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The River 
Holland Spring Seminar 
C. Curtis 
 
Tohei Sensei has several students who have trained with him for over 50 years.  My 
teacher, Shinichi Suzuki Sensei, born and raised on Maui, met Tohei Sensei in 1953.  So 
in 2003, he was the first of Tohei Sensei’s students to reach 50 years.  In honor of this 
occasion, Tohei Sensei wrote a poem, in kanji, on a ceramic plate and had it fired, and 
presented it to Suzuki Sensei. 
On the plate, it says: 
“Sara sara to 
Todoko oranuga 
Hotoke nari  
Yokimo ashikimo 
koruwa oni nari” 

I got together with Shinichi Tohei Sensei and his wife, Sachiko san, who is quite 
fluent in English.  The three of us worked on this together and I think this translation is 
close to accurate, so please listen. 
“Let your ki flow like s stream and never let it stop.  Getting stuck on something, where 
good or bad, is never good.   
The past does not return.  Only human beings cling to the past.  The Universe never 
ceases.” 

So, how many of us experience life in this way?  Not often, maybe once in a 
while, but not often.  We tend to go in and out of this condition.  Of course, everyone 
here has experienced this condition, or you wouldn’t still be training Aikido.  Even the 
first day, you have some, maybe, hint or inkling of this condition. 
 

I am visiting you, gratefully, and I have a responsibility.  When I was traveling 
with and training with my teacher Suzuki Sensei, he taught me always in the hotel room 
in the morning and at night.  He repeated many times to me, “Please understand that the 
responsibility of the instructor is to hold the kiai of the group throughout the seminar.  
Not just in the dojo, but when you are eating, socializing, and even when you are 
sleeping.”  I didn’t know what he meant.  How can I hold the kiai when I am sleeping?! 
So what this means is, to maybe put it into more simple language, the teacher’s 
responsibility is to just be present in the moment.  All of Tohei Sensei’s teaching really 
comes right down to being present in the moment.   

This poem says, “don’t get stuck on the past” or don’t cling to the past.  But at the 
same time, don’t entertain the future.  Just as you are sitting listening to me now, you 
mind is present, and then it flitters away, and then it comes back.  Anyone doesn’t have 
this experience?  Because if you don’t, you are either the Buddha, or you are not human.  
Of course, this is not something necessarily wrong with us.  It is our condition that we 
live with.  And as we mature in our training, then our capacity to maintain attention in 
this moment increases.  Being “in the moment” is sort of like being in a river; a flow.  It 
is not stuck.  It is constantly flowing.  We call this the flow of Ki or the flow of this 
moment.  When we become distracted by some thought of the future or concern with the 
past, then it is like we step out on the bank of the river.  Of course the river keeps going, 
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and then suddenly we realize, “Oh, I am supposed to be in the river”.  Then, 
automatically you are back in the river.  But you missed a whole section of the river.  
Which means you missed a whole section of your life.  So for most human beings, their 
whole life experience, from birth to death, is living on the bank.  They almost never have 
the experience of being in the river.  But not you folks.  Because you train Aikido.  So 
you have some experience of this.  And has you build your capacity to be attentive to, to 
be aware of, this moment, that is your ability to stay in this flow, without breaking it, or 
leaving it.  We say, you are either “on time”, which is in the flow, or you are “off time”; 
you are outside of the time.  You step aside from time.  Time continues.  The flow of life 
continues.  This experience suddenly is left behind for an imaginary experience in the 
mind.  So this is dead space; no life there; just an imaginary life.  And then suddenly, 
“Oh, right.  I am supposed to be paying attention to this guy”.  And here I am.  I am still 
going. 

Don’t you sometime notice, while driving, that you have been not conscious of 
the last mile or two?  “I’m so glad no one hit me, because I wasn’t even here!”  So this 
happens to us in school, listening to the teacher, boring class, etc.  The Dalai Lama says 
the only evil in the universe is ignorance.  We say “ignorance”.  Ig-norance, ignorance, 
means ignoring the flow.  Ignoring the moment.  And we do it with all of our little mental 
tricks that we use.  It is always either the future or the past.  Or it can be “dwelling on the 
moment”.  So you might be stuck in traffic, and talking to yourself about the traffic (“I’m 
going to be late for my meeting.”) and you may think that is in the moment.  But that is 
not in the moment.  That is dwelling on, commenting on, the moment.  We rest in the 
experience, with equanimity or without preference.  We just take it however it comes.  
The minute you have a preference, you are attempting to alter the condition of the 
moment.   

So maybe you can see, with this sort of laying of ground work, how when we 
want to pass a Ki Test, we are entertaining the future.  And in the same way, when we 
want to pass a Ki Test, we are carrying from our history.  Because the only thing we have 
to use, that makes us feel comfortable and confident, is all of the our expertise that we 
have gained.  And naturally this is more and more dangerous the more expert you 
become.  The longer you train, the more tempting it is to rely upon some sort of technical 
expertise that you have developed in the past.  And in anticipation of the future event, 
you want to succeed and pass the Ki Test.  OK?  So this is completely off time.  I don’t 
care how much experience you have, how expert you are, this is off time.  Passing Ki 
Test simply means being present in the moment.  It simply means being on time.  The 
examiner comes, he is on time.  He has what we call stability, presumably.  That is the 
idea.  That is why, when we are practicing I am teaching not only how to pass the Ki 
Test, but how to give the Ki Test.  This is equally important.  The student relies upon the 
examiner to be stable in this present condition without wavering; without their mind 
flickering away.  If the examiner is stable then you can use this stability to help you stay 
stable in the moment.  Can you see? 

Sometimes the examiner has a very strong presence.  Like when I took my 
Okuden examination in Japan.  Tohei Sensei was sitting there, and Otsuka Sensei was 
giving me the test.  So Tohei Sensei is completely present, believe me, and Otsuka Sensei 
also feels his concentration, or rather his level of attention…I don’t like to use the work 
concentration sometimes because people think concentration mean “zoning in” on 
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something.  This kind of attention we are talking about mean full awareness of everything 
present.  When you give a Ki Test you don’t concentrate on touching.  Your mind is free; 
really the opposite of concentrating on some thing; fully in attention.  So Tohei Sensei’s 
attention was coming and Otsuka Sensei’s attention was coming, and I can either 
completely collapse in the presence of that, because it is so overwhelming…for instance 
if I think my experience is inadequate in some way, I will be overwhelmed.  But Tohei 
Sensei taught me.  Which is why I am taking the Okuden Ki Test.  So when Otsuka 
Sensei comes I am right with him in this same condition.  When he recognizes that, then 
this is passing the test.  If I don’t do that, I don’t pass.  Can you see? 

Any question about that so far?  It’s pretty simple, I think.  Pretty simple. 
And…Tohei Sensei realizes, of course, everyone is not in the same condition.  

Everyone is not on the same level.  Every single one of you is on a different level of 
capacity.  How you develop capacity is…how?   
 
Student:  Training. 
 

Training.  What kind of training is best for that? 
 
Student:  All kinds? 
 

Yes.  All kinds of training are good for this, of course.  But the most powerful, 
effective, is Ki Breathing and Ki Meditation.  That is why Tohei Sensei is always 
recommending that, Suzuki Sensei is always recommending that, and now I am always 
telling you folks, “You must breathe every day.  You must meditate every day.”  In other 
words, not because this is some kind of Ki-Aikido trick, and if you are in Ki-Aikido you 
are supposed to be doing this.  Not at all.  It is just a simple, direct method of developing 
capacity; building attentive capacity.  It’s not that you can’t do that twenty four hours a 
day.  You can.  But, of course, as soon as you get in the car to drive to work, or you come 
out in the living area and your children are yelling and your wife is asking you questions, 
and you have all these challenges, then how is your capacity at that moment?  How is 
your attentiveness?  Maybe not very good.  So it is very difficult to do, when you have 
not much experience, or not much capacity, in daily life activities.  You need some 
private time.  So you take this time, in the morning.  Just like Suzuki Sensei, when we 
were together, used to make me sit two hours, three hours, four hours with him in the 
morning to help me catch up, so that I could understand what holding kiai means.  I said 
before that he said, “You have to hold the kiai of everyone in the dojo”.  That means you 
stay in the river.  You don’t get to get out on the bank and rest.  You stay in the river for 
the students.  So then, the student goes away, tonight for instance, and you then you come 
back to see me at dinner, are you in the river.  I have to be there, no matter what.  This 
means “holding kiai”.  So every time you go away and come back to see me, I must be 
still in the river.  Tomorrow morning we come here, I have to be there in the river 
already.  You can’t, like, wake up in the morning and jump in the stream.  You must be in 
the stream when you go to sleep, and you stay in the flow all night.  Then when you wake 
in the morning, it just continues.  Amazing experience.  So this is what the teachers 
responsibility is. 

So now, as a student, what is your responsibility?   
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Student:  To stay in the stream? 
 

To stay in the stream.  That’s right!  Hang out with me.  So when I saw you this 
morning, (directing his attention to one of the students) I said, “Oh, how nice to see you 
are still here.”  Maybe you went somewhere secretly, in between times, but when you 
saw me, “Ah”, and you came back.  So that’s what I meant when I said, “Oh, I see you 
are here.”  Not that your body is here, but that you are present in the stream of Ki.  This is 
living life completely. 

So, as we build this capacity, we not only increase our ability to stay present 
longer, but we increase the depth of our attention.  So as the depth of our attention in the 
moment increases, then our experience of this life also intensifies.  That’s why Tohei 
Sensei says Fudoshin, immoveable mind, “is not a rigid, immobile state of mind, but a 
condition of stability that comes from the most rapid movement”.  But it is so 
infinitesimally small that you can’t see it.  It’s not like the movement of my head or my 
arm.  It is an intense internal experience.  So as your capacity increases, your depth of 
awareness increases, then your participation in this experience increases; intensifies.  We 
call this experience, in Aikido, “kokyu”.  When Tohei Sensei says, “Sono kokyu da”, 
meaning that person has very strong Ki, or strong kokyu, he just means….I mean, Ki is 
everywhere in the universe….he is not necessarily saying that this person is special.  It’s 
just that this person happens to be in a deep level of attentive participation in the stream.  
And of course Tohei Sensei is there, so he can feel that immediately.  The more you 
practice this building of capacity, the more, when you are with other people, you can read 
them.  You can see right away.  You can feel it.  It is not like seeing some physical sign; 
not like seeing lovely eyes.  That’s OK, that’s nice too, but that is something different. 
As I said, Tohei Sensei realizes that everyone is on a different level.  So he developed 
levels of Ki Tests, right?  We have Shokyu, Chukyu, Jokyu, Shoden, Chuden, Joden, 
Okuden.  Also Kaiden.  I don’t know what is Kaiden.  No one ever took the Kaiden test 
before.  So we don’t know what that test is.  I think Tohei Sensei always dangles one 
more level out there that no one knows what it is. 
So, he developed these levels of Ki Tests so that all of us can participate in this 
experience, even if you are just a beginner, and have maybe not developed much capacity 
yet, still you have to start somewhere.  So we have Shokyu Ki Test.  And maybe a good 
way to start is to practice Koho Tento. 

Hank, can you come up and sit cross legged here and role backwards and then 
forwards to my count.  Ichi…ni.  (he tests him)   

OK, so we have first level Ki Test.  We call this “shokyu”, the first level.  This 
first level is designed for the beginner, that doesn’t have much capacity. So, of course, for 
Hank this would be very easy to pass, because I am giving him every chance.  Even 
though his mind might be easily distracted through anxiety about passing the test, when 
he roles forward on “ni”, I touch him before he arrives.  I catch him, sort of, and help him 
come forward.  And that touching brings him mind right here, and so he can at least pass 
this level of Ki Test.  So this touching is like a little crutch; a help. 

Please notice how I am standing here.  I am standing in such a way so that I don’t 
have to overreach my balance point in order to administer the test. 
So, here goes, first level Ki Test.  Try each other please.   
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I said before, how important I think it is to be able to give the Ki Test.  This is just 

as important as how to pass a Ki Test.  Because if you don’t give the test correctly, then 
the student doesn’t have a clear measurement of whether they are doing it correctly or 
not.   

Please use the palm of the hand and the inside of the fingers to give a Ki Test.  No 
one likes to get poked with finger tips.  Ki Test is not aggressive in any way.  You are not 
actually trying to make the person fail, you know.  You have some compassion.  You 
want them to pass.  But at the same time, you don’t want to fake it either.  You want to 
make sure that they perform the test correctly.  So how you test, with your body, is a 
reflection of how you think of this with your mind.  OK?  There are many incorrect ways, 
very clumbsy ways people give Ki Tests.  But Tohei Sensei says to just be natural.  What 
you naturally do in your daily life, the way you use your hands and body, as close to this 
as possible is how we want to practice Aikido or Ki training.  So the test is nice and soft, 
and very sensitive.  In a Ki Test, the examiner is examining what state of mind the 
examinee is in.  Is he in the river or not in the river?  And when we talk about levels, as 
we are going along here, how deeply is he into this river? 
Ichi…ni.  So I am using my whole mind and body to test.  Not just my upper body.  So 
try this one more time please. 
 

Alright, so everyone can see how easy it is to pass this first level of Ki Test in 
Koho Tento.  Did anyone have trouble with this?  Of course not.  Even beginners can 
pass this level easily. 

The second level test is very different.  It makes a big jump.  It is really the first 
level where the examinee must take responsibility for their own condition.  With the first 
level test, you are right there with them, holding their hand.  But in the second level, you 
are not doing that.  They are responsible for their own condition.  The test comes when 
you suddenly appear, like jumping out from behind a boulder, and surprise them.  This is 
second level; Chukyu test.  OK? 

Ichi…ni.  (the students collapses)  That’s what I mean when I say I suddenly 
appear.  And you were surprised, you just suddenly jumped out of the stream onto the 
bank.  OK?  So this means that your level of awareness, or your capacity of attention, has 
to be a little bit deeper.  Otherwise you will be distracted by my sudden test, and your 
mind will move.  Just from a very technical point of view, you were moved because you 
did what many people do; to arrived at the forward testing point, and then slightly reacted 
to that arrival by moving backward.  In other words, in our subconscious mind, since we 
were tiny children we were taught that everything has a beginning, a middle, and an end.  
This is called an event driven life.  That’s the way we think.  We get up, we eat breakfast, 
we go to work, first appointment, second, third, whatever kind of work you do.  Maybe 
you have to make something, so many, OK start that, middle of it, then finish it.  So if 
you are good at your job, you are very good at being on time for the beginning, having a 
strong capacity to complete your work, and finish it on time.  So your boss likes your, or 
if you are the boss, you make a good living. OK?  So this is very practical.  There is 
nothing wrong with that.  But when we are doing Aikido, or when we are looking to dive 
deeper into this experience of life, then we have to break free.  We have to leave that way 
of thinking behind.  That is logic.  That is our rational mind.  OK?  It is not that it is 



 6 

wrong, or it’s not that it is not useful.  It’s very useful.  If you don’t understand that you 
can’t even make a living; and you won’t stay married, I guarantee you.  And you will 
have trouble raising your children.  Yeah.  This rational way of seeing is very practical 
and important.  But when we do this kind of work, we have to jump outside of that.  We 
have to move ourselves beyond that.  So we say “trans-rational”.  So this work is beyond 
being rational.  But don’t mistake; it’s not “pre-rational”.  This is not superstitious.  It is 
not magical in any way.  It is not like thinking crystals have power, OK?  It is not “new 
age” thinking.  This is very real, very practical, and more intense that rational living.  
Rational living useful, but when we do this training, we have to move beyond that.  OK?  
So that is exactly what we are doing here. 

So I want to suggest, that nothing ever begins and nothing ever ends, actually.  
Just like, it seems like this person here has a solid body.  But if I ask a physicist about 
this, he will tell me that actually this person is not here in that way.  Actually, he will say, 
all this is space; nothing there.  But I experience something with me senses, and my 
history leads me to conclude, intellectually, that this student’s body here is solid.  And I 
am bound to say, “That’s not intellectual, because I am experiencing him”. Right?  But it 
is a very shallow experience.  It is just a sense experience.  When you have a relationship 
with another person that is just based on sensuality, that is not bad, maybe, but very 
shallow.  You may want to have a much deeper relationship.  There is something more.  
And what is that?  What is that deeper part of our relationships with each other.  Again, 
there is nothing wrong with sensuality at all, is there?  No.  And in fact, I am not saying 
that this person is not here.  He is here.  I am not saying he is not here.  You are here.  But 
there is a “more real view”.  When we actually look very closely, then may see that he is 
not here in the way I thought he was.  It is not that he is not here, but he is here in a way 
that we may not have considered, if we were just listening to a very shallow level of 
exploration, or experimentation.   

In this same way, you may think that is a beginning, middle, and an end, but on a 
deeper level, there isn’t.  So before you move, the point is to be in the intensity of this 
Fudoshin, or immoveable mind, which never begins and never ends.  Suzuki Sensei used 
to call this “shenggg”.  This is the way he expressed that experience.  So you have to be 
in this intense experience before you begin to move.  If you move before you are in this 
condition, then you cannot recover in the midst of the movement.  This is like, before you 
move, the movement is already occurring, because this intense vibration is the movement 
of the universe, out of which all physical movement arises.  It is not separate.  

Ready?  If you believe that the body moves of its own accord, then when the body 
stops, the mind follows and also stops.  So you can help your partner; hold the bicep with 
one hand and place the other hand on the back of your partner, and then move with them, 
so they get the feeling of this continuing movement we call Fudoshin.  As you complete 
this movement and are being tested, it looks like your body has stopped, but it has not 
stopped.  The movement of your mind/body has just become infinitesimally small, which 
cannot be seen as movement.  But in fact, it is very intense movement.  And the feeling 
this condition produces in the individual is very blissful or pleasurable.   
So you can help your friend have this experience, in this way. 
Try each other. 
 



 7 

OK, Hank please come up again.  Everyone please watch this.  Let’s do the third 
level test.  First level test was “Let me hold your hand and help you”.  The second level 
test was “You actually can’t trust me, because I might just out at you at any moment”.  
The third level test is back to “I am your friend, and I am in rhythm with you,” but it’s 
faux friend.  You do join with him, but then you turn it around.  What the examinee has 
to look out for is, don’t say “yes” and don’t say “no”.  Just be present.  Sometimes the 
ego says “yes, I’ll take some of that” when it should say “no thank you”.  And sometimes 
it says “no, don’t give me any of that”, when it should be saying “yes, thank you”.  So 
just be present, and you will always know which to do.  That is what this test is about.   
 
Can somebody tell me, where is mind? 
 
Student:  Everywhere. 
 

Exactly.  So then when you are doing an exercise, where is mind?  Well it should 
be everywhere.  But what do we tell beginners when we are teaching them to pass this 
kind of test?  Don’t we tell beginners to “put your mind forward”?  Don’t we?  Yeah.  
But you aren’t beginners.  For beginners that is OK.  Every time you use your will power 
to direct mind into and intension consciously, there will be a reaction.  We call this 
karma.  Whatever goes out, comes back.  Tohei Sensei has a Shokushu about this.  
Whatever you do, there will be a reaction.  So, put your mind forward and try to pass the 
Ki Test.  (the student does so, is tested and fails).  So, did he pass?  Well, he passed if he 
was a beginner.  But he is not a beginner.  He is a teacher.  Immoveable means 
immoveable.  It doesn’t be sort of immoveable; a little shaky but I’m stable somewhere 
inside.  No.  It means stable.  Like this wall here is stable.  This is what we mean by 
stable.  One time Tohei Sensei tested me by lifting my arm from my wrist toward my 
shoulder, and I just moved ever so slightly.  He asked me, “What is your rank?”.  And I 
said “Shodan”.  “Then,” he said, “you didn’t pass”.  “Immoveable,” he said, “means 
immoveable.  Not sort of immoveable”.  Do you see?  This all depends upon your use of 
mind.  So use mind as it is, by resting in it.  Don’t do something with it.  We say “extend 
Ki”.  But this means to identify with the Ki of the universe.  It doesn’t mean moving 
some Ki from here to here.  That is OK, but that is for beginners.  It is a very limited view 
of extend Ki.  Ki is everywhere.  How could it go from here to there?  It is everywhere 
already.  It is realizing that.  That is what extend Ki means; being that, and not separate 
from it. 

Is that helpful? 
In the beginning, when we teach children unbendable arm, we ask them to 

imagine that their arm is a fire hose and the water is flowing through it.  Everyone knows 
you cannot bend a fire hose when there is water flowing through it.  And that helps the 
beginning child to understand.  And then when they get a little more developed we say, 
“Imagine Ki is flowing through your arm”.  A little higher level; still not very highly 
developed, but it is a step beyond the gross fire hose business, right?  So then finally, 
when they develop further, we tell them “Just keep One Point”. But you can’t do that to a 
beginner who just walked into the dojo.  They don’t have any idea what the heck you are 
talking about.  “O, be present in the river”.  Right?  They don’t have any point of 
reference.  So you have to give people something practical to use as they work their way 
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up.  But then, and particularly on the higher level, at some point you must learn to let that 
go. 
 

As someone here said, we all want to pass the test.  Is there anyone here who 
doesn’t want to pass the test?  No, of course not.  We all want to succeed in life.  
Everyone wants all the things you want.  I mean, you can supply the words.  Whatever 
they are, there is something right now every one of you wants, that you don’t have.  
Right?   

There are people who are very effective at this game of life.  They have 
everything they want, and it seems like what ever they want, they can get.  Because they 
know the rules and are very effective players.  And there are people in Aikido who seem 
to be able to always pass the Ki Test.  But it doesn’t quite mean that they are on such a 
high level.  Yeah, they are higher level than a beginner.  But look out.  That is why we 
say to never compare yourself with another student, never compare your dojo with 
another dojo, and never compare your school with another school.  This sense of 
competition arises from the need, the desperate longing, to succeed.  Only when you 
arrive in the present moment, so your realize that success and failure is completely beside 
the point, because it is not here.  It is a future consideration.  So as you move to the 
higher levels of training, you have to have what we call equanimity.  Equanimity means 
no preference.   

Do you know what they call the “three poisons”?  Do you know what they are?  
Attraction, aversion, and indifference.  All three of them are poisons.  Poisons, meaning 
they take you away from this moment.  They take you into an action driven, event driven 
existence.  That is like the rat on the little wheel.  And you never get off.  You never get 
off because you are driven by attraction, aversion, and indifference.  It is important to just 
try to understand this.  Particularly as you begin to develop, and you have had more and 
more practice, the same things are going to rebound on you more harshly that they did on 
you when you were less developed.  When you were less developed the teacher would 
tell you “This is very good”.   And now the teacher says “What is the matter with you?”  
You know? 

You are just lucky you never had Tohei Sensei say to you, “You know, you don’t 
know nothing!”.  And I thought he was telling me I was stupid, or that I didn’t have 
knowledge that I thought I had.  I did have that knowledge.  But what he meant was, 
“You only have intellectual understanding.  You don’t “know” anything.  You are not 
knowing this moment.  In other words you are not eating the apple.  You are just talking 
about the apple.  In other words, Tohei Sensei’s whole deal is you have to be able to do it.  
And that doesn’t stop at any level.  You have to be able to continue to demonstrate it on a 
deeper and deeper level.   


