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THE ART OF MASTERY
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“Ralston provides both a real definition of mastery and a very detailed process to achieve it. The book highlights a path to mastery that applies to any chosen field. It provides specific principles and practices and points out potential pitfalls along the way. It is both encouraging and rigorous. There are no participation trophies in this book. One of its best features is guidance on how to benefit from the inevitable mistakes and failures along the path to mastering any activity. If you spend time and effort with this book, you will greatly benefit from the investment.”

BOB NOHA, AIKIDO 
6TH DAN AND CHIEF INSTRUCTOR AT AIKIDO OF 
PETALUMA

“I so highly value the years I studied with Peter. In our work 
together, he immediately made me a better fighter and markedly so. Yet more 
importantly, he brought something else out: an internal energy, a state of being indescribable or undefinable, a power that I feel in every aspect of my life. He’s not only a master in his art but a master teacher. That generous creative flow of universal light that he has allowed and brought forth in his own experience sets fire to everyone who studies with him.”

RICHARD MOON, AIKIDO 
SENSEI/INSTRUCTOR 6TH DAN, 
FACILITATOR IN INTERNATIONAL PEACE-BUILDING, EXECUTIVE COACH, AND MEDIATOR




 


 


 


A Warrior is measured according to this:
That he learns from the dregs of the ancients and
extracts clear liquid from them.

CHOZAN SHISSAI,

EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY JAPANESE SWORDMASTER
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On the Opportunity of Mastery

In 1958 in Singapore I was asked by a Scottish friend of mine to join him in a Judo class. I had no idea what Judo was. But I started. Although I was only nine years old, it was the beginning of a long career that eventually lead me to mastering not only Judo but pretty much every traditional martial art as well. Then, and more importantly, I stepped beyond all traditional belief systems and worked hard to discover and master the existential nature of “fighting” itself. On the way, in 1978, I became the first non-Asian to win the full-contact World Tournament held in China—and I wasn’t even a master then. I learned much more about mastery as life unfolded.

In addition to that pursuit, when I was about twenty, I became fascinated by Zen and the idea of enlightenment and so eventually dropped my medical studies at UCB and UCSF to pursue a different path. But just as I transcended traditional martial arts, after deeply studying the many “spiritual” and human growth practices, I eventually went beyond them and worked hard to pursue the Truth instead of any belief system. Through this commitment and focus, I managed to become personally and directly conscious of the nature of reality and the human condition. From these successes, I learned a great deal about the nature of mastery.

Although the principles of effective interaction are not in any way restricted to a particular endeavor, these two domains of mastery informed my insights:


	A lifetime of mastering the fighting arts, and

	A lifetime of investigating, contemplating, and facilitating consciousness 
pursuits—developing a deep experiential understanding of the human condition as a result.



The complementary nature of such disparate endeavors provided an unusual perspective that allowed me to discover overlooked principles and perceive uncommon realities that most often remain unseen when these domains are pursued individually.

Several decades ago I began wondering what skill was really all about. Due to my work in mastering the fighting arts combined with my contemplation and consciousness work, I realized that I was in the relatively unique position of perhaps being able to discover the nature of effective interaction and provide others with an opportunity to experience it for themselves. It turned out to be a very involved undertaking, leading to fascinating insights.

It demanded insight into and an experience of the components and makeup of skill as it applies to everyone as well as the discovery of possibilities and principles most people never experience. I will present these elements as this story unfolds. But keep in mind that for you to be effective, you will need to learn to generate simple experiences from what may seem like intellectually complex material.

To be clear, I’m not addressing how to improve an intimate partner relationship—after all, my background is in the fighting arts and I draw most of my knowledge about mastery from there. There are many principles and insights discussed here that certainly could be applied to partner relationships. But the focus of this book is on interactions that require skill where the people or objects you’re interacting with are not necessarily aligned with your objectives. This is a broad arena. It is any activity you want to master where whatever it is you’re interacting with is not doing it for you or with you, and may be working contrary to your goals—such activities as sports, business, arts of various kinds, combat, politics, and so on.

The purpose of this book is to empower you to create mastery in whatever field to which you want to devote yourself. Yet creating the ability that you seek will likely require a significant degree of personal transformation. To be sure, this communication is not about a few easy steps or pithy sayings that are supposed to improve your skill level in some way. It is for serious people who want to put energy, intention, and intelligence into mastering their field.

Obviously, mastery is about developing skill, but a study of it involves more than simply increasing effectiveness. The upcoming material provides a grounded investigation that can lead to a personal experience of the nature of effective interaction—so you can master your field—but it also provides an opportunity for deeper insights into yourself and life.

There are certain universal elements that I’ve discovered to be essential for creating mastery. I will address principles that apply to any field, and also specific requirements necessary in practices involving physical as well as nonphysical skills. Although I may tend to present too much material, I would feel remiss if I didn’t provide it for you. The details may be difficult to understand or easily incorporate and you may have to struggle to make it real for yourself, but such undertakings are part of any learning endeavor.

The experiences shared in each section of the book are real and attainable—I know because I have experienced and used everything in this book. I am sure that using them will also help you increase your access to mastery. Yet much of the material will seem abstract at first, and there is a danger of assuming intellectual understanding is all that can be had. That is not an assumption you can afford in this endeavor.

Once you understand what is being said, and have applied it to your own field, if you don’t have an experience that is different from your previous experience, your skill level will obviously remain unchanged. On the other hand, if you do the work to turn everything in here into a new, deep, and real functional experience, you can attain mastery.

You’ll have to be patient though, because quite a bit of groundwork has to be laid before we can effectively address the powerful principles and actions that will ultimately make the greatest difference. So, if something is being addressed that seems unrelated to getting on with the job of mastery, remember, it may well make sense—or may be needed in order to lay the groundwork for something—later on.

Pursuing mastery needs to be done from the ground up so that our foundations are solid and can support such a transformative endeavor. To grasp all that is said will be difficult, and training will be time consuming. Yet the communications in this book hold the keys that can open many doors leading to genuine mastery.

Just the pursuit of mastery alone leads to an improvement in life and self-esteem. Its pursuit should be a satisfying activity that provides profound experiences as well as joyful moments. To be sure, there will likely be a lot of hard work accompanied by failure after failure, but the quest itself nourishes you through the hard times, and the rewards that accumulate over time should keep you going. I recommend you adopt a disposition that makes it a fun and exciting adventure.

To become a master at any skill, it takes the total effort of your heart, mind, and soul working together in tandem.

MAURICE YOUNG
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Chapter One

Committing to the Pursuit of Mastery


It’s Up to You

The secret to mastery is to know how to take appropriate action in relation to what’s occurring to produce desired results. Even though we try to do this all the time, it doesn’t always work out. That’s because there’s a catch. What we don’t notice is that what we experience doesn’t match what’s occurring, or what’s there, and that our perceptive-awareness doesn’t have all the elements necessary to act appropriately. This can change.

If you are looking for an easy five-step plan to mastery, however, this isn’t that. It is a comprehensive and thorough look into what it takes to actually achieve mastery. Most people don’t do that; that’s why it’s rare.

If people knew how hard I had to work to gain my mastery, it would not seem so wonderful at all.

MICHELANGELO

The pursuit of mastery is not an easy road. You are likely to be overwhelmed by the sheer volume of ideas to come as you try to intellectually follow and understand them all. There is much to know and to personally experience. But if you don’t think it’s possible for you personally, you’re not likely to pursue it.

You might think it takes too much work or you don’t have the time or energy to put in. Besides, why go to all the trouble? What does it get you? Since what it gets you is really unknown, you may not even have the motivation to undertake such a task. Yet even if you leap past such obvious hurdles and commit to pursuing mastery, it still does take a lot of work. The truth is, however, that other humans have become masters, and so the only requisite is to be human—if one of us can do it, then it’s possible for all of us. So, be clear: the decision isn’t if you can, but if you’re willing.

Over the years, while trying to convey what it takes to attain mastery, I found that my communications were far too complex and involved for most people to grasp. Indeed, latching onto and putting into action just a few of the principles expressed here does make a difference. But real mastery requires more.

Mastery is about being unusually skillful in your field. It may take commitment and work, but such a pursuit is life-changing even before any attainment. It provides a new and powerful experience rarely achieved. Committing to mastery transforms life into a deep adventure, increases your self-esteem, and not only gives you a reason to get out of bed in the morning but also provides you with a sense of being an exceptional person aiming for heights rarely attained. Simply, the pursuit of mastery takes you into another world, one of wonder and discovery.

The difference between a student and a master is, the master has failed more times than the student has tried.

MAC DUKE




Changing Your Mind

A significant part of your experience you call your mind—that inner activity where you think and feel, imagine and calculate, remember and plan. It is also where you believe and assume, have been programmed and educated, developed characteristics and patterns of behavior, and formed your self-concept and self-esteem. Mind is what dictates actions and reactions, states and moods. It calculates possibilities and creates strategies. It generates doubts and convictions. There is no part of your experience that isn’t at least influenced by your mind. Do you think this place, where you experience so much, might have something to do with your skills and abilities? Absolutely!

It is essential that you put yourself in the driver’s seat of your pursuit and efforts. No one else can do it for you—only you can. Therefore, mastery demands responsibility. It is something that must take place in your own mind and body. Obviously, it isn’t going to happen if you don’t do it, and you can’t do it unless you genuinely experience what it takes to do so. One of the central demands for mastery is to be able to change your mind.

To attain mastery, you’re required to change your thinking, perceptive-experience, and actions. All these activities occur as functions of your mind. Clearly, mental activities are of the mind, but even a physical action doesn’t occur unless it is generated by your brain. If you can’t change what occurs in your mind, and thus your experience, you can’t become masterful. One of the first changes you need is an openness beyond how you presently think of and relate to the matter of mastery.

Mastery, or skill of any kind, is about relationship. It is determined by how you relate with another, an object, or some activity. Sometimes, without thinking, you might view mastery as a subjective or solo affair, since it is clear that you are the one who must create it. At first blush it could appear how you relate to or experience others or objects is irrelevant. But this is not a view you can afford.

When we think about it, we see skill can only occur in relationship. The way we relate to another, or to movement, a ball, an instrument, or to whatever—that is the only place where mastery can show up. Although we are responsible for creating our relating, it is how we experience and interact with the not-self that determines our level of skill.

We have all heard the phrase “mind over matter.” Although, when push comes to shove, most of us don’t seem to really believe it, we must admit that if our experience determines our level of skill then being able to change our mind is crucial to our pursuit. We’ll see that understanding how the mind works—so we can learn how to control and change it—is essential for mastery.

One of the reasons we need to be able to change our minds and our experience is that it is not only possible, but likely, that what’s occurring—what’s really there—is different from our experience of it. This might be a hard thing for us to grasp, because we assume our perceptions and interpretations reflect exactly what’s there. But this just isn’t so.

We will learn that our experience has many subjective influences that bend and twist it in ways both subtle and gross that interfere with accurately reflecting what’s occurring. Given this condition, work must be done to change our perceptive-experience to more precisely reflect whatever we’re interacting with—as it is. This provides us with powers and abilities we wouldn’t have otherwise.

Beyond changing the mind, we must also learn to control it. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve said to my apprentices “control your mind.” Without a certain mastery of mind, mastering anything else isn’t going to happen.

To be clear, I am not inviting you to make this into an ideal of perfection. We are talking about mastering a field, not all of reality or even all of mind. Many masters who are incredible at controlling their minds in their fields may not control it in their personal lives or in other endeavors. But in mastering your endeavor, mind control is essential.

One of the core skills of mind control is to be able to let go. We all have habits and beliefs, ways of doing things, and overlooked assumptions that get in the way of progressing beyond our current level of skill. We have to be able to let these go. Once we can get our experience to be accurate, drop detrimental habits and beliefs, and recognize and eliminate ineffective assumptions, we are empowered to relate far more skillfully.

Truly creative people in all fields can temporarily suspend their ego and simply experience what they are seeing, without the need to assert a judgment. They are more than ready to find their most cherished opinions contradicted by reality.

ROBERT GREENE

Furthermore, we must increase our awareness and sensitivity because we need access to more information than a sluggish or cloudy awareness can provide. Toward that end, finding a way to make whatever we are attempting more effortlessly achieved forces us to search in places we wouldn’t otherwise as well as to discover finer distinctions and overlooked principles that make such effortlessness possible—thus heightening our awareness and moving us closer to mastery.

This deepening awareness partners with a growing body of experiential knowledge that provides a tremendous amount of information about each moment we are in. I will be introducing many distinctions that will expand your perceptive-experience so you can access far more information than normal. I will also present operating principles that can make a huge difference in your abilities. Some principles are essential for mastery and these must be deeply understood and adopted. When that is done, mastery is almost inevitable.

You currently experience some level of skill in your field. You may experience a degree of competence, or you may experience being inept or challenged. Whatever you experience now is the starting point. The trick is to change this very experience.

In the old days, I would allow students into my “boxing” class only twice a year. When the new people came in I would tell them two things. First, “90 percent of boxing is mind—the physical component is relatively simple, and although improvement needs to constantly continue, everything else occurs through the use of your mind.” I would also tell them, “Whatever you experience now has to change, because you don’t experience yourself as a master boxer.” These statements indicate an essential principle for mastery: your mind, experience, and yourself must change. This holds true no matter the field.

A man cannot understand the art he is studying if he only looks for the end result without taking the time to delve deeply into the reasoning of the study.

MIYAMOTO MUSASHI




Taking It On

In the end, you will have to make all of this yours. You must become the authority in the matter. It is the only way to master anything.

To be able to translate the overwhelming amount of detail to come—and what will at first probably seem like rather abstract or disconnected communications—into real growth and improvement, you will have to ground it in your experience and actions. As each point is made, it is best to take it into your field and work with it there. Observe it in action. Then it will become less of an abstract idea and more of an observable experience.

I will describe a great deal. But remember, a description of something isn’t the thing itself. An explanation of how something works doesn’t make something work—only making it work does that. A description has to become an experience that is taken to action for it to make a difference. Toward that end, beyond just hearing a description, you really need to experience each section and each distinction or principle in operation. The description itself doesn’t do that.

For example, if you pick up a rock and hold it in your hand, this is a real, albeit simple, experience. Quickly, you know much about the rock and you can describe it in detail. You can talk about its gray-brown color and its odd, uneven shape. You might describe the feeling of smooth rounded lumps on one side, and the rough texture of the mostly flat other side, as well as the warmth it absorbed from sitting in the sun. You have all this information simply by holding and gazing at the rock.

But if I don’t share your experience of this rock, and perhaps have never even seen a rock before, your description might well leave me out in the cold. I won’t have what you have unless I can somehow translate all those descriptions into one simple experience. Here, I won’t be describing rocks, I will be speaking about you and your experience and actions. But just like having a rock in your hand, you must turn all this talk into something solid and real for yourself.

Mastery will take a lot of work, so at some point you need to decide if you want to do the work or not. Obviously, that’s up to you. You could just get an impression or find a few things that seem to improve your skill level. But if you want to experience everything I’m going to present, roll up your sleeves.

I know it is possible for you do that, because I have experienced and used everything in this book—that’s why it’s here. But my attempt to communicate it or explain it is different than the experience that makes those attempts possible. Please, don’t let my inability to make the communication more easily accessible stop you from grasping it.

We would imagine that if Mozart, a master of his art, were to try to communicate what he knew and how he did what he did to someone just learning music, the student would have a hard time understanding or experiencing what was being conveyed. Work would have to be done and leaps in listening and learning undertaken. I’m not trying to imply I’m in such rarified company. What I am doing is inviting you to soberly assess what it might take to experience all that is to come.

Again, much of what will be said may seem abstract unless you can ground it in something real for yourself. I can’t overemphasize that you use your field of mastery—and if you don’t have one, choose something you can use—and apply what’s said to that. Find a way to ground each point in your field and your experience, or at least realistically imagine how each point applies to specifics in your field.

Now, on to the work.

Mastery is not a function of genius or talent. It is a function of time and intense focus applied to a particular field of knowledge.

ROBERT GREENE
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Chapter Two

Mastery—The Short Version

A Brief Overview

As I’ve said, incorporating the amount and complexity of the material in this book could be overwhelming. It can be difficult to grasp let alone remember and apply. Therefore, I want to first present the whole book in an extremely reduced form, just touching on the main points you’re going to encounter. Perhaps you will grasp it all in its short form quickly and save yourself a lot of time and effort. At least I hope it sets the stage, creating an introduction to as well as an openness and preparedness for the more complex communications to come.

With this overview, you might better understand a more detailed description when you encounter it and be able to view it within the context of the whole. Being exposed to and getting a sense of each point allows you to contemplate and consider it before having to tackle a flood of information about it. I suggest you dwell on each of the major points for a bit, even in this short form, and apply it in your field as best you can to get some experience of its reality before going to the next point. In this way, you develop an experience that relates to what’s being communicated prior to delving more deeply into the details, thus giving you a stronger foundation from which to further pursue the material.

A. On the Nature of Mastery

What Is Mastery?

Mastery is about being able to reproduce results nonrandomly and consistently. You need to ground your idea of mastery—getting past unrealistic fantasies—but still demand an uncommon level of skill. Mastery should be the zenith of your endeavor.

Why Should You Pursue Mastery?

Simply pursuing mastery changes and improves your life—creating a deeper satisfaction in your living and much higher self-esteem—even before any attainment. After attainment, it provides a new and powerful experience rarely achieved.

Practice, Principle, Being

In pursing mastery, there are three stages useful to embrace: practice, principle, and being.

Practice involves lots of repetition. With practice, you begin to become privy to the principle(s) behind how some activity works. Consciously searching out an experience of these principles increases the likelihood you’ll find them.

Let’s look at traditional definitions of “principle” that may apply.


	a fundamental truth that serves as the foundation for a system of behavior or for a chain of reasoning

	a rule governing one’s personal behavior

	a natural law forming the basis for the construction or working of a machine

	a fundamental source or basis of something

	a fundamental quality or attribute determining the nature of something; an essence



Here, a principle is what dominates your experience and actions so that these unfold in a particular way. When an effective principle governs your actions, success is almost inevitable. You need to discover, experience, and then surrender to whichever principles are required to be effective in the endeavor you are trying to master.

Surrendering to a principle means you make the principle dominant over your internal state and actions. Once this is the case, you will be effective in any activity that is based upon or relates to that principle; it will allow you to perform feats most people can’t.

If you want a principle to be an aspect of your life, you can adopt it as a feature of your character. This is 
living as or being the principle.

Knowledge Useful for Mastery:

Foundation Principles

First, responsibility puts you in the position where you are at the source of your thinking, actions, and learning, without which you can’t master a thing.

Second, the fact that your actions are always related to your perceptive-experience means that 
how you experience things will determine your effectiveness.

Third, your experience and what is occurring aren’t necessarily the same thing, and in order to be effective 
you must relate to what’s actually occurring.

How We Assess Ability

Skill is a function of a self and whatever that self is relating to—an object, an event, or another. You assess what you can or can’t do by comparing what’s encountered to your knowledge and assumptions about yourself. Getting free of dysfunctional assumptions about yourself helps open a door to mastery.

The Possibility of Changing Your Experience

You need the ability to experience what’s objectively there for you and not what’s subjectively added. Much of your assessment of your capabilities is quite subjective and built upon many assumptions, and you judge yourself accordingly. In this pursuit, the effort of trying to manage or suppress what’s judged isn’t an effective use of your time. You must move from judging and managing your subjective assumptions to a more open and objective experience of what’s possible.

How We Relate to Process

Everything you do is a process. Because your automatic focus is on managing circumstance, your attention often locks onto trying to attain results in a less than effective way. Results are always part of a process. When it comes to your volitional actions, a result is simply the part of a process that you engaged that process to achieve. Attending to the process throughout, rather than fixating on the goal, produces a better result.

Often, when you encounter a problem, your attention contracts into the place the problem is encountered. When you step back and look at the whole process, you can see where the process went off-track and so are empowered to make a correction and get back on track.

The finer and more accurate the distinctions you make in the processes involved in any endeavor you might undertake, the greater your mastery will be.

B. The Principle of Effective Interaction

The Principle of Effective Interaction

Your actions must relate appropriately to the occurring event, so that the purpose for the interaction is realized.

Notice the difference between the principle that currently governs your actions—that 
your actions are related to your experience—and the principle of effective interaction. Your experience includes layers that are not what 
is but interpretations of “has been,” “will be,” or “should be,” as well as many biased or reactive mental and emotional additions that aren’t what’s occurring except in your own mind.

Once experiencing what’s there for itself, your actions need to be appropriate for realizing your objectives in relation to this event.

Dissecting the Principle of Effective Interaction

Your Actions

“Action” is what you do—physically and mentally. Adjustments to your actions should take into account everything you do; they should not just focus on one isolated aspect.

Must Relate

“Relate” means: “make a connection between.” Your actions need to connect with and respond to whatever it is you are interacting with. One of the principles that greatly assists responsive and appropriate relating is to “follow” what’s happening—to perceive and have your actions relate to everything that is occurring as it is occurring.

Appropriately

The purpose and objectives for an interaction determine what is appropriate, and so those need to dictate your actions. If your actions are in the process of realizing your objective, they are appropriate; if not, they are not. Of course, the trick is to know beforehand whether or not an action is going to be effective, ergo appropriate. By comparing each moment of circumstance to your objective, you can assess what actions you need to take to realize that objective.

To the Occurring Event

What normally occurs is an automatic, habitual, and massive application of personal interpretation and bias to anything perceived. If you are acting in relationship to something that is not actually the occurring circumstance you will not be effective. You need the ability to see what is actually there and relate it to your objectives, 
not to yourself.

Tailor Your Actions to Your Objective

A finely tuned sensitivity should arise from an ongoing comparison of the arising process to your objective. Strategies can then be created to achieve your objective. Strategies and goals should exist solely to 
serve the objective. Never make the strategy the objective.

C. Transforming Your Perceptive-Experience

Making Distinctions

“Distinction” refers to anything that is experienced or perceived—an object, a thought, an image, a relationship, a dimension, numbers, words, ideas, a feeling, emotion. Everything experienced in any way or on any level constitutes a distinction. (For more on distinction see my books: 
The Book of Not Knowing, chapter 24, section: “The Distinction ‘Distinction’”; and 
The Genius of Being, chapter 3, section: “What Is a Distinction?”)

To accomplish mastery, you must make every distinction needed to do that job. When it comes to distinctions you already make, your job is to refine and become more sensitive or sophisticated within that experience. When it comes to distinctions you haven’t made that are required for mastery in your field, you’ll have to create them. Two domains of distinctions are “objective” and “non-objective.”

Objective Distinctions

“Objective” here refers to the world of objects. To master any physical activity, you need to attend to and increase your sensitivity of the foundational elements of the physical world. You also need to become fully conscious of your own body. Alignment with the body’s design maximizes physical ability. (For much more detail about the effortlessly effective use of the body, see my book 
Zen Body-Being.)

Whatever the body is interacting with—gravity, space, a ball, an instrument, another person, a paint brush, or something else—demands making sophisticated distinctions relative to that object and adhering to pertinent principles regarding interacting with that object. In any physically based endeavor, every one of the objective distinctions needs to become part of your feeling-experience. In primarily non-objective fields, you can often apply these distinctions metaphorically.

Objective Qualities: Keep a feeling-connection with the 
weight, shape, design, and substance of any object.

Space: Stay immersed in three-dimensional awareness, and 
constantly feel changes in spatial relations.

Process: Know the potential and possibilities in each stage of an 
occurring process, and relate appropriately. Don’t focus on the result; treat it 
for what it is: part of the process.

Force: Fully acknowledge the presence, amount, kind, and intent of 
incoming forces; manage, utilize, or neutralize these forces; and stay balanced 
and unified so as to maximize applying force.

Timing: Know when to act and when to wait.

Non-Objective Distinctions

The non-objective realm of your experience includes such intangible aspects as thinking, feeling, and perception. Knowing how your mind works in these largely overlooked and automatic processes allows you to change your experience when necessary.

Seven Non-Objective Components

Perception

The “perception” of the interaction is the basis from which an interaction is known at all. Perception alone, however, doesn’t provide all of the information necessary to take appropriate action. For that you need interpretation. Be open to discovering something overlooked or unseen, including errors in your perceptions and assessments. This empowers you to more fully grasp what is arising in each moment.
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Creatively question your perceptions, and stay open to what may be unnoticed.
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Interpretation

“Interpretation” is the automatic and speedy mental activity of categorizing and “knowing” what things are. Interpretation gives you necessary information about what is happening. But much of what you mistake for interpretation is a bias born from your own desires, fears, and projections and is influenced by your beliefs and assumptions. To be effective, your interpretations need to relate whatever you are interacting with to your current objectives and the purpose for the interaction, not to your personal needs.
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Interpretation should accurately represent what’s there, and not be weighed down with personal stuff.
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State

“State” is the particular condition of mind that someone is in at any given time. It seems as if your mood, emotions, and state of mind are produced by circumstances. But this is only because your interpretation automatically relates circumstances to yourself and you react accordingly, making it appear like you really have no choice in the matter. Yet your state of mind is something you are generating; it doesn’t have to be circumstantially derived. You need the ability to quickly change your state when appropriate. For example, becoming calm, present, and fully aware is often a useful state. Adopting an appropriate state will likely be your most valuable asset for mastery.
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Master your state of mind and create the best state for the job at hand.

[image: image]

Extrapolation

“Extrapolation” is having a concept of what will occur in the future drawn from the patterns seen in what has occurred so far. When you fixate on an extrapolation, holding it as an occurring fact rather than a concept of the future, you tend to miss any changes that occur in the activity until it’s too late to relate to them appropriately.
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Keep all extrapolation up to date.
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Strategy

The plan or “strategy” you choose to reach an objective has perhaps the greatest impact on your success or lack of it. The “what to do,” once you have accurate data and an appropriate state, is what decides whether or not mastery takes place.

“Purpose” is why you take something on, the “field” is the activity you use to pursue your purpose, and the “objective” is your strategic goal.

You should immediately compare your objective to what’s occurring; this provides an idea of what needs to occur to reach your goals. It is imperative that you do not make the objective subservient to the strategy.

You are also likely to have hidden personal objectives that influence your interpretations, strategy, and actions. These will make you ineffective and you’ll not know why. Being clear about the objective and purpose for an interaction is the first step toward avoiding this mistake. The task here is to clearly discern your objectives and not let personal goals influence your strategies.

[image: image]

Never make the strategy master over the objective. The strategy should always serve the objective, and change the moment it doesn’t.
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Impulse

Once a strategy is in place, you will make a decision about what action to take. From this decision arises an intent, and this intent immediately takes the form of an “impulse” that produces an action. All of this can seemingly take place at light speed. The feeling-distinction of impulse is the activity that creates action. It links your 
intention to action.

It’s important to distinguish between an impulse that is on purpose and all the other impulses that arise as reactions to a self-referencing personal agenda. When you are trying to have your individual or personal needs or desires met, you are in the wrong frame of mind for effectively interacting with others or objects that have nothing to do with your personal agenda. For mastery, you need to generate effective impulses that are free of personal reactivity and drives.
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Wed all impulses to the current event, and allow your impulses to be creative.
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Interpretation of the Other’s

Non-Objective Components

In any endeavor involving others, this is one of the most important distinctions to make. It’s actually a conglomerate of distinctions. You need to be constantly aware of what the other person or people are experiencing.

Another’s experience will not be the same as yours and may be founded on a different framework of mind and a different value system. Because most people don’t put enough attention on a clear and unbiased experience of what’s so for the other, they are short-changed in their ability to interact effectively.

Action follows intent. When the intent changes, so does the action.

Watch the water, not the fish.

• • •

See the road they are on

and you will know which way they must turn.

If you see that to which the other is bound, you will know what actions they will take.
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Develop a refined and accurate feeling-sense of the other’s experience in each moment.
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All of the objective and non-objective distinctions mentioned above already occur in some form for everyone, yet they are usually all mushed together in an experience that is simplistic and insensitive as well as mixed with personal agendas that don’t serve the individual or actually get in the way. Your job is to clarify and refine these distinctions.

Feeling Translation

Once each distinction is individually studied and experienced, they all need to be put together—translated, if you will—and act as a whole in one sophisticated but simple feeling-experience that includes all of the distinctions needed for mastery in your field. This feeling-experience will be able to quickly and effectively relate all incoming data to your objectives and your current strategy.

Reaction Versus Response

So that we are on the same page about action springing from a feeling-sense, it is important to understand the difference between response and reaction. A response arises from a calm mind and sensitive awareness. The intent of responsive action is to produce what is needed and appropriate. A reaction arises from automatic impulses that tend to be motivated by such activities as fear, desire, resistance, vulnerability, anger, or other knee-jerk self-protective actions. Reactions are an attempt to solve or end the apparent source of danger or dilemma. Mastery requires appropriate response, not reactivity.

Rethinking Relationship

Mastery is all about relationship—you relating with something or someone else. To help rethink overlooked assumptions that govern the general cultural interpretations of relationship, here are four assertions and a recommendation:

Relationship is not an object (it is an assessment and an activity).

Relationship cannot “not work.” It is only what is occurring between two or more.

Mastery is not personal, nor do you have any “choice” in the matter.

Interaction is strictly relative; limitation and possibility co-exist.

Discover and eliminate all ineffective assumptions and beliefs.

Rethinking Learning

New Ways of Learning

I encourage people not to stop at the first conclusion they discover about why some activity works or doesn’t work but to stay open and continue to investigate. From this practice, you are empowered to learn more quickly and encounter new ideas, dynamics, or experiences that aren’t restricted to past patterns. As well, you may eliminate overlooked assumptions that have influenced your original conclusion.

People hearing and perceiving everything within their current thinking and beliefs is a major obstacle to learning. Radical experimentation 
and experiential inquiry serve as doorways to break through this obstacle. In 
this way, you “put your ass on the line” to produce breakthroughs in your current experience and modes of thinking, feeling, and acting.

Powerful Learning

People stand on their own personal experience as the arbiter of what to receive and what to reject about anything communicated. This creates a severe limitation on one’s ability to learn. I recommend that a more effective way to learn from someone—a respected teacher or master—is to, in a sense, “become” the other person, taking on the other’s experience wholesale and without filter. If you grasp or experience what the other person is experiencing, you can do or understand whatever it is they can do and understand. Such an approach can cut the learning time down tremendously.

If you’re breaking new ground that no one has mastered heretofore, you’ll have to create new experiences from which to do it on your own.

D. Principles and States That Empower Mastery

Just as various fields use the principles found in Sun Tzu’s Art of War, you must translate the upcoming principles into forms appropriate to your field of interaction.

You need to be able to apply any learned principles to your entire field and, to really understand it, to other fields as well. Unless you experientially understand the principle itself, not just the description or method used to invite you to get it, mastery will remain elusive.

A Couple of Actions Useful for Effective Interaction

Align to the Principles of an Effortlessly Effective Body

Sensitive and complete body-awareness increases the possibilities and effectiveness in any physical interaction. (See my book 
Zen Body-Being.)

Practice Creating Alternative Strategies

It is a valuable practice to ascertain many possible paths to accomplish your objective. If at any moment your approach is not working, you can seamlessly change, switching to another path. This practice also expands your mental prowess for creating strategies.

A Few Essential Principles

Don’t Ignore

Include all occurring factors, including those that might otherwise be unattended.

The Effortless Principle

The principle of searching for the most effortless approach to accomplish your results forces you to look in directions you wouldn’t have looked in otherwise. Instead of achieving effortlessness after mastering something, consider using the effortless principle to help you master it.

Mind-Body Alignment Principle

A very important principle for any physical activity that definitely improves your level of effectiveness and power is the mind-body alignment principle. When the mind moves ahead of the process as it’s occurring, a split will happen between mind and body and your actions will relate to a future projection—not to the occurring process. This weakens the process a great deal. In every segment of a process the mind should be fused with and doing only that moment of the process.

The Power of Correction

Correction is changing whatever is not effective into what is. The more sensitive you are to what must occur in order to realize an objective, and 
when it must occur, the sooner you will know whether the process is going to work out or not. When the process is going off-track you will need to change your strategy and actions, and probably your thinking or attitude.

Although a certain amount of relating to an extrapolation may well be appropriate, you must always bear in mind that changes are to be expected and not depend on “jumping to a conclusion” as if it is a reality. Instead, stay with the process and make corrections as you go.

Elements of Correction

Not Knowing: create a blank state from which to change course as necessary.

Freedom from Assumptions: discover and discard inappropriate assumptions.

Letting Go: give up whatever you are doing that is ineffective.

Generating: create new thought, strategy, and/or action that is effective.

The Need to Internalize

You won’t be able to be effective with all this if it remains mere hearsay or learned abstractions. The actions you take must be based on an 
experience that already internalizes all of these disparate parts.

Creative Intelligence

However you accomplish it—through study and consideration, experience and wisdom, questioning and investigation, or contemplation and insight—some form of creative intelligence is a must. It is the final ingredient when all of the other ingredients have been accounted for.

This kind of intelligence must operate outside of fear and ambition and without attachment to winning or losing, creating a conglomerate experience that is highly sophisticated and tailored to each particular circumstance. From this experiential state, the “how” of it becomes obvious as you relate your objective to what’s there. If not, “fast problem solving” is undertaken.

E. Powerful Operating Principles for Mastery

So, again, how can you bring all of the components of effective interaction together? You must find principles that do just that. It might be useful to review again the nature of a principle in the section “Practice, Principle, Being” (p. 14) before going on to the next section.

Laying a Foundation

The task of taking all of this information into action is considerable. To do that, you need to understand the principles and states that make it possible. After you’ve managed to improve the operations of your own body and mind, turn your attention to principles that improve your level of skill.

Before addressing powerful interactive operating principles, it is useful to master these foundational principles:

Listening: Knowing what’s there.

Outreaching: Connecting with what’s there.

Yielding: Neutralizing or managing what’s there when needed.

Powerful Interactive Operating Principles

There are several principles that are worth gold when it comes to pursuing mastery in an interactive field. Adhering to any one of these principles ensures that your actions are completely designed by the actions and intent of the other(s) involved or the activity that is occurring.

Following: stick to the activity like glue.

Joining: merge with and contribute to the activity to take it over.

Complementing: shape your actions around arising activity in an advantageous way.

Leading: offer what is desired to draw another’s actions and take control of them.

Cutting: reduce the potential for disruptive action to take shape; and don’t fall behind.

Sprouting: nip all unwanted activity in the bud by destroying it at its origin.

Borrowing: absorb incoming forces and cycle them back to the source.

Choiceless: in each moment take actions that can’t be thwarted.

Changing: allow no effective strategy to be formed against you.

A World of Operating Principles

As you move through these principles you will start to glean a few threads that connect them all. They all put you in a very sophisticated and responsive relationship to what’s occurring. From there, mastery is a small step to take.

I recommend that after you have worked with all of the points made in this short version and have played with them as best you can to get some experience with them, then go on to the detailed version.




MASTERY

The Principles of Skill and Effective Interaction

The Long Version



Patience, my friend. Once again, I say, Patience. In an era “plagued” with speed, doggedness of character and drudgery of persistence is the only guarantee to mastery.

UFUOMA APOKI
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Chapter Three

On the Nature of Mastery


WHAT IS MASTERY?

Many of us like movies of superheroes and ultra-skilled people. We are fascinated by the possibility of magical powers being given to one of us mortals who then turns these powers into successfully managing difficult circumstances and helping the weak. If not mysterious magical powers, we are still fascinated by a normal person like one of us finding a way to become an exceptional superhero by developing unbelievable skills. We might love these fantasies and wish we had such abilities, but most of us either don’t think it is possible or aren’t willing to devote the time and energy to make it happen.
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