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Morihei Ueshiba, who founded Aikido early in this century, intended that his martial art would
give form to profound spiritual truth, and lead to a unification of the world's peoples. He saw
Aikido not as a fighting method or as a competitive sport but rather as a means of becoming one
with the laws of universal order--ki, or life energy. Unfortunately, the subtleties of Ueshiba's
teachings, veiled in the esoteric terminology of Shinto, can be puzzling for even the most
advanced practitioners. They are not passed down today, and have never been introduced to the
West. Gleason, a fifth-degree (Godan) black belt in Aikido, recognizing the importance of the
spiritual aspects of the discipline, researched its roots in Shinto, and in this book is able to offer
a clear explanation of Ueshiba's teachings.• Unlike the common "how-to" manuals on basic
technique, this is the first book to introduce the underlying spiritual principles of Aikido--the
elusive concept of kototama (word souls), expressed as one spirit, four souls, three origins, and
eight powers--and how they relate to the forms.• Teaches the student how to use Aikido to
accomplish spiritual goals.• Reveals little-known teachings of Shinto and Aikido, relating them to
Buddhism, Christianity, and other spiritual teachings.

"If interested in a serious exploration of Japanese religion, the practice of Zen, or aikido history,
this title could serve well. It thoroughly explains the basic philosophical concepts behind this
martial art and the components of Shinto and Zen." ― Library Journal --This text refers to the
paperback edition.From the Back CoverMARTIAL ARTS / EASTERN PHILOSOPHY“The
Spiritual Foundations ofAikido is a necessary book, both timely and well written. William
Gleason’s book is the first to explain the spiritual teachings of the founder in detail.”--Mitsugi
Saotome Shihan, author of The Principles of AikidoThe Spiritual Foundations of Aikido is the
first book by a leading American aikido teacher to examine how this twentieth-century martial art
sprang forth from the ancient spiritual traditions of Japan. William Gleason, a fifth-degree black
belt, offers a lucid commentary on the teachings of Morihei Ueshiba, the founder of aikido. Many
of Ueshiba’s teachings appear here for the first time in English.Ueshiba considered aikido to be
not a fighting method or a competitive sport but rather a means of becoming one with the laws of
universal order. Aikido, he insisted, is rooted in the principles of the kototama, a set of sacred
Japanese syllables. Examining the basic tenets of Shinto and Zen, Gleason shows how the
syllables of the kototama represent different aspects of universal life energy, or ki. His
explanations of such concepts as One Spirit, Four Souls, Three Origins, and Eight Powers
describe the generation and movement of ki, which is the source of the martial artist’s
strength.More than 160 photographs illuminate the application of the kototama to the actual
movements of aikido. In 22 photographic sequences, the author and his students demonstrate
several complete forms in detail. Yet Gleason’s depth of analysis makes this book far more than



a mere technical manual. The Spiritual Foundations of Aikido will be a priceless resource for
both the novice and the seasoned practitioner of the martial arts.WILLIAM GLEASON has
studied aikido and Japanese medicine and philosophy for more than two decades, including ten
years’ study in Japan. The director of Shobu Aikido of Boston, Massachusetts, he also has
translated books by George Ohsawa and Mitsugi Saotome. --This text refers to the paperback
edition.About the AuthorWilliam Gleason has studied aikido and Japanese medicine and
philosophy for more than two decades, including ten years’ study in Japan. The director of
Shobu Aikido of Boston, Massachusetts, he also has translated books by George Ohsawa and
Mitsugi Saotome.From the AuthorWilliam Gleason has studied aikido and Japanese medicine
and philosophy for more than two decades, including ten years’ study in Japan. The director of
Shobu Aikido of Boston, Massachusetts, he also has translated books by George Ohsawa and
Mitsugi Saotome. --This text refers to an alternate kindle_edition edition.Read more
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Morihei Ueshiba, the founder of aikido. Photo courtesy of Mitsugi Saotome-sensei, Aikido
Schools of Ueshiba.ACKNOWLEDGMENTSDURING THE TWENTY-SEVEN YEARS OF MY
spiritual odyssey, I have had the good fortune to be influenced by some of the most gifted
teachers in the world. This book is an attempt to share some of the wealth that I have received. I
understand that concepts cannot convey the reality of that which has been experienced directly,
yet without words we cannot even begin the journey toward meaningful communication. With
this consolation in mind, I have undertaken the writing of this book.It is impossible to list all the
people who have helped me; I will mention only the main influences, in the order that they
appeared in my life. Michio Kushi, leader of the world macrobiotic movement, who first
introduced me to the idea that there is a universal law and order and that we can control our own
destiny. Master Seigo yamaguchi, disciple of the founder, Morihei Ueshiba, and whose
incredible genius continues to inspire my practice today. yoshinobu Takeda, highest student of
yamaguchi Sensei, and founder of the Shonan Aikido federation and the world Cultural
Development Center (CDC). Takeda Sensei picked me up when I was down and has continued
to help and teach me ever since. Without his support and teaching I can’t imagine how I ever
would have succeeded with my Aikido studies in Japan. Mitsugi Saotome Shihan, disciple of the
Ueshiba Morihei and founder of Aikido Schools of Ueshiba (ASU). Without Saotome Sensei’s
continual support and encouragement the dream of this book would not have become a reality.
finally I cannot forget the many evenings spent around the Japanese kotatsu (heat lamp table) at
the home of Sanae Odano in Tokyo, listening to her wonderful teachings of the kototama. Odano
Sensei’s dedication, wisdom, and vision concerning the meaning of human life fills my heart,
even now, with fond memories.CONTENTSCOVER IMAGETITLE
PAGEACKNOWLEDGMENTSA WORD OF RECOMMENDATION Japanese versionA WORD
OF RECOMMENDATION by Mitsugi Saotome-senseiA NOTE TO THE
READERINTRODUCTIONCHAPTER 1: THE ORIGINS OF AIKIDOCHAPTER 2: THE WAY OF
HARMONYMAKOTOSUNAOKEIKOTHE SPIRIT OF THE DOJOCHAPTER 3: SHINTO: THE
SPIRITUAL ROOTS OF AIKIDOSHINTO MYTHOLOGYSHINTO TODAYISE SHRINEWAITING
FOR DIVINE SPIRITCHAPTER 4: KOTOTAMA: THE WORLD OF KITHE VOWEL
DIMENSIONSAMATSU IWASAKACHAPTER 5: ONE SPIRIT, FOUR SOULSONE SPIRITFOUR
SOULSTHE FOUR SOULS IN AIKIDOCHAPTER 6: THREE ORIGINS, EIGHT POWERSTHE
THREE ORIGINSTHE EIGHT POWERSTHE EIGHT POWERS IN AIKIDO
PRACTICECHAPTER 7: PRACTICE AND PRINCIPLECREATING AN IMAGEUNIFYING ONE’S
KI FIELDCHAPTER 8: THE ORDER OF THE
UNIVERSEGLOSSARYENDNOTESBIBLIOGRAPHYABOUT THE AUTHORABOUT INNER
TRADITIONS • BEAR & COMPANYBOOKS OF RELATED INTERESTCOPYRIGHT &
PERMISSIONSA WORD OF RECOMMENDATIONWHEN WE REFLECT ON THE
DEVELOPMENTS of past history, we owe a considerable debt of gratitude to certain men and
women who, through undaunted effort, determination, and creativity, have made exceptional
contributions. Such may be said of Bill Gleason, who is my longtime friend and a highly qualified



instructor of aikido.The Spiritual Foundations of Aikido is not only of interest for those people
studying aikido, but is also a valuable resource for anyone wishing more deeply to understand
ancient Japanese religion, fine art, and martial art.Morihei Ueshiba-sensei, the founder of aikido,
emphatically stressed the relevance of the kototama to the secret principle, or essence, of
aikido, and I have every anticipation that this book, the result of Bill Gleason’s long effort and
research, will find its place as a well of information for those who study aikido.Mitsugi Saotome,
Aikido ShihanJune 20, 1993A NOTE TO THE READERPronunciationA_____as in
fatherE_____as in saveI_____as in easyO_____as in oldU_____as in smoothSi is pronounced
Shi.Ti is pronounced Chi.Tu is pronounced Tsu.R is pronounced as a combination of the English
r, l, and d sounds. It is similar to a Spanish r but is not rolled.GlossaryA Glossary of terms used is
provided at the back of the book. In some cases, foreign words and technical terms are
explained in text; in other cases, not. Readers will sometimes wish to turn to the
Glossary.INTRODUCTIONINTEREST IN THE MARTIAL ARTS IN THE WEST has been
increasing in the last decade, yet many people still do not understand that there is a major
difference between the martial arts, as they are commonly practiced and portrayed, and budo,
the martial way. Budo, or simply bu, is a shortened form of the word bushido, the traditional
philosophy and way of life underlying the conduct and training of the Japanese samurai warrior.
Budo encompasses both the martial and the fine arts; it nurtures both aesthetic appreciation and
practical ability. The code of bushido has defined the standard for traditional education in Japan
for many centuries, instilling in the Japanese people a sense of justice, courage, morality, and
benevolence. I believe that this makes it particularly valuable for our modern times. It is, in fact,
already having a large influence on Western society, and it is important that we understand its
true nature.Regardless of the purity or depth of the ancient martial arts, as long as modern
adaptations emphasize formal competition as their raison d’Ãªtre, they are sports, not budo. The
competitive aspect of the martial arts has been escalated by misinformed and misleading
publicity generated by popular magazines and movies. It is my intention in The Spiritual
Foundations of Aikido to situate aikido within its true budo heritage and to establish its value as a
spiritual discipline. Aikido is unique among martial disciplines in that its ingenious design allows
it to be practiced with full bodily contact without injury or competition.Aikido is a modern form of
budo that embodies the essence of Shinto, the indigenous religion and spiritual foundation of
Japan. Shinto mind is, in fact, Japanese mind. The original Shinto (kannagara no michi)
precedes religion: it is a tradition older than written history. It is at the heart of bu, a way of life
based on a worldview that underlies the samurai code of social responsibility. The Japanese
sword—essential to the higher refinement of aikido technique and central to aikido history—is
one of the three sacred symbols of Shinto.Shinto and aikido are tied together by their common
foundation, the kototama principle. The kototama principle manifests universal energy (ki). The
kototama (word souls—see chapter 4) divides this ki into fifty different functions that underlie all
phenomena. These word souls are sounds—but not merely sounds as we usually think of them.
They are the a priori dimensions of the universe manifesting through the eight different rhythms



of yin and yang (see Glossary). They are the foundation of our spiritual constitution—in fact, of
the whole universe. The techniques of aikido were created in accordance with this principle; and
aikido, practiced with the correct mentality, leads to spiritual understanding and personal
transformation.This is not a book on aikido technique per se. Rather, it is an attempt to introduce
the principles that lie at the root of that technique. The founder of aikido, Morihei Ueshiba-
sensei, described the essence of aikido as One Spirit, Four Souls, Three Origins, and Eight
Powers. This is the Shinto expression for the kototama principle. O-sensei went on to say that if
our practice departed from this principle, we were missing aikido altogether. It is my intention in
this book to clarify these original teachings of aikido through the teachings of Shinto from which
they originate.Where I quote O-sensei’s direct teachings, I specify them as such, and they are
printed in italic type. In all other cases I draw on my own research and experience. It is not my
intention to explain the kototama in depth but, rather, to clarify its basic principles and reveal the
spiritual content of aikido.Each chapter of this book builds on the one before, and I therefore
recommend that they be read in order. Having read the entire text once through, the reader may
then return and study specific points of interest.Chapter 1 introduces the life of the founder,
Morihei Ueshiba-sensei, and the experiences that led to his unique ability and spiritual
enlightenment. It introduces the unique sword training that led to his depth of spiritual conviction
and dedication to world peace. Some of his aikido poems are also introduced.Chapter 2 deals
with the spiritual qualities of aikido. Various Japanese terms are introduced to show its
philosophical and experiential content as well as the proper attitude for practice.Chapter 3
introduces the cosmology of kannagara no michi, the original Shinto, and also the mythology
that has been passed down to the present. The kototama are introduced as the foundation of
both Shinto and Japanese mind. It was through O-sensei’s study of the kototama, Shinto, and
esoteric Buddhism that the creation of aikido became possible.In chapter 4 the kototama are
approached as the content of universal order, the world of ki. This chapter is not easy reading,
but it explains the thread that unites The Spiritual Foundations of Aikido and should be read
carefully. The origin of the five vowel dimensions is explained as emptiness, which is said to be
the reality of all consciousness and form. The three sacred treasures of Shinto—the mirror, the
sword, and the beads—are related to their respective kototama.Chapter 5 introduces the theme
of One Spirit, Four Souls, the constitution of both individual and universal spirit. This is an aspect
of spirituality that is little known in the West and it is the foundation of O-sensei’s spiritual
teachings.Chapter 6 deals with spiritual manifestation: the Three Origins and Eight Powers, the
foundation of both religion and philosophy.Chapter 7 explains the need for practice and goes on
to unite the universal principles of aiki, the harmony of universal ki, with actual technique and
practice. The purpose of aikido practice is to understand the aiki principle and apply it to every
aspect of our lives. Aikido technique can never really be correct until we become one with the
laws of harmony in nature.Chapter 8, “The Order of the Universe,” concerns the application of
aiki principle and feeling to our daily life. It is a call to consciousness, a request for all aikido
people to unite and support the dream of O-sensei: the creation of a better world.I was one of



many young people, who, in the early 1960s, were searching for some of the answers to the
question, Why do we exist? It was a time when many people were trying, like snakes, to change
their skin—and trying to discover something, anything, that made sense. This search led me to
Boston, Massachusetts, where I became a student of Michio Kushi, the founder of the U.S.
macrobiotic movement. His teachings on universal order and the wisdom of the East so inspired
me that I became a teacher, lecturing and traveling in the United States. Several years later, as
though finding the answer to a question I had not known how to ask, I discovered aikido, a
means of intuitively grasping the principles I had been studying. In December 1969 I left for
Japan to study aikido in depth.I studied with the best teachers in the world. My combined
studies of Japanese language, Eastern religion, and aikido also led me to the roots of Japanese
culture, the kototama. The kototama is the content and function of universal and individual spirit.
Aikido, constructed on its form and function, embodies this origin and makes it available for
anyone to discover through his or her own effort.In the spring of 1980 I returned to the United
States to continue training and also to teach. This martial way has become the center of my life.
My dojo is named Shobu Aikido of Boston. Shobu means the martial way of wisdom. It indicates
that aikido must be practiced as michi—as a total way of life. Shobu aikido brings forth the
virtues of One Spirit, Four Souls, the five vowel dimensions of the universe. I am not a master of
aikido; I am a student on the path. As such it is my sincere wish that this book will be read with
an open mind and be of value to those who seek a better understanding of the spiritual content
of aikido.1 • THE ORIGINS OF AIKIDOALTHOUGH IT IS MOST WIDELY KNOWN as a martial
art or system of self-defense, aikido is also a profound spiritual training. Its purpose is to develop
the innate qualities of our divine heritage. This was the opinion stated by aikido’s founder,
Morihei Ueshiba (1883–1969), a Japanese soldier, farmer, and philosopher, and one of the
greatest martial arts masters in history. In recognition of his contribution to the martial arts, aikido
practitioners refer to him as O-sensei, “the great teacher.” As created and fashioned by O-
sensei, aikido’s purpose is to promote life and understanding, not to defeat others. The only
enemy that Ueshiba recognized was the enemy within. Morihei UeshibaHis final message to his
students before he passed away was that the name of aikido should be changed to shobu aiki,
the martial way for the creation of wisdom and character. These were his words:The martial way
[budo] that embodies the feeling of universal compassion is based on the creative energy of the
universe [takemusubi]. All the others are nothing more than arts of destruction. In the beginning I
called it takemusubi aiki; later I decided to call it shobu aiki, the budo that creates wisdom,
judgment, the mind of a sage.1The true victory of shobu aiki is to strike down and destroy the
mind of doubt and conflict within yourself. It is to realize and carry out the destiny you have
received from divine providence. Regardless of how this may be philosophically explained,
unless it is actually put into practice, you are no different than anyone else. Through the practice
of aikido, this power and ability is added unto you.The underlying origin of budo is the spirit of
universal protection, nurturing, and salvation. It is to give renewed energy to yourself and others.
Human beings are the children of the divine universal spirit and if they are unhappy it is because



they turn away from their own nature. Man has selfishly created the sense of good and evil and
then forgotten the essence of his own nature. Within divine love there is no good or evil, no
happiness or unhappiness. There is only constant giving in an attempt to pay back some part of
the precious gift of life that one has received and even now continues to enjoy.You should never
be trapped by the idea that you have problems, that you are a person of deep karma, or that you
are one of little value. This is insulting not only to yourself but to others as well. All people share
the same divine origin. There is only one thing that is wrong or useless. That is the stubborn
insistence that you are an individual, separate from others. Give thanks and show gratitude.
Work for the paradise on this earth. In this way your true nature will continually unfold. Shobu
aikiThese quotations are teachings of Morihei Ueshiba, born on December 14, 1883, in the
village of Tanabe, near the sacred Nachi Falls, Wakayama prefecture, Japan. The area is deeply
immersed in Shinto mysticism, esoteric Buddhism, and tales of ancient times. These stories
influenced the young Morihei a great deal. He was the fourth child of Yoroku and Yuki Ueshiba,
and his father went to great lengths in order to insure the happiness and success of his only son.
Yoroku reputedly never raised his voice to young Ueshiba. His mother Yuki was a gentle and soft-
spoken woman whose interests were in painting, calligraphy, literature, and religion. Between
them, Morihei was exposed to both the martial and the fine arts at an early age.Morihei, a
sensitive child, was often ill. He had an introspective nature and spent much of his time reading
and daydreaming. At seven years of age, he began studying at a local Buddhist temple of the
Shingon Mikkyo sect and learned to chant the sacred mantras and scriptures of esoteric
Buddhism.The Shingon Mikkyo (lit., the secret teaching of the true word) sect was founded by
the Buddhist saint Kobo-daishi (774–835 C.E.), also known as Kukai. Among other things,
Kukai’s talents were said to include the ability to paint four murals simultaneously by holding
brushes in both his hands and feet. When Shingon Mikkyo became mixed with unsystemetized
shamanism, the result was Shugendo, an ascetic mountain religion that linked this esoteric
Buddhist sect with Shinto. Ueshiba wrote:The esoteric Buddhism of Kukai, though incomparably
more complex and sophisticated than Shinto, had many elements compatible with the latter.
Among these were the idea of the oneness of man and nature and a belief in the magical
efficacy of the word (mantra in the former, kototama in the latter). It was only natural that as time
went by esoteric Buddhism should come into close association with Shinto. 2Shingon gave the
young Morihei his first introduction to the kototama as a spiritual practice. Chanting the Shingon
incantations—the word souls—he showed great interest and aptitude, and his mother
considered he might become a monk. His father, however, opposed. The idea died a peaceful
death. Shingon mikkyoYoroku Ueshiba, of samurai stock, was a man of considerable strength,
and he encouraged his son to develop himself through the practice of sumo wrestling and
swimming. Morihei was obliged to help his father every day, carrying heavy bags of rice and
accompanying him on long mountainside excursions to visit hidden shrines and on trips to the
seaside for fishing. In time, Morihei developed into a robust and healthy young man, but not so
strong that he could handle anything that came up.One evening when everyone was asleep, a



gang of thieves broke into the house; Yoroku grabbed a staff, sending them running for their
lives. Morihei recalled this event wistfully: “I wished at that time that I could have helped my
father. I didn’t know what to do.” Perhaps this was the spark that in later years would kindle his
desire to become a martial artist.Morihei at first had no such intention. He was a bright student,
avidly interested in mathematics and physics. After junior high school he enrolled in a highly
regarded abacus academy and within a year became assistant to the instructor of the school.
After graduating from the academy, Morihei took a job with the local tax office. He had a quick
mind and exceptional ability with figures and was rapidly promoted to superintendent.His social
conscience was evident early. When he was nineteen, a new law was imposed on fishermen,
favoring the large commercial fleets and imposing hardship on the owners of small fishing boats.
Morihei and the fishermen demonstrated against the law in what was known as the Iso Incident.
This ended his career with the tax office. Jobless, but still the dreamer, he went north to Tokyo to
seek his fortune and established the Ueshiba Company, which became a large stationery store.
In the meantime he had become interested in the martial arts and studied both ancient (koryu)
jujutsu and the shinkage style of Japanese sword. When later he became ill, he was forced to
surrender his business to his employees and return home to Tanabe. Arriving, he said to his
father, “Well, I left empty-handed and I returned empty-handed.” Once again among familiar
surroundings and eating well, he rapidly regained his health. In 1904 he married his childhood
friend, Hatsu Itokawa.In that same year, war broke out between Russia and Japan. Morihei
enlisted in the army but was rejected for being a fraction under the minimum height requirement
of five feet. This infuriated him. Eager to serve his country, he trained vigorously, alone in the
mountains, and even hung for long periods of time by his arms from tree branches, hoping to
stretch his height.With his second application he was accepted as a reserve. His hardworking
attitude and extraordinary skill soon drew the attention of his superiors, and he was quickly
promoted to sergeant. His skill with both the sword and the bayonet guaranteed his promotion,
yet the same skill kept him—against his wishes—off the battlefield: he was not sent to fight
because he was considered too valuable as a teacher for other soldiers. When after repeated
requests he was eventually sent to the front lines, he amazed his comrades by running directly
into the attack. He claimed that when close enough, he could see the path of the enemy’s bullets
—a flash of light just before the bullet arrived. The bullet, he said, would follow the path of that
light and if he dodged the flash of light, the bullet would miss him. This was the first evidence
people had of his extrasensory ability.Morihei’s experiences in the war clearly established his
direction toward martial arts. He came to know his opponent’s every move before it was made.
When threatened, he became even more calm, which thoroughly unsettled his opponents. His
bravery and successful encounters on the battlefield made him a living legend, and he was
respectfully called, “the soldier god.” When the war ended in 1905, Morihei was offered the
opportunity to enter the prestigious Toyama officers’ school for professional soldiers. He
probably would have done so had it not been for his father’s request that his only son return to
civilian life. JudoIn 1907, at the age of twenty-four, Morihei returned home, full of doubts and



confusion. He no longer had any interest in the business world, and due to his father’s wishes he
had abandoned his career as a soldier. He became moody and depressed, waking up in the
middle of the night to pour cold water over himself. Sometimes he was angry for no apparent
reason and would spend days in his room chanting Shinto prayers to calm himself. Without a
word to anyone, he sometimes departed for the mountains to pray and fast, staying for weeks at
a time.Yoroku, concerned about his son’s state of mind, cleared a space in his home and built a
dojo—practice place—for Morihei. Shortly thereafter, Yoroku convinced Kiyoichi Takagi, a
famous master of Kodokan judo who was traveling in the area, to come to the dojo and teach.
Morihei had received a certificate from the Yagyu school of swordsmanship while in the army
and had continued to train himself in that style after his discharge, receiving a teaching license in
1908. Takagi’s arrival introduced him to modern judo, and he threw himself into it with a passion.
He became happy again and even stronger than he had been in his military days.During this
period, Morihei studied judo every day. He also continued to train himself in swordsmanship,
spear, and hard styles of jujutsu. He became so strong that he could split tree stumps with a
wooden mallet and uproot young trees with his bare hands.In 1912 the Japanese government,
searching for additional living space for the population, announced the beginning of the
Hokkaido project, encouraging people to settle in Japan’s undeveloped northernmost island.
The Russians, too, were showing an interest in Hokkaido’s strategic location. There was little
opportunity for either farming or fishing in Tanabe, and Morihei, like other dissatisfied veterans of
the Russo-Japanese War, was eager to try a new adventure and also to be of further service to
Japan. After some debate, Morihei, with his wife, Hatsu, led fifty-four families into the wilderness
of Hokkaido. Daito-ryuThe land was inhospitable and winter storms made the new settlers’
makeshift housing little better than useless. The price in human suffering and sickness was high.
Some people died due to the harsh environment and many families left. Morihei’s optimism, hard
work, and encouragement kept the remaining families going through these hardships, and they
eventually carved out a new community near the village of Shirataki. Out of the wilderness they
created farms, raised horses, and started a lumbering business.Morihei stood out from the rest.
The period bore witness to his physical strength, iron will, peacefulness of mind, and growing
intuition. Once, on a surveying trip into the forest when he reputedly startled a bear that was
searching for food, he calmed the bear with his confident manner. His charisma and
extraordinary abilities established him as the undisputed leader. He was called the “king of
Shirataki.”In 1915 Morihei met the man who would influence his budo more than any other:
Sokaku Takeda, master of the Daito style of jujutsu, which was said to have been passed down
in the Takeda family from the imperial lineage of Seiwa-genji (1021 C.E.). Takeda was a small
man, a few inches shorter even than Ueshiba. Until he met Takeda-sensei, Morihei had never
been defeated by anyone. Although Morihei was by far the stronger of the two, he was
nevertheless thrown every time by Takeda’s superior technique. When asked later if he had
learned the secret of aikido from Takeda’s Daito jujutsu, Morihei replied, “No, aikido came later.
Takeda-sensei opened my eyes to the principle of budo.” From the earliest times, the imperial



household had kept the teachings of budo and the universal principle underlying it as well-
guarded secrets. With the coming of the feudal period and the rise of the samurai class in the
early 1200s, this budo became more widely available and some great budo masters arose.
Takeda was descended from this lineage.In January 1919 Morihei received word that his father
was very ill. He left Hokkaido immediately and started home. En route, he heard rumors of a
spiritual master named Wanisaburo Deguchi in Ayabe. As this was on his way, he decided to
stop there to pray for his father. He also hoped that he might be able to meet
Deguchi.Wanisaburo Deguchi, a famous figure in Japanese history, was a spiritual leader of a
quality unparalleled in modern times. Because his teachings differed radically from those of
traditional Shinto, he was also known as one of the three most wanted “bandits” in Japan. He
was often forced to retreat into the mountains to continue his spiritual training—treks on which,
later, Ueshiba would accompany him, both as a bodyguard and for his own spiritual
training.Deguchi founded a new sect of Shinto that reputedly revived long-lost original teachings.
He wrote hundreds of books concerning the spiritual world and the teachings of his sect, O-
moto Kyo (the great origin). He had a tremendous influence on the religious and philosophical
climate of his country. When he died, the mourners following his coffin numbered in the
thousands. It was through his relationship with Wanisaburo Deguchi that Morihei came to study
the kototama and the ancient teachings of Shinto in depth. Wanisaburo DeguchiStepping off the
train platform at Ayabe station, Morihei was amazed at the number of people around him. Many
of them were dressed in traditional kimono or ceremonial costume. Following the crowd, he
came to stand in front of two beautiful, large golden temples. Entering one, he proceeded to the
sanctuary and knelt to pray. When he opened his eyes again, a man in white robes stood over
him. “Did you see anything?” the man asked. “Yes,” replied Morihei, “I saw the ailing face of my
father.” “It’s all right for him,” answered Deguchi. Morihei considered the meaning of Deguchi’s
words: his father was dying of natural causes and there was no need to be anxious about him
because there was nothing he could do. The bond that formed between Ueshiba and Deguchi
was one of mutual admiration and respect and lasted until Deguchi’s death in l948.When
Morihei arrived home, his father had already passed away. Yoroku’s final words for his son were,
“Live your life freely and accomplish whatever you wish.” These were difficult words for Morihei
to accept. His father had always done everything for him; now he wanted to do something in
return.After his father’s death, Morihei changed drastically. He became as one possessed, going
off into the mountains where he was seen swinging his sword at phantoms in the air. Rumors
began circulating that a dangerous, crazy man was living in the mountains, and soldiers were
recruited to fetch him out. They were amazed when they discovered Morihei, the man who had
been their honored army superior and teacher of sword skills. Falling to their knees, they bowed
and asked him to return with them to the village. Morihei, after a stressful three months,
complied and returned to Tanabe. Once there, however, he told his relatives that he had decided
not to stay, bid them farewell and returned to Ayabe to join the O-moto Kyo of Wanisaburo
Deguchi. O-moto kyo“I’m glad to see you. I anticipated you would come!” Deguchi said upon



Morihei’s arrival. “There is, however, no need for you to work for O-moto Kyo. Your mission is to
develop a new martial art which will aid mankind!” Deguchi was the first to recognize Morihei’s
potential both as a spiritual leader as well as a martial artist. So Ueshiba, now thirty-five, began
his studies of Shinto with the O-moto sect. From the spiritual vision gained from these studies
came the unique constitution of aikido, a martial art based on the kototama, the true substance
of universal law.With Deguchi’s help, Morihei started a dojo near the O-moto headquarters,
calling his style aiki bujutsu. At this dojo the form of aikido began to take shape. Through his
studies of Shinto, Morihei found the missing aspect of spirituality that would set aikido apart from
other martial forms. He came to see aikido as the embodiment of a living prayer for world health,
harmony, and prosperity.Morihei’s spiritual understanding elevated his martial ability to a level
incomprehensible to other martial artists of his time. His ability has not been duplicated even to
this day. He would throw his students one at a time or as they attacked in a group, and without
visibly touching them. The students claimed they felt nothing, but were sent flying through the
air.In his verbal teachings, Morihei expounded on universal laws and scientific principles that are
only in recent times becoming the object of scientific investigation. His explanations were
couched in the symbolic terms of Shinto mythology. He declared, “These are not my teachings
but the teachings of the imperial lineage of Japan. Nevertheless, the actual training in these
principles is the practice of aikido.”Both men and women entered his dojo and he accepted
students from all over Japan. Many martial arts masters came to test the growing reputation of
Ueshiba-sensei. He defeated them one by one—and sometimes in groups, taking on several at
a time. Sometimes he would do simple things like hold out a piece of paper and ask someone to
try to grasp it. No one could even touch it. Masters of other martial arts were among of his first
students. They said that his mysterious ability was reminiscent of the prowess of masters of
ages past.“Using the extremely difficult language of ancient Shinto, it is hardly possible to
explain things in an understandable way to our modern age,” said D.T. Suzuki, one of the earliest
proponents of Zen Buddhism in the West. “Nevertheless, the teaching and practice of Morihei
Ueshiba is at one with that of Mahayana Buddhism, and also the way of Zen. They will be future
proof of each other. Although it is not based on any formal study of Zen Buddhism, Ueshiba-
sensei’s experience is definitely what is referred to in the Far East as satori. The words of this
great teacher should be recorded for the future. Through them an understanding of a new kind of
intelligence might someday be reached.”3 ZenA college professor and long-time student of Zen
Buddhism corroborated Suzuki-sensei’s appraisal: “Until I began to study aikido, there was
always something about Zen that I couldn’t grasp at all. Aikido is Zen in motion and it brings the
reality of Zen to the surface.”In his book Ken to Zen (Zen and Japanese swordsmanship), Sogen
Omori, a master swordsman of the Choku Shin Kage style, recalled his experience of meeting
Ueshiba-sensei: “I was attending a certain gathering and noticed an elderly gentleman sitting
formally on his knees. After studying him for a few minutes I was amazed to discover that I could
find no place of weakness, no opening [suki] where he might be attacked. He was sitting calmly,
watching the events around him, yet his mind was absolutely clear and in a state of constant



readiness. I concluded that this must be the famous Ueshiba-sensei, and I was introduced to
him as such a moment later.”Although he had a deep respect for the depth and value of true
Zen, Ueshiba-sensei disliked the self-styled Zen of modern times and refused to discuss Zen
philosophy or satori. He stated that aikido itself was the way through which all theory and
conceptualism is left behind and self-realization gained:Aikido is not born from religion. The real
takemusubi aiki shines forth like a powerful beacon light and illuminates religion. It leads to
fullness those partial, imperfect, and temporary teachings of the past. Among most religious
leaders of today there is no method for the accomplishment or realization of their ideals. There is
no way for them to weigh their own understanding.We cannot put our lives in the hands of Christ,
the Buddha, or the teachings of Confucius. The age of prophecy [philosophy] is finished. We are
now living in the time of actual training. Each and every person must become the god of the
center [Ame no Mi Naka Nushi]. This is the reality of the empty sky, the total existence. We are
not merely the divided spirit of one God. All the gods of the universe are our protective
spirits.Although Ueshiba-sensei never studied Zen formally, he was definitely influenced by its
teachings. Among the styles of Japanese sword that he studied, the one most strongly
influenced by Zen was Yagyu Ryu. To explain the mental stance of aikido, Ueshiba-sensei often
quoted the teachings of Takuan-zenji (1573–1645), the spiritual teacher of Yagyu Munenori.
Takuan is perhaps best known for shaping the destiny of Japan’s most famous swordsman,
Miyamoto Musashi (1584–1645). Musashi was undefeated in over sixty matches before the age
of twenty-nine, and the last half of his life was devoted to Zen study, meditation, and art.The
influence of Japanese swordsmanship on aikido is one of the main factors separating aikido
from jujutsu. Aikido does not throw, as happens in judo or jujutsu. Aikido cuts, without a sword.
Zen and sword are inseparable in Japanese history. Both had a tremendous influence on the
development of aikido.Takuan’s “immoveable wisdom” (fudochi shinmyo ryoku) makes this point
clear. “Where shall we place our mind? If we concentrate on our partner’s movement, our mind
will be captured by it. If we concentrate on his sword, our mind will be captured by his sword. If
we concentrate on the place we wish to cut, the result is the same. Concentrating on escaping
his blade, the result is still the same. In a word, there is no place to put our mind.”4 O-sensei also
subscribed to this teaching, adding:You must not look at your partner at all. Rather you should
train yourself to absorb his mind and ki. When he strikes with shomen [a direct overhead strike]
my sword point will already be resting at his throat or I will be cutting him from behind.Takuan
used the example of Senshu no Kannon, the goddess of mercy with one thousand arms, to
express ultimate freedom and non-attachment. “The body must move with complete freedom
and the mind without attachment to that movement.” This is also the ideal of aikido. It is
described in the Zen expression mujushin: the mind of no abode or stopping place. It contains
both fudoshin (imperturbable mind) and zanshin (unbroken concentration), terms used in the
teaching of aikido.In aikido, mujushin is to move with whole body and mind, at one with both
movement and rest. It is to move with complete stability and centeredness, in harmony with our
partner and unattached to the success of our technique. This mind is a goal of both Zen and



aikido. Its awesome power and gentility are represented in the Great Buddha (Dai-butsu) statue
at Kamakura, Japan (see figure 1.1).O-sensei prescribed three stages of training for his
students. The first puts the mind in order; that is, in harmony with universal function. This makes
the mind the dutiful servant of the will so that it is no longer moved by the senses or the whims of
the ego. This is Masakatsu, the clear judgment and direct perception which makes spontaneous
movement possible. It is the correct intention, the foundation of all spiritual training. Figure 1.1:
Dai-butsu. Photo by Larry Lieberman.The second stage harmonizes the body, our entire being,
with that same universal order. This body-mind unification or Shin Shin Toitsu is the beginning of
self mastery, Agatsu. The final stage puts the ki that unifies mind and body into harmony with
universal order. In this stage one loses all sense of knowing anything: all skillfulness is gone.
There is no difference between oneself and anyone else. This O-sensei referred to as katsu
hayabi.O-sensei taught,One’s real body is the universe itself, and one’s responsibility as a
human being encompasses all things therein.This does not mean to know God—which is an
impossibility—but rather to eliminate the separation between self and other. There is no ego
remaining to make meaningless distinctions between oneself and others. This is not a one-time
experience of awakening but a constant awareness resulting from years of experience and
training. This is not a matter of pietism, and it contains no sense of greatness or lack of
greatness. It is an intimate communion in which nature verifies one’s existence.Ueshiba-sensei’s
first experience of satori occurred in the spring of 1925, when he was forty-one years old. During
a visit by an old army friend, there was a disagreement. His old comrade grabbed a wooden
sword (bokken) and attempted to hit him. He kept trying until he became exhausted, finally
giving up and leaving in anger. Ueshiba-sensei was left standing alone in his garden.All of a
sudden I felt like the sky was descending. From out of the earth, golden energy was spouting
forth like a fountain. That warm energy encircled me and my body and mind became very light
and clear. I could even understand the murmurings of the small birds around me. At that moment
I could understand that my life’s work in budo was actually based on divine love and the laws of
creation. I was unable to stop my tears and I wept freely. Since that time I’ve known that this
great earth itself is my house and home. The sun, moon, and stars each belong to me. Since that
time I’ve never felt any attachment to property or possessions.This experience resembles that of
Jesus of Nazareth after his forty days of fasting and prayer, or that of Moses as he gazed into the
burning bush on the sacred mountain. Essentially, it is the merging of an individual will with that
of universal spirit. The individual being is so closely united with the spirit of creation that every
thought and feeling is like an echo, an immediate response to the will of God. Buddha called out
to Ananda, his closest student, “Ananda!” Immediately the answer, “Yes, master!” The Buddha
was then silent and the teaching was complete. This event is often said to be like the pecking
and tapping that goes on between the chick in the egg and the mother hen on the outside. If they
don’t communicate perfectly the chick will either suffocate or be hatched prematurely. O-sensei
stated,When you bow to the universe, it bows back; when you call out the name of God, it
echoes inside you.Aikido is a method of merging with the kototama, the spirit of the universe. As



such it is inori, a moving form of prayer. Although prayer today is thought of as a method of
asking for divine favor, originally it was a method of blending our own ki with the kototama and
universal order. In the words of O-sensei,According to the ancient writings of Shinto, the word
takemusu means the most unique essence of budo, the principle by which one realizes his true
nature as a god and finds ultimate freedom. From this principle, unlimited technique is born from
divine power.In some cases, this merging is accompanied by hearing “the voice of God.” The
Christian may interpret it as the voice of Jesus Christ; the Buddhist may say that it is the voice of
Kannon, the goddess of mercy. This voice is heard when we merge with our infinite nature, the
life will itself. The esoteric practices of Shinto aim at this merging of individual spirit with that of
the universe. It is thus not surprising that Ueshibasensei, who practiced Shinto purification rites
with extreme intensity, should have this kind of experience:It was on December 14, which
strangely enough coincides with my birthday. After practicing suigyo [chanting under a waterfall]
for about an hour, I began to experience something extraordinary. I felt the presence of my
guardian spirit, Sarutahiko Ohkami, descend upon me. . . . Then I heard a voice saying “I am the
guardian diety of aikido,5 which creates all things through the function of infinite oneness. I have
entered into the very essence of your being. Now is the time for you to stand up and purify the
world.”I fought with the reality of this experience and although I became quite ill, I continued my
military obligations and the teaching of young soldiers. One evening I was in my garden
practicing sword. Suddenly a ghostlike duplicate of myself appeared before me. I tried to strike
the figure but its sword immediately penetrated my defense. I wasn’t allowed the slightest margin
for carelessness or error.At first my movement was too slow but gradually it improved. When I
was able to cut my opponent’s bokken down, he vanished. This training continued for two weeks.
Sometimes I lost the feeling of holding the bokken at all and my physical body only remained as
the breath of the universe within my hara. I realized that the deepest enlightenment of budo is
one with that of religion and tears of ecstacy flowed freely.O-sensei’s extrasensory ability
continued to increase. He could sense people’s intentions, even at considerable distances, and
he was impossible to deceive. He invited his students to attack him at any time. They made
attempts when he was about to put food in his mouth, or when he was in the bathroom, but he
always anticipated their intentions before they could attack. He had a habit of looking directly at
them just as they were about to attack and he would look up at them as he lifted his chopsticks.
He was allegedly challenged by a man who taunted him with, “Aikido cannot defeat a gun.” He
accepted the challenge. When the man raised the gun he was already standing behind him.
When asked how it was done he replied only, “You can’t do that often, it takes years off your
life.”Ueshiba-sensei’s life bore witness to his lack of attachment. He spent his last funds, “God’s
money,” for improvements to the dojo. Once he received a large sum of money for an aikido
demonstration in an envelope labeled Tip. Angrily he returned the money saying, “I don’t accept
tips.” The envelope was relabeled In gratitude, and one of the students carefully and with an
ounce of humor gave it to him again. This time he accepted it, but returned it to the students for
their personal needs.Once an applicant visited the dojo and made the mistake of asking how



much aikido classes cost. “Fool, do you think that the understanding of aikido can be bought at
any price!” roared Morihei. At fifty years of age he still had a voice like a young lion. Not
uncommonly, students were shaken by a sudden shout, only to find O-sensei laughing jovially in
the next moment, as if nothing had happened.Here is an episode taken from George Ohsawa’s
The Art of Peace:The famous boxing champion Horiguchi, “The Piston,” came one day to the
master’s dojo and requested a match. The master invited him to attack with all his power and
ability. The boxer attacked violently by crashing continuous blows to the chest of the master, who
suddenly countered by striking both of the boxer’s arms from the outside with his two hands. It
was a single, flexible, almost invisible strike. Horiguchi fell to the ground with two broken arms
and spent two months in the hospital.O-sensei explained it in this way:Aikido is the way of
nonresistance and is therefore undefeatable from the start. Fast and slow are of no
consequence. Merely by having the intention to fight with one who embodies the universal law,
they have fixed their mind on violating the harmony of nature itself. The person with evil or
malicious feeling [jyaki] is defeated before he makes the first move. The contest has already
been decided.
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Ronald K. Pendleton, “Becoming one with .... As of this writing I am 67 years old and have only
been training at aikido for just less than three years. And as O'Sensei recommends, I do now
train every day and am learning to be more perceptive of everything around me. Although
difficult to put into words, I believe I was attracted to aikido initially because I felt something was
missing in my life and aikido seemed to present an opportunity to find out what that might be
within the context of mind/body/spirit. For me, aikido has become a continuous and never ending
process of becoming and existing more fully (beginner's mind) in each and every moment. I
found what William Gleason Sensei has written in "The Spiritual Foundations of Aikido" helps to
confirm what I have been discovering and has helped me to establish some of the initial
structures (co-ordinated mind and body) I needed to facilitate the process, or flow, (spiritual) of
blending, maintaining connection and becoming one with those with whom I train and all others .”

William Bryan Harrell III, “soul of aikido. Aikido should really be more about the spiritual aspects
of the same rather than merely being a pursuit of martial arts expertise and this well written work
by a life long adherent of the same serves as to open the doors to such an understanding for the
aikidoka.spirituality does not simply happen to one, although many a "sensei" seems to think
that such does.Spirituality and awareness must be sought and trained in just as the physical
aspects of aikido must be trained in.Morihei Ueshiba, O Sensei himself, stated that until one
awakens to the spiritual reality of life he will never actually practice aikido.I would and do
recommend this book for all aikidoka, espeically for those who teach the art.namaste”

Frank St. Clair, “Philosophy of Peace. What insight lies behind this art of peace? Very
interesting.  Deep dive into thought!”

Ebook Tops Reader, “Beautifully written insight into the Way.. Gleason Sensei has created a
beautifully written insight into the Way. This is a must read for anyone who desires a foundation
into the kototama.”

Kirk, “An interesting point of view on a point of origin in Aikido. William Gleason Sensei has put
together a well structured description, with poignant examples, of the spiritual mindset of the
founder of Aikido ([...]), before he started to teach a martial art intended to end fighting. It is NOT
an easy read, or accessible to everyone, but is intended for people of a particular physical/
spiritual awareness, such as those who practice Aikido or Yoga. If you are an Aikidoka (one who
practices Aikido) and are curious about the purpose behind some of the movements, and the
point of view of Osensei when he set them in motion, this book is for you. There is advice to take
away on every page, even if you might come from a different religious point of view. There are
undeniable universal truths worth noting, and this book builds on them, step by step.”



Mike C., “He is an amazing Martial Artist. I recently met & trained w/ sensei Gleason. He is an
amazing Martial Artist. The book is great. The man knows the art & history like no other.”

Zachary Potchinsky, “An excellent reference for the serious Aikidoka wanting to understand
the .... The chapter on hara alone is worth the price of admission! An excellent reference for the
serious Aikidoka wanting to understand the spiritual ontogeny of Aikido from the perspective of a
gifted teacher.”

boxer, “Five Stars. excellent”

Geneviï¿½ve, “Excellent livre sur les principes spirituels de l'aikido. Excellent livre sur les
principes spirituels de l'aikido. Un peu difficile à comprendre si on n'a pas de base en
shintoisme, mais cela ne doit pas vous arrêter. Il faudra probablement quelques relectures vu la
grande quantité d'informations de ce livre. Ouvrage de référence très pertinent qui suivra
l'aikidoka tout au long de sa pratique autant sur le tatami que dans le quotidien avec les
situations de la vie moderne. Ce livre aide le pratiquant d'aikido à se rapprocher de la vision de
l'Aiki de O-Sensei.”

Cliente Ebook Tops, “Review. Very bad but not for the book..book is good. Bad is the fact that
kindle app obnligate me to write a review otherwise it is impossible to read the book. So take the
fake review!”

The book by William Gleason has a rating of  5 out of 4.9. 30 people have provided feedback.
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