used to convey the spiritual energy that
governs life. Ki is the sustenance of the soul, just as rice is nutrition for
the body.

The upper radical in the ki character is 气, which is a pictograph for
steam or vapor. It indicates something immaterial or intangible. Rather
than merely being the literal fuel obtained from food, ki is instead the
subtle or spiritual energy responsible for life. Ki or chi is considered to
be the life force of every living thing. To the Eastern mind, ki isn’t some
inexplicable, mystical force; it is an everyday phenomenon that is part of
the cultural paradigm. There are a wide number of expressions that use
compound words containing the ki character, showing the prevalence of
the idea in Japanese ideology.
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The character ki (left) is comprised of the radicals on 
the right.

Some examples of ki-related terms include:


	天気 (tenki): weather, literally “heaven ki”

	気分 (kibun): mood, literally “ki minute,” or “what you feel 
right now”

	電気 (denki): electricity, literally “electric ki”

	元気 (genki): healthy, literally “origin ki,” or “health is the
original state of being”

	人気 (ninki): popularity, literally “person ki”

	病気 (byōki): illness or disease, literally “sick ki”



All things have ki. Without it, there would be no movement or life
in the universe. The various kinds of ki can be responsible for the function
of blood, of breath, or even of thought. However, the most refined
variety of ki in Japanese belief is Reiki. It is the divine or cosmic energy
that brings our souls to life.

Reiki: 靈氣

If rei means “spiritual,” “universal,” “intelligent,” and/or “effective,”
then 靈氣 or Reiki describes a spiritual form of ki that is spiritually
or divinely guided. Reiki as an energy is universal because it is present
in all beings, intelligent because it is from the most rarefied plane of existence, and effective because it can be used in the face of any illness,
injury, or challenge. Reiki, the energy, is the driving force in Reiki
Ryōhō, the healing system.

In the Japanese worldview, there are many categories of ki, each of
which organizes or animates a different aspect of our makeup. There
are seven main varieties that act directly upon our being and our experiences
in life. Starting with the most basic and moving into the most
rarefied, they are:


	
kekki 血気, the ki of blood, which provides vitality

	
shioke 塩気, the ki of salts or minerals, which offers structure

	
mizuke 水気, the ki of water or liquids, which grants flux and
communication

	
kuki 空気, the ki of air, which grants breath

	
denki 電気, the ki of thunder, which gives us motivation, striving,
and growth

	
jiki 磁気, the ki of magnetism, which endows us with complementary
forces and challenges for growth

	
reiki 霊気, the ki of soul, which is the same as 靈氣, the source of
our healing system1




The final form of ki in this classification system is called shinki or
神気 (神氣 in presimplified kanji). This is the ki of the divine realm—the direct power of the creative principle of the universe. This is the
energy from which we are all created and to which we return; however,
it has no direct influence over material reality. Reiki, therefore, is
the intermediary between our world of form and the plane in which shinki resides. It “is close enough to the principle of unity, as well as the
principle
of separation, to form an interface for the contact between the
two . . . Reiki promotes all types of life process.”2

Reiki is soul energy, or spirit energy. No person walking the face
of the Earth is without a soul, so it stands to reason that we all share
Reiki among the energies that are responsible for our lives. Reiki works
principally at the soul level, meaning that it is spiritual healing rather than physical healing. Otherwise, we would call it “bodily guided lifeforce
energy” or “materially guided healing.” Since that isn’t the case, we
see that Usui-sensei was offering a system of healing that addressed all
healing from the causal level of our existence: the soul itself.

Reiki is considered to be universal because it is equally available to
all people for treating all conditions, without restriction or bias. It is
applicable to everything by everyone. Reiki isn’t just some part of the
universe, it is the universe. Reiki moves in and through all things; Usuisensei
himself taught that all things have Reiki.3 However, although
Reiki as an energy is present in all things, being able to effectively use
it in Usui Reiki Ryōhō requires an initiation, which awakens the practitioner
to this aspect of his or her being.

Reiki is an intelligent force because it is divinely created and has
no ego. During a treatment it reaches into the core of any situation
without conscious direction or feedback from the practitioner. It just
“knows” where to go because it recognizes our spiritual reality. Thanks
to the intelligent, self-guided nature of Reiki energy, there is no contraindication
for its use. Reiki practitioners do not need to know the
details of what is being treated, nor do they diagnose. The energy itself
causes no harm, and it flows only through the practitioner to the recipient
in a one-way stream. Thus, practitioners do not need protection, for
there is no likelihood of taking on their client’s energy or illness.

An alternate interpretation of the term 靈氣 is “true self.”4 Viewed
from this vantage, Reiki is an intelligent force because it is the self
behind the ego and persona; it wears no mask and can penetrate the
veils we wear. Given that Reiki itself has no separation from the Divine
(the “spiritual” aspect of the translation), it can remind us of our own
innate connection.

Finally, Reiki is effective, or efficacious, because it reaches the level
of our being where we are tied to the field of potentiality. If we heal
at the physical level, then we are restricted by the laws of the material
plane. This is why there are limitations to conventional medicine.
However, when we heal at the level of the soul, anything is possible.
Miracles can and often do take place when we practice Reiki. When we surrender our own egos and expectations, Reiki brings balance.

A natural homeostatic mechanism exists in the human body and is
also found in the immaterial levels of our makeup. It is self-correcting
and self-equilibrating. Reiki supports these efforts by catalyzing change
and eliminating the toxins or attachments that stand in the way of our
well-being. The most commonly discussed benefit of Reiki is stress
reduction; naturally, when we feel less stress we experience healing of
the body, mind, and spirit. However, Reiki’s healing influence is much
deeper than that which is provided by the relaxation it offers. Reiki taps
into our divine potential to live, love, and create unimaginable joy and
success.

I’m often asked to define what Reiki is, and like many other practitioners
and teachers, I often find myself without a clear and simple
answer. Reiki encompasses so much more than words can articulate, so
I don’t have a rote response when asked by Reiki newcomers to describe
what this energy really is. My first teacher put it best, though, and I
often find myself returning to her words: “Reiki is unconditional love.”

In my own experience, love is a concept that both practitioners and
laypeople can relate to easily. Love is the creative principle and organizing
force of the universe; unconditional love is at the core of all spiritual
traditions. When we think of Reiki as love, it isn’t just the motherly love
and tenderness of caring for someone who is ill, though it is that, too,
sometimes. Love is a cosmic energy that resides in every particle and
wave of Creation. It’s the true nature from which we are created and to
which we aspire. Love is perfect balance, and Reiki is a mechanism of
that love within our beings, which are seeking a return to wholeness.

Usui Reiki i Ryōhō: Reiki as a Healing Art

When Usui Mikao developed the system of Reiki in the first half of the
twentieth century, he called it 心身改善臼井靈氣癒法 or Shin Shin
Kaizen Usui Reiki Ryōhō, which means “Usui Reiki Healing Method
for Improving the Heart-Mind and Body.” He was stressing the importance
that healing first takes place in the mind, which is written with
the pictograph for heart in Japanese: 心 (usually read as kokoro or shin). Reiki as a healing art cultivates a relationship with Reiki the energy as a
means of bringing the mind back into balance. Essentially, the outcome
of diligent Reiki practice is no different than the mental and spiritual
training found in most of the world’s religions.

The paradigm that dominates in most branches of Reiki practice is
that it is a spiritual art that aims to deliver physical, mental, and emotional
healing. However, evidence provided by researching the original
Reiki teachings of Usui Mikao tells us otherwise. When he gave birth
to Reiki Ryōhō, Usui wasn’t seeking a means of healing; his goal was
attainment of inner peace. Indeed, Usui’s initial teachings focused on
Reiki Ryōhō as a spiritual path. Healing was a natural, though secondary,
benefit of the spiritual work.

Usui Reiki Ryōhō began through a series of interdisciplinary spiritual
studies enacted by Usui Mikao. He described its origin thusly: “I
have not been taught this art of healing by anyone under the heavens,
nor have I studied in order to obtain this mysterious ability to heal.
I accidentally realized that I was given this mysterious healing ability
when I felt the great power and was inspired by the mystery during a
period of fasting.”5 As we will explore later, he was a seeker for much
of his life, and he applied his natural curiosity and spiritual hunger to
many different religions and traditions. He received Reiki through an
ascetic practice on top of Mount Kurama. According to the memorial
stone erected by his students following Usui’s death in 1926, after
weeks of fasting he “felt a great Reiki over his head.”6

This “great Reiki” or 大靈氣 (pronounced dai Reiki) was the energy Usui-sensei felt when his awareness opened to the spiritual truth of his
existence. Usui felt a deep sense of communion with Source, or Creator,
and his mind naturally found deep peace. In this state Usui experienced
true oneness or nonduality. The resultant state of inner peace is called
安心立命 or anshin ritsumei in Japanese. It is imperturbable and marks
spiritual enlightenment, or satori. It is in this state that one is most able
to accomplish the divine purpose of one’s life.

When Usui Mikao realized the potential of Reiki for improving
the mind and the body, he developed ways to transmit his experience of anshin ritsumei. Usui is known to have taught thousands of students in his lifetime, and it is likely that he adapted his teachings to meet the skill set and developmental level of the individuals drawn to his teachings. For some people, Reiki would have been simply a healing method; for others it would prove to be a path to enlightenment.




HOW REIKI IS PRACTICED TODAY

Reiki as a system has grown and evolved since its inception as a formal practice in the 1920s. Since that time, this healing tradition has spread across the globe and touched the lives of millions of people. Although Reiki has changed forms and has occasionally been imbued with addons by the generations of teachers who have succeeded Usui Mikao, all genuine Reiki lineages share the following attributes:


	Initiation

	The five precepts

	Treatment

	Progressive degrees

	Symbols (and mantras)

	Personal development



These six elements of Reiki serve as the common DNA in each of the branches in Reiki’s family tree. Although various Reiki systems have different outer forms that these elements take—such as a unique initiation or attunement ritual for each lineage—all forms of Reiki must incorporate these six qualities or components. Traditional Reiki, both Eastern and Western, serves as the foundation for how these elements have manifested in each Reiki lineage worldwide.

Initiation

One aspect of Reiki that sets it apart from other energy-based healing modalities is that it is an initiatory system. The form and number of initiations vary between lineages. Despite this variance, each method works. Japanese forms of Reiki practice call this initiatory experience
reiju (靈授).

Initiation confers healing ability through communion with the universal
Reiki that lies in each of us. The act of initiation is sometimes
called an “attunement,” because it is believed to adjust the student’s
energy system in order for him or her to connect with Reiki as a healing
force. And initiation is a permanent process; once established, the
connection to Reiki is immediate and lasting. Lack of practice does not
cause your ability to channel Reiki to atrophy. However, regular practice
does strengthen your channel.

Initiation or attunement works by clearing away the mental, emotional,
and spiritual debris that inhibits experience of your true nature.
Your identity is not related to the material world; it isn’t your body,
your career, your name. The real you is Reiki. There is no separation
between you and the spiritually guided energy that radiates from
Source. The initiation serves as your initial experience of the ultimate
truth. Because of this, many people experience a detoxifying reaction to
the attunement itself because they are coming back into balance after
having been out of touch with their spiritual identity.

I like to think that the most beautiful and mysterious aspect of
Reiki is the initiation itself. Many people experience strong sensations,
emotions, or other events before, during, and after the ceremony.
Whether you receive only one attunement in your life or participate in
monthly meetings that include initiation, it never ceases to be a spiritual
experience. There is some mystical part of Reiki that guides the actual
essence of the attunement, so that after the physical actions are completed,
the student is forever changed for the better.

Finally, initiation into Reiki also confers your lineage. You cannot
be attuned to Usui Reiki Ryōhō if it cannot be traced back to Usui
Mikao. All authentic Reiki systems can map their family tree back to
Usui-sensei, and it is vital to confirm this lineage before enrolling in a
Reiki seminar. The importance of lineage isn’t to tell you who is better
pedigreed or who has influenced whom, for these concepts appeal to
the ego rather than the heart (kokoro). Unless we all prepare ourselves for death on a mountaintop, we cannot expect to have the awakening
experienced by the founder of Reiki Ryōhō. Therefore, we rely upon
someone who has had the Reiki activated in them, thus conferring the
ability to practice Reiki—and to teach it in kind to us.

You cannot give what you don’t have; it’s just that simple. Reiki initiations
are performed in person for the same reason. Although there
may be some spiritual dedicants out there who are at the necessary
level of evolution to confer reiju over a distance, they are few and far
between. Similarly, the recipient would have to be equally as prepared
to receive this gift in the same way. There is an important bond between
teacher and student, and Reiki incorporates this through both instruction
and initiation.

Many words are now used for this element of the Reiki system: reiju, attunement, empowerment, initiation, transmission of light, and
transformation each describe the experience. This part of Reiki practice
should be treated reverently; handing out attunements en masse without
any respect helps neither the recipients nor Reiki itself. Take time to
compartmentalize the reiju in one way or another so that its sanctity is
emphasized by setting it apart from the rest of a Reiki seminar.

As a prospective student, you can prepare yourself for your initiation
by eating in a healthier manner, cutting back on stimulants
and alcohol, reducing meat intake, and spending more time in nature.
Meditation, exercise, yoga, and other practices can prepare your heartmind
as well as your body for the sacred experience of a Reiki attunement.
Be gentle with yourself and reduce your exposure to the media
and the relentness stream of bad news it delivers so that you stay centered
and nurture your spiritual heart. Each of these activities can
enhance your attunement.
The Five Principles
When Usui Mikao formalized his system in order to impart it to others,
he summarized his teachings in the gokai (五戒), which means “five
admonitions” in Japanese. These few short statements are articulated in
one of the few surviving documents that can accurately be attributed 

The Five Principles

When Usui Mikao formalized his system in order to impart it to others,
he summarized his teachings in the gokai (五戒), which means “five
admonitions” in Japanese. These few short statements are articulated in
one of the few surviving documents that can accurately be attributed to Usui himself. The gokai became the Reiki Principles or Reiki Ideals when the first Western students were taught.

This initial teaching of Western students was done by Hawayo Takata, who was a very important figure in Reiki’s history. Born in Hawaii in 1900, she was a Japanese-American Reiki practitioner who helped bring the Japanese healing art to the West through her teachings and promotion of it.

The Five Principles are the spiritual backbone of the Usui System, and they continue to be as relevant to the people of today as they were in 1920s Japan. The Reiki Principles will be described in detail in a later chapter, but in short they can be stated as:

Just for today:

Do not anger.

Do not worry.

Be grateful.

Be diligent in your work.

Be kind to others.

The rendering of these statements in English (and other languages) varies greatly from source to source, although the spirit of the ideals remains. These five simple directives, as well as their preface of “just for today,” serve as spiritual, moral, and ethical guidelines for practitioners of Reiki at all levels.

It can be argued that Reiki, in its genesis, was primarily a spiritual practice, rather than one related to health and healing, so the Five Principles or gokai were introduced to help students navigate along their journey. Usui taught that all illness first occurs in the mind or spirit (kokoro), and thus the gokai are tools for achieving healing at the core level. When we practice them, we become happier, healthier, more successful individuals. Healing is a natural result of bringing the mind back into balance.

Usui originally guided his students to practice these precepts daily; the entire text of the gokai as he wrote it included instructions for reciting the principles morning and evening, as well as keeping them in the heart. Many Reiki lineages today do not offer more than a cursory glance at the Reiki Principles, and a few lineages omit them entirely. Even those whose primary focus is on physical healing often relay the gokai in one form or another as part of the first degree (shoden) teachings.

In order to maintain Usui’s legacy and maintain the integrity of the Reiki system, the principles need to be practiced. What separates Usui Reiki Ryōhō from other forms of healing (including other forms of Reiki in Japan) is the fact that it is Usui’s method. These short statements may seem simple, but they are deceptive in their depth and breadth. We learn mindfulness, compassion, devotion, and presence when we actively use the gokai. Everything else in the system of Reiki as it was originally taught is secondary to these teachings. We will examine their origin and meaning in depth at a later point.

Treatment

For most people, the aspect of treating themselves or their loved ones is the motivating force behind learning Reiki. Although the form that treatment takes can differ wildly from one lineage to the next—not unlike the many varieties of initiation—all of them work, which is one of the mysteries of Reiki. Treatments can be performed on oneself or on another individual; they can be local treatments or they can be remote. Reiki works its wonders in restoring balance in any case.

The foundation of most Reiki traditions is treatment. In virtually any first degree class, the instructor will emphasize the importance of treatment. Self-treatment is prescribed to counteract the twenty-one-day cleansing or integration period following the initiation. Self-treatment is also recommended as the best way to grow your budding Reiki skills. The more we use it on ourselves, the more sensitive we become to the energetic aspect of healing and the more proficient we are at responding to that energy. Hayashi Chūjirō, one of Usui’s shihan or teachers whom we will discuss more later, described the system as very practical. An article from the Hawaii Hochi reports Hayashi’s description of Reiki as follows: “Reiki Ryōhō is not a psycho-spiritual therapy, it is not prayer therapy, it is not a charm or incantation, it is not so-called quackery, but it is an exceedingly rational therapy.”7

Despite the outer differences in the many methods of applying Reiki, the mechanism at work never changes. There is no complicated ritual necessary, nor is any mental trigger required. Hawayo Takata and Jikiden Reiki founder Yamaguchi Chiyoko, both direct students of Hayashi-sensei, used to instruct, “Hands on, Reiki on; hands off, Reiki off!” Reiki treatment works wherever you are, and it needs no preamble or prop. It flows as it is needed.

Reiki can be practiced discreetly in public, with a palm placed against a thigh or on the stomach. It can be offered to a loved one during an embrace. Reiki can be shared anytime, anywhere; use it while you attend a concert or visit the movie theater. Use it at the dinner table and as you drift off to dreamland. Reiki is versatile and nurturing, so you can adapt it to your needs. Although it is easy to place a hand on yourself or a loved one while you are engaged in another activity, the best results are always gleaned when you set aside time for Reiki.

It is used to treat a wide variety of conditions. Starting with the easiest, Reiki is safe and effective for stress, anxiety, depression, fatigue, and much more. My own experience with Reiki for pain management has bordered on the miraculous. I have seen it treat burns in a matter of minutes, heal open wounds in days and sometimes hours, expedite the knitting together of broken bones, and overcome the common cold. Reiki knows no limits.

Many individuals who are drawn to Reiki are looking to benefit in the face of chronic and terminal conditions. Reiki has been used in palliative and rehabilitative scenarios with great success. Scientific and medical literature is beginning to document the effects of Reiki treatment in cases of cancer, dementia, and many more conditions. In situations such as these, regular treatment every day is the key to seeing results.

Reiki treatment is based upon the tradition of tenohira and teate in Japan. These are hands-on healing practices, meaning literally “palm healing” and “hand placement.” A long tradition of tenohira is evident among Japanese spiritual movements; Reiki is only one of many. Laying on of hands has been used among many cultures as a means of effecting change in an individual’s health. Sects of Christianity continue to use it today, as do many other types of healers.

Touch, by its very nature, is therapeutic. In a world of disconnection, making conscious and conscientious contact with another person can offer something that is otherwise entirely absent from the lives of some people. To touch without agenda or motive—merely being present and mindful—is one of the greatest gifts of Reiki. The added bonus is that the flow of Reiki energy enhances, supports, and supercharges that loving, compassionate contact.

Reiki is administered today with gentle touch; there is no need to press or manipulate for Reiki to flow. Similarly, the mind is not required to direct or focus Reiki in any specific manner. Practitioners are simply the empty vessels through which the universal energy is poured. Still your mind and connect to Reiki in whatever manner is meaningful to you; Reiki will respond.

We know today that Usui himself often used a combination of techniques for healing. After the Great Kanto Earthquake of 1923 it is said that he would treat up to six people at once: one with each hand and each foot, one with his eyes, and one with his breath. Usui-sensei also instructed his students to pat, rub, and tap Reiki into clients, as well as to “beam” it by using a special mudra-like hand position. Today, Reiki is usually practiced more simply, especially by beginners.

Treatment can be performed in a hands-off method, too. This is especially helpful when legislation does not permit practitioners to make physical contact without proper licensure or training (such as exists in massage therapy or nursing license). Hands-off healing is conducted with the hands just above the body of the recipient. When some people are uncomfortable with practitioner-to-client contact, the hands-off method is acceptable. In first aid scenarios, physical touch may be too painful, such as in the case of cuts, burns, scrapes, and other injuries; in these cases Reiki can be given hands-off and/or with the eyes and breath.

In the higher degrees of Reiki training, practitioners also learn to use Reiki remotely. Long-distance healing has a long-standing precedent for success, and Reiki is no exception. Without the okuden initiation and training, however, practitioners are not equipped with the tools needed to connect as deeply. Newcomers to the Reiki system often do report success, however, by intending that Reiki flow to a nonlocal target.

Many lineages prescribe a specific treatment protocol using designated hand placements. The same positions are used in every complete treatment. Others prefer a more intuitive approach wherein Reiki practitioners are encouraged to place their hands wherever they are led to do so. Both methods have value; whichever works for you will do the job. Personally, I have found that a foundation practice of hand placements works like having training wheels on your bike. Treating the entire person ensures that Reiki will go where it’s most needed. As you practice more and more, you learn to listen to your guidance, and your hands are sensitized to where Reiki will have the greatest impact.

To reiterate an important point, no matter the form of treatment, Reiki can never do harm. Reiki is an intelligent force that knows where to treat and how much to offer. There is no such thing as too much Reiki, or a case where Reiki can make a condition worse. In some instances, recipients experience a “healing reaction” or “healing crisis” wherein symptoms intensify initially. This happens as the body, mind, and spirit address the underlying issue of disease; with continued treatment the healing reaction lessens, and the condition generally disappears in time, too.

Progressive Degrees

In the majority of lineages, Reiki training is offered in three progressive levels. Unique tools and techniques are offered at each level, with the overall focus deepening as your training progresses. The three degrees of Western Reiki are a perfect adaptation of the three levels of Japanese-style Reiki; Usui-sensei taught them by the names of shoden, okuden, and shinpiden. Each of the three levels was generally broken down into smaller, more manageable sections.

Students of Reiki must begin with the first degree, or shoden, class. The initial seminar offers the very first initiation to fledgling practitioners so that they may open to the experience of channeling Reiki energy. Following this, some teachers will require a waiting period before offering level two, though many present both classes together. Usui-sensei preferred that students developed their sensitivity before he permitted them to proceed with their training at the okuden level. The remainder of Reiki training consists of the third degree, which prepares practitioners to become teachers.

Although there are teachers who provide accelerated classes, such as initiating students as Reiki Masters by teaching all three degrees in a single weekend, this method is generally frowned upon. When practitioners have time to assimilate the information and apply the treatments, meditations, symbols, and precepts, they will be more effective later on. There is no substitute for practice, so most Reiki teachers will encourage students to master the basics in each degree before moving on.

Different lineages and styles of Reiki may have a different number of levels available (and we know that Usui’s original format differs from most of those offered today). The different levels available are a result of the three degrees either having been broken into smaller sections or having been given additional material. Generally speaking, more levels do not necessarily make a better system. Since all varieties of Usui Reiki Ryōhō originate from the same source and the same energy, following our first initiation we all have the same Reiki-infused hands and hearts.

Be sure to find the style that best suits you and progress as you are driven to do so.

Symbols

At higher degrees of initiation, practitioners are taught several symbols that enhance the goals of Reiki. In most cases, three traditional symbols are taught at level two and one at level three. There is a fair amount of deviation in this, as some lineages provide the first symbol with the first degree class, whereas others have added to the number of symbols in their teachings. Even more confusing, there is evidence that the fourth symbol, often referred to as the master symbol, may have been added to Usui Shiki Ryōhō, which is Reiki as traditionally taught by Hawayo Takata. Although the symbols themselves are not provided in this text, we can look broadly at the function and origin of Reiki symbols as a whole. (Additionally, an in-depth discussion of each of the okuden symbols is provided in part 2.)

If we were to travel back in time to when Usui Mikao first began teaching others from his perspective of anshin ritsumei, we would probably witness something that shares very little with today’s Reiki Ryōhō of any variety. If you recall, reiju initially consisted of simply sharing space in total silence with Usui-sensei. Perhaps the student stared into the teacher’s eyes in contemplative focus as the latter helped awaken the pupil to the experience of the dai Reiki that awakened him. The harsh reality of this scenario is that few students were truly able to access Reiki through this experience, as it required that a rigorous, disciplined spiritual practice be in place beforehand.

We know from Usui-sensei’s memorial stone and from an interview with him preserved in the handbook*5 issued by the Usui Reiki Ryōhō Gakkai (Usui’s Reiki Healing Society, founded by Usui himself) that the founder did not want to keep Reiki under wraps. He wanted this system of self-actualization and healing to span the globe. In order to make this a reality, he adapted his system and added tools that were more appropriate for laypeople. Among these number the formalized meditations, ritualized reiju, teachings about byōsen and healing, and the introduction of the symbols to Reiki.

The symbols themselves fall into classes of pure symbols, often called shirushi in Japanese, and jumon. The former class is drawn from ancient traditions, whereas jumon are formulations derived from modern kanji. The names of the symbols found in Westernized branches of Reiki act like mantras and can be used on their own to the same ends as the symbols.
The Reiki symbols can be used as adjuncts to the healing process
and applied to many situations in life. (More detailed information
will be provided in the okuden manual in part 2 of this book.)

The symbols are tools; they are not required to practice Reiki.
However, they can augment and transform your practice. Use them
with respect; they are powerful spiritual catalysts. With regular practice,
we actually embody what the symbols represent. In this way the
symbols are like training wheels; they are meant to help us until we can
work beyond them.

Personal Development

Although most practitioners are drawn to Reiki as a healing modality,
every person that I have known to learn Reiki Ryōhō experiences transformation
on one level or another. Wherever seeds of Reiki are planted,
they seem to blossom into more than simple wellness. Reiki Ryōhō is
something greater than most of us can conceive; it is a direct connection
to Source. Usui-sensei summed up this in the enigmatic expression
uchū ware soku, ware soku uchū (宇宙即我、即我宇宙). Though a literal
translation is not possible, it roughly means “I am in the universe,
and the universe is in me.”

Reiki empowers you to take your life into your own hands. Just
knowing that you can create change by laying your hands on a problem
area in your body is enough to affect most people’s psyche. Witnessing
Reiki miracles and serving others with your Reiki hands is profound;
there is nothing else like it that I’ve experienced. Even the staunchest,
most skeptical of individuals may begin to have a spiritual experience
during a Reiki treatment. This is one of Reiki’s many gifts.

Personal development can manifest as better and healthier life decisions
or even just a change in attitude. More than likely, though, practitioners
who practice regularly will see a vast improvement in their inner
and outer worlds. Reiki permeates all that you do in order to bring
greater balance of body, mind, and spirit. Reiki offers an abundance of
blessings in order to awaken your consciousness to a higher reality.

Usui-sensei clearly wanted Reiki to help others accomplish their purpose in life. Some sources claim that prior to the formalization of Usui Mikao’s teachings, his students merely knew his teachings as “Usui’s way” or “Usui’s method for self-actualization.” The founder of Reiki was developing a system for reaching our highest potential; the gokai, hands-on healing, initiation, symbols, and other tools offered at each degree are merely stepping-stones on the path to self-realization.

Some scholars and practitioners posit that the Usui System is primarily aimed at healing, whereas others want to peel back the veil of wellness and see more deeply into Reiki. On the surface, we might be opening to the laying on of hands for better health. However, I believe that these external changes we experience are actually underscoring the true goal of Reiki: enlightenment, or anshin ritsumei.

For all who are called to it, Reiki is available to help us achieve our own spiritual awakening. To do so often requires addressing the most pressing needs first, such as a broken bone or asthma. As we bring our bodies and minds back into greater balance with the tools that Reiki grants to us, we are removing all the barriers on the path to authentic liberation and awakening.

[image: image] Reiki Reflections: Your Own Definition

After reading about the background of Reiki and discovering how it works on several different levels, you’re likely to have formed a clear picture of what Reiki means. Take some time to write out your own definition of Reiki in a manner that is meaningful to you. Compare it to the descriptions of your classmates if you are enrolled in a Reiki seminar or ask friends who are also practitioners. Notice how each person likely tailors their depiction of Reiki according to his or her personal experience.

When you map out your personal definition of Reiki, try to select a translation of the Reiki kanji that feels comfortable to you and supports your understanding of what Reiki is, both as an energetic force and as a healing system. After your initiation, has that definition changed? Revisit this definition after a month, six months, or even a year after your first initiation. How much has your conception and understanding of Reiki been shaped by your practice?
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LEARNING REIKI

MORE THAN ONE of the six major elements of Reiki relate to how the system is taught. Reiki is special among healing practices because of its initiation ceremony that confers the ability on new practitioners. Because of this unique aspect of Reiki, no extended training or cultivation is required in order to apply it in practical situations. Initiations also delineate the separate levels of the Reiki system. Traditionally, Western branches of Reiki utilize three degrees, sometimes broken up into more than one class each. Eastern forms of Reiki laid the framework with this, as they have three overarching degrees of Reiki training.

With every opportunity to receive initiation, practitioners experience a refinement in their inner vessel; their ability to channel Reiki expands and improves. Although the initiation generally has a permanent effect, successive reiju or initiations enhance the process begun in your level one class. For this reason, many lineages offer more than one initiation in the shoden class, and practitioners are encouraged to continue their studies with Reiki in the successive degrees.
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