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Good evening.  This is our second Friday night discussion class based upon our 
book, Letting Go.  This time our subject is Chapter 2, Breathing As Living.  In the 
way of explanation I would just like to remind us all that the idea of having these 
classes on the last Friday of each month until we finish the book is to begin to build a 
common understanding.  After all, that is what we are doing with the training, that’s 
the purpose of your private meetings with me, and this is what we are doing in this 
discussion group, building a common understanding based upon our mutual 
experience of what this practice actually is.  First, each of us has to understand it, in 
some sort of intellectual way, and then we have to find a way to experience it.  
Without the experience of it, we don’t really have an understanding of it.  Even if you 
can explain it very intelligently and clearly, this doesn’t mean you understand.  You 
have to be able to do it.  When Tohei Sensei taught us, “You must be able to do it,” he 
often was referring to the actual demonstration of this principle in action, when 
being attacked, being held, or being tested in some way in the dojo.  But of course, in 
the dojo is not enough.  What we are practicing is how to be present in the midst of 
whatever conflict or challenge or difficulty arises in our life.  So this is where we 
start, together, in the dojo.  And then we take that out into our lives and we practice 
experiencing it, not practice thinking about it. 

OK.  I am going to begin by reading something from the chapter: 

“I often talk about the three levels of breathing; Whole Body Breathing, Universal 
Breathing, and Musoku or No Breathing.  While these do lead from one to another in our 
practice, we  have to be careful, in looking at these three levels of breathing, that we 
don’t limit ourselves by thinking about them as sequential.  All three of them can and do 
happen at all stages of development. 
 
The Three Levels of Breath Practice 
 
1)  Whole Body Breathing: We slowly inhale, imagining that the breath steadily fills us, 
from the tips of our toes to the top of our head.  Then we slowly exhale, imagining that 
the breath steadily leaves us, from the top of our head to the tips of our toes. 
2)  Universal Breathing:  As we exhale, we feel ourselves filling the entire universe, and 
as we inhale, we feel the entire universe concentrating into the One Point in the lower 
abdomen. 
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3)  Musoku Breathing (No Breathing):  This doesn’t mean that there is no longer any 
breathing, but rather that the breath continues without a sense of the self doing the 
breathing. 
 This Musoku is a major shift within you.  Instead of feeling all of this boundless 
energy, with you in the middle experiencing it, you see that this essential self, this true 
nature, this Original Mind, is the energy itself.  There is just the boundless energy.  It is 
not you having the boundless energy.  You don’t have anything, because there is no you 
to have anything.  It just is.”  
 
In the beginning of our training, we are poor actors.  We see many faults and 
shortcomings in ourselves and we notice that we are not very efficient, not very free, and 
as a result we don’t function very well.  We even may be pursuing some activities that 
harm ourselves or others in some serious way.  So we begin to train seriously.  And 
through this process of coming to class, meditating, reading and reflecting on it, we begin 
to become better actors.  We were poor actors, but we get to be better and better actors 
until we are downright good actors.  You know what I mean by “good actors”, we are 
thinking of others, we are generous with our money and our time in helping others, open 
to suggestions from others, we don’t try to control them.  In short we are trying our best 
to be an effective and useful human being in our society.  This is very good.  This is 
being a good actor. 
 
But this is still someone doing something, isn’t it?  In principle there is no difference 
between “good actor” and “poor actor.”  A good actor may have a little more enjoyable 
life, maybe make a little more money, have a few more friends, and so forth.  But in 
principle there is still someone doing something.  In other words, there is still a 
separation between you and the one you are helping.  So this is still not quite it. 
 
Whole Body Breathing, Universal Breathing, these are an important part of the process 
we go through on our way to becoming less self centered, less opinionated, less expert, 
less excessive about our needs, our beliefs, our requirements.  In short, this helps us 
become better actors.  And if we, indeed, go through these years of practicing Whole 
Body Breathing, Universal Breathing, then this begins to happen for us automatically.  
These practices are very effective, actually, and we are grateful for that.  But then, at 
some point, this No Breathing happens.  And suddenly this sense of separation slips away 
from us, somehow.  We don’t in fact know how.  It’s mysterious, so we cannot say how.  
Just suddenly it’s missing, this sense of being some one.  There isn’t a self doing good or 
ill, no one is breathing, but someone is breathing, action continues.  So we can say this is 
“no actor.”  Poor actor, good actor, then no actor. 
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But we are not through yet.  This Musoko is not the final stage of our training.  It’s an 
essential ingredient in our training.  It might even be called the essential happening itself.  
But we can’t function in daily life in a state of Musoku.  And yet, somehow, we must 
bring this state into our daily life.   
 
For Whole Body Breathing and Universal Breathing, this is the dual world.  This is 
separation.  Even in Universal Breathing, there’s self and universe, so this is the dual 
world.  When we fall into Musoku, there is no more separation.  There is no more self 
and other.  So we call this non-dual, or no separation.  So first there’s dual, then there’s 
non-dual.  But there’s one more stage; dual/non-dual.  Very important.  “First there’s a 
mountain, then there’s no mountain, then there is.”  You’ve heard this before.  That is 
what this means.  First we lock our car, because we’re afraid someone will steal it.  
That’s dual.  Then we fall into Misoku, Taiga, lost in Reiseishin, can’t find self, and we 
don’t bother to lock the car because there’s no one to steal it.  But then, someone steals 
our car.  And so we see, “Ah, must lock the car.”  But not because you are afraid 
someone will steal it, but because we have a responsibility to that someone who might 
steal it, to not make that available.  This is an entirely different perspective, and one that 
cannot be achieved intellectually.  You cannot move from dual to dual/non-dual.  You 
can’t go from a sense of separation and not pass through this interim state of non-dual, 
and find dual/non-dual.  You can’t skip that step, intellectually overcoming the fear of 
someone stealing something from you.  So that’s why I say that this interim state is so 
important.  But I have emphasized the importance of this state so strongly that I have 
begun to hear people express that this must be the ultimate state. No.  It’s just necessary 
for each one of us to experience this unification, this non-dual condition. 
 
OK.  Now we can have questions. 
 
Student:  Sometimes I think I might be having Musoku, but I am not sure.  You know, I am 
just sitting there breathing, and suddenly I don’t have to breathe at all.  I can just sit 
there for the longest time, without breathing or anything.  But then I am thinking about it, 
wondering if this is Musoku, so I don’t know if it is or not.  And then I also see myself 
disappear sometimes, and it’s all black.  Like when I am doing shuchuho and kakudaiho, 
and then I realize it’s all the same, I’m neither a big guy nor a small guy. 
  
Who experiences this? 
 
Student:  I don’t know.  Someone looking down or someone looking up?  I can’t tell.  I 
am not sure if it is the voice in my head looking at it, or what.  It’s strange and very 
confusing. 
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Before we experience Musoku in the way that I express it, many experiences begin to 
happen, as our desperate grip on this idea of me being here begins to crack.  This 
profound death grip (as everyone knows’ who has tried to pry it loose) is very tricky 
because the one who’s trying to pry it loose, is the one that is the problem.  So it is a kind 
of double bind in that way.  It’s kind of like an abalone trying pry itself off a rock. How 
absurd.  It just has to relax and let go of the rock!  
 
As you begin giving up hope that some miraculous transformation is going to occur and 
turn you into an enlightened master, the perfect Atman person, and just rest here, slight 
shifts begin to happen.  I often talk about this in such a way that it seems there is a pure 
100% shift from dual mind state to absolutely no one there.  Yet even when you are in a 
deep state of awareness, of presence, there still can be some sense of a self pushing, 
coloring, commenting on, impressed with, taking possession of, giving shape and 
definition to, and trying to make sense of the precious presence.  So as we go through the 
process many different experiences occur.  Don’t try to decide whether this is Musoku or 
not.  Just experience it completely.  Don’t try to think about it, don’t try to do anything 
with it, just be in it and have the experience like anything else in your life.  Experience it 
as it is, without any input from your self, thank you very much. 
 
Does that help? 
 
Student:  Yes. 
 
Student:  Sensei, you said the Musoku is an important part of the transformation, but we 
can’t exist in our dual world in that state, leaving our car unlocked all the time. 
 
Yes, it’s difficult to function when you don’t know how to make your way home. 
 
Student:  So is it that it is just a perceived difficulty?  I mean you say it is something that 
we have to go through.  So how do you go through life without functioning? 
 
If we had the luxury of being monks and nuns, going into a monastery and existing in that 
world, that might be different.  The reason a monastic life is the way it is, with most of 
our options taken away, is so that we can be as much as possible in the non-dual state and 
not have to find your way home, not have to do any functioning.  Whatever functioning 
happens is so rote that it takes no attention.  There are no crises in the dual world of a 
monetary, ideally.  That is the purpose of all those rules and limitations to the way of 
living. 
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But we don’t all have that kind of luxury.  We have families, we have jobs, we’re lay 
people, we are not monks and nuns.  So you might have the luxury of an hour or two of 
sitting in the morning or in the evening, but that’s just about it. Right?  So you might 
have this Musoku experience, and if it happens first thing in the morning some day, you 
might have to stay home from work that day, or maybe two days, or even have someone 
else drive you in the car from here to there for a while.  Just until things begin to return to 
dual “normal” existence.  But as we practice sitting in this condition and we become used 
to it, then more and more we can be in daily life and function effectively, allowing the 
useful part of our dual perception to serve us, so that we can work, drive the car, plan 
dinner, buy groceries, come home, have a relationship with our family and different 
people in the dojo and at work.  Little by little that begins to happen.  This isn’t 
something that happens over night.  And in the process of this there’s a lot of slipping 
back and forth.  When you’ve had this Musoku experience, it doesn’t mean that when 
you go back to work you are going to be in the perfect dual/non-dual state.  You are 
going to fall back into the dual and forget all about it, and start reacting like mad again.  
You may find yourself reacting to the first thing that comes up and start accusing yourself 
and feel that you are worse off than you ever were. 
 
All of this happens gradually.  Sitting more and more, more experience of Musoku, etc.  
The intensity of that experience begins to be able to be handled in your vessel, in your 
body.  Because in the beginning the energy is so intense that you can’t function well.  It’s 
just too much.  It blows out all the stops.  But after you become more used to it, then it’s 
almost normal.  It’s nothing like before, but it’s something through which you can 
function, talk to people like this.  You can be with people and be experiencing both at the 
same time, without one inhibiting the other.  This is what I mean by dual/non-dual.  And 
this is the experience I am always talking about that I called living life completely. So 
don’t misunderstand and think that Musoku is living life completely, not yet!  You are 
not yet a useful human being. 
 
In a way, it might be nice to go to a monastery.  Certainly when you have this experience 
for the first time, you think that would be cool.  “I don’t want to have any more 
responsibility.  I just want to be in this place all the time.”  But that’s not all right.  All  
you have to do is look around your world and you can see why.  In each one of your 
lives, you have many responsibilities. You cannot walk away.  Some of you some time 
might be in such a place where you could do that, where you are free enough, not 
married, no job, you could afford to go take three years and do that.  I took three years 
and did that.  You can make that decision and do that.  But even at the time, when I was 



  6 

finished with the three years, and I told my teacher I wanted to go join a group and just be 
in a monastery, he said “No, that’s not what you do.  You have to re-enter.”   
 
So, I guess we need to notice here that this is not something that happens only once. 
That’s what I meant in that first paragraph of the chapter when I said, “It’s not 
sequential”.  It’s not like you do Whole Body Breathing, then Universal Breathing, then 
you have Musoku and Pau!  You got it.  It’s over.  No.  This story repeats itself in our 
lives over and over again until we become masters of the story, and we can live in the 
story completely without manipulating it, and see that it is just a story.  Can you see that? 
 
Does that address your question? 
 
Student:  You say it almost becomes normal.  You say Musoku is not normal, but it 
becomes part of your normal daily experience? 
 
Yes.  The point is that it doesn’t interrupt or get in the way of functioning effectively in 
daily life.  That's what I mean. 
 
Student: You mentioned being an effective human being.  Is the idea of becoming 
dual/non-dual the ideal or goal? 
 
Oh-oh. Danger, danger, danger.  This was the subject of our last discussion, when 
someone brought up the Atman, and a student asked me this same question about the goal 
of being perfect.  He asked if he did all the things I teach would be then become this 
Ataman or perfect person.  Do you remember what I said to him?   
 
Student:  There is no Atman? 
 
That’s not what I said.  What I said was, “No, what I mean is to cherish the idea of 
becoming a perfect person is the most ridiculous and useless of ideals.  Instead, you 
should spend your time looking more closely at yourself, and then you might be surprised 
to find out that you and the old Atman are not that far apart already.   
 
Of course training is dangerous.  Learning anything is dangerous.  Because automatically 
our selfish mind that wants to gain and build and become more powerful, loveable and 
respectable, that one is trying to figure out how to put it all together and gain the most out 
of all of this and be the ultimate one.  That’s the problem, not the solution.  So be careful 
how you hear what I say.  Because as you can see, it’s very easy, when you hear a teacher 
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talking in this way, to form a goal oriented structure that can take you over and you can 
become obsessed with, when it’s in fact the one thing that’s holding you away from it. 
 
We’re not going anywhere.  You know, T.S. Eliot said the end of all of our strivings is 
going to be to find ourselves right where we began and know the place for the first time.  
That’s what I mean by take a look at yourself instead of striving for an ideal outside of 
yourself that you just piece together out of information that you’ve gotten from other 
people. 
 
Student:  Can you talk about his in relation to what goes into the constancy of your 
practice in breathing.  Because I know that is something I continue to struggle with.  It’s 
that showing up to see what happens.  You say Musoku arises spontaneously. 
 
Yes, everything actually arises spontaneously. 
 
Student:  Then by that definition Whole Body Breathing arises spontaneously and 
Universal Breathing arises spontaneously.  So what is your role as the person training? 
 
That’s your question?  What is your role?  What is who’s role? 
 
Student:  I somehow knew you were going to ask me that. 
 
Well, if you ask me a question like “What is my role?”, I have no choice but to ask you 
that question in response.   You can ponder that a bit. 
 
I also received some written questions: 
 
Question: How did you establish your breathing practice?  Recently I was told the best 
way to start one is to develop a spot in your house that is just for breathing and then go 
there and sit every day for 20 minutes.  I was told, even if I did not intend to breathe that 
day I should at least go there and state the exact reason to myself why I was not 
practicing.” 
I also was told I should keep a diary for the days I practiced and the days I did not.  Is 
this something you would recommend? 
 
Well, we all know that Suzuki Sensei kept a breathing diary.  He kept a little book in his 
shirt pocket and every morning he was out there writing down how long he breathed.  
And if there was a blank there, he had to fill it in.  So if he missed one hour today, then 
he had to breathe two hours tomorrow, to make up for the hour that he missed.  It all went 
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in that little black book.  I saw that book many times, and there was not an empty space 
in that book.  He truly made up for anything he missed in this way.  And that was his way 
of dealing with his particular personality.  He never did tell me, “You should have one of 
these books.”  Not once.  He never told me I should keep this kind of diary.  He did tell 
me many times that he had this book, and that he never missed his breathing and that if 
he did he made it up.  He was quite clear about that.   
 
As I am sure you’ve noticed, I try to leave room for everybody’s approach.  For some, 
this much flexibility may be giving you so much leeway that you’re going to be a lazy 
bones and you’re never going to breathe.  For others of you, it will be giving you the 
room you need to find your particular way, which actually when it comes down to it, is 
the only way that it will work for you. 
 
Question: “The Fear of God speech.”  This was the nickname for the speech that Suzuki 
Sensei and you would give when discussing breathing.  I have noticed that you no longer 
give this speech.  Why?” 
 
It doesn’t work.  It’s just so much bluster.  You know, just in the same way that each 
student has to find their own way of development training, a teacher has to find his or her 
own way to share their experience with others.  Tohei Sensei did it one particular way 
and no one else ever did it again that way.  Suzuki Sensei did it his own particular way.  
No one ever did it again that way.  But since I was his main student, I copied many things 
from him, in the beginning, to give myself a structure to teach through.  And it took some 
time for me to be able to leave that alone and find my own way and see what works for 
me.  You don’t just do it because it was your teacher’s way of expressing.  Maybe for 
him this “Fear of God” speech is OK.  But for me, not anymore. 
 
Also, times change.  We live in a world that is completely different than the world that 
Tohei Sensei and world Suzuki Sensei grew up and taught in.  We live in a world of the 
internet.  We live in a world of instant communication throughout the world.  We live in 
a world where almost half of any bookstore is filled with spiritual philosophy, what was 
not even available when Tohei Sensei and Suzuki Sensei were young.  So that has its 
good side and its detrimental side.  You read all that stuff, you might think you know 
something, even though you haven’t had this experience.  On the other hand, there is now 
lots of room for inspiration and guidance that wouldn’t otherwise be available to you. 
 
Student:  Back to his question about being an effective human being:  Both setsudo and 
otomo training are ways to help get out of the way so that we can be an effective 
instrument in the world.  And yet I am a dedicated practitioner who has always had 
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tremendous resistance to Ki Breathing.  Maybe I can breathe two days a week.  I cannot 
sustain a breathing practice after 23 years of practice.  Every time I start to breathe I just 
have such difficulty.  I can breathe in class, but on my own it’s really hard for me to do it. 
 
Do you have a question? 
 
Student:  Well, it’s like this is my challenge ever since I walked into the dojo, and it 
continues to be that way.  I once had a serious operation on my lungs, so there is trauma 
surrounding the lungs and this makes it even more difficult, because I seem to also have 
to face that moment of dying. 
 
OK, so what’s the question? 
 
Student:  Help! 
 
You started by saying that setsudo, teaching or sharing the way of the universe, and 
practicing otomo are two ways of being more effective human beings.  And then you 
went on to say I’m having trouble with my breathing.  How do those relate to you? 
 
Student:  It’s my ego that’s giving me trouble with my breathing.  In each of those other 
practices I am able to see how I interfere with them because my ego wants to be center 
stage.  But when I am sitting there attempting to breathe, my ego wins, and stops me from 
breathing. 
 
That’s a pretty narrow definition of ego.  I would suggest that we drop the word ego for 
the moment and say “fear of dying” keeps you from being able to breathe effectively.  
When we have fear, it’s because there is some one we are trying to protect from damage.  
Actually there is no one.  If you look there, you won’t find any one.  There is actually no 
one to protect.  And in exactly this same way, when we actually “look fear in the face” or 
fully experience the fear, we see that there is nothing behind it. It’s a straw dog that this 
false sense of there being some one puts up to strengthen itself.  This self-protective 
device of fear is used to strengthen the sense of self.  Interestingly enough, otomo 
practice also strengthens the sense of self, but in a different way.  In a way, setsudo can 
do the same thing, for a teacher, as well. So in a way, these two practices can be even 
more dangerous, more challenging, more tempting to take credit for, than breathing.  In 
other words this false sense of self is always the problem. 
 
You use the word ego.  That's OK, I suppose.  That is the word we sometimes use in the 
West to mean this false sense of self.  But as you used it you were narrowing it down by 
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saying “I can overcome my ego and serve others, but I can’t overcome my ego and do the 
breathing.”  So I’m kind of expanding that a little bit and saying “Let’s look at the whole 
picture.” 
 
Student:  Yeah, I have seen the process where, when I’m serving someone, I’m going, 
“Look how well I’m serving you,” and I see that highlights the ego, so that it’s really 
difficult to serve and not want to be seen as something special. 
 
The problem is, when we see it that way, the ego becomes and object.  So then, what is 
the subject?  That’s what I meant by “narrowing too much.”  The false sense of self is all 
of that, not part of that. 
 
If no one is serving and no one is being served, then there’s no one involved.  So that’s 
“mu-serving.” 
 
We have discussed breathing together many times.  In the beginning you were really hard 
on yourself in the way that you sat and your breathing was very harsh and troublesome.  
It was painful to watch you, actually.  And then you’ve had a number of breakthroughs 
where we discussed your technique and your approach, in the sense of “ I must” and 
forcing yourself and using that kind of idea of discipline, which is again really a kind of 
forcing.  This has not been successful for you and so I’ve invited you over and over to 
back away from that and just allow the breath to be as gentle and quiet and easy as you 
like, even all the way back to just following the breath.  If you look at Universal 
Breathing, it’s just an extension or expansion of following the breath.  If you think of it as 
doing something, you are defeated before you begin. 
 
Think of beginning by just following the breath, which I know you’ve done a lot of.  Just 
follow the breath.  Do nothing.  And then see what happens.  Maybe spontaneously 
Universal Breathing might begin. 
 
Student:  OK, that’s helpful. 
 
Student:  A question about the mechanics of this, as a beginner.  You say “Don’t force” 
but does the belly actually contract to a point when you are breathing?  I mean, what’s 
the point where you stop exhaling or inhaling breath.  It’s all individual, I’m sure, but is 
there something special you could say about that? 
 
Inhale until you are ready, exhale until you are done. 
 


