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Letting Go Discussion Ch. 4 

Taiga/Shoga 

C. Curtis 

This is our fourth discussion from the book entitled Letting Go, and so we will be 
discussing the fourth chapter this evening which is entitled Taiga/Shoga.  As in the 
past, I’ll begin by reading a short excerpt from the chapter. 

“We make a distinction between the source of life, whether we call it God, or 
Universal Mind, or Reiseishin, and our personal mind.  There does appear to be a 
difference, but actually there is no difference.  If you start from that premise, then 
you cannot ever get to mind/body unification.  You cannot begin with that which is 
partial, if you wish to arrive at what is whole.  We do definitely rationalize a split. 
We see a personal mind, and then some kind of separate universal mind, or spirit.  
This split is an accepted condition of human life.  Tohei Sensei calls this universal 
mind “taiga”.  And the separate, personal, self oriented, self motivated, and self 
perpetuating mind he calls “shoga”.  

 
Shoga never goes away.  As long as you are living, you will have it here.  And there 
is a very good reason for it. It is not wrong, it is not bad and you don’t have to kill it.  
It is a very useful tool to use in this world, which is the world that it perceives and 
functions in.  A popular idea is that we need to remove this relative mind, this shoga. 
In an effort to do this, we sometimes make the mistake of trying to struggle against 
shoga.  But if you think about it, that is just shoga struggling with itself.  Because 
who is there to struggle with shoga?  It is just a struggle within itself, thinking it is 
going to get rid of shoga.  But shoga is trying to get rid of shoga! That is why all the 
machinations that we go through to try to become awakened or enlightened are 
misplaced, from this perspective. Tohei Sensei says go directly to reality by 
completely experiencing that which is right in front of us, with nothing left out.  Just 
rest in this experience.”  
 

Obviously this subject is a fertile ground for philosophizing, and indeed all the great 
thinkers through the years have written wonderfully elaborate books on what I’ve just 
mentioned in this small excerpt from this chapter.  But if we want to understand the 
mystery of taiga and shoga, absolute universe and relative universe, or absolute mind and 
relative mind, then we have to go at it by experiencing it for ourselves.  Even your 
teacher telling you about it, no matter how clear and revealing the words might be, is still 
not going to do it for us.  Each and every one of us we have to do the work ourselves.  
The teacher had to do the work, so also every one of you has to do the work.  “Do the 
work” means to open our selves to this experience, and this opening always occurs in the 
present moment.  We are always into what is happening right now.  And then this 
apparent dichotomy, or this seeming polarity between the universal and the personal, 
disappears.  This is what Tohei Sensei means by the word “unification.”   
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So that’s what we are doing here in the dojo.  Once again, this is what our practice is.  At 
any one time, we are all of us on different levels of our journey towards recognizing and 
participating in this profound experience that we are calling unification.  For some people 
in this room, it might be right around the corner.  For others, (and this does not 
necessarily depend upon your rank or years of experience in Aikido, although that 
certainly helps), it might be that it is not going to happen quite yet.  You may not be quite 
ready for that as yet.  And for that reason, we have Aikido practices.  Tohei Sensei 
developed all of these different practices through which we can perfect aspects of our 
mind, aspects of our body, and learn to bring those together to experience mind/body 
unification and then perhaps the greater implication of universal unification can be 
experienced. 
 
This is a very big chapter, with apparently wide-ranging subjects.  Someone once asked 
me, “Why do you have so many things in this chapter that aren’t related to the paradox of 
taiga and shoga?”  But I don’t think that’s the case.  I think, even though they may seem 
to be differing subjects, if you look carefully at each subsection, you’ll see that they each 
approach, discuss, and I hope reveal, some aspect of this predicament we find ourselves 
in, seemingly caught between a universal and a personal existence. 
 
So then, what’s your experience with this chapter?  Please share with me. 
 
Student:  When you are talking about emotions, you say experience them as they arise.  
But what if they keep arising, like death, for instance?  Do you keep experiencing them?  
I mean, how would you know when to stop and re-direct your mind and not stay in that 
experience?  You always tell us not to indulge in our experiences, so when do you know 
when to stop experiencing those emotions if they just keep coming up? 
 
We have talked about the very clear difference between experiencing a feeling and 
indulging in a feeling.  You are asking me, if I understand correctly, “When does it cross 
the line from one to another?”  But that may be not quite understanding correctly.  
Experiencing a feeling isn’t a preliminary happening, and then when you go on and 
experience it too much it evolves into indulging in it.  Experiencing and indulging are 
quite different.  For instance, when a thought arises…let’s use something that you love a 
lot. Let’s take Brady.  You love him, right? 
 
Student:  Yes. 
 
So let’s say that you are sitting in meditation and Brady comes to your mind, the thought 
of Brady, his handsome face.  You are sitting and just meant to be aware, sitting in 
awareness.  This thought arises, you don’t try to turn away from it, because that would be 
denying what is arising.  Whatever arises is what we are aware of.  We don’t pick and 
choose between thoughts or feelings.  And we don’t avoid a thought of someone we like 
a lot because we are afraid that we are going to indulge in that thought.  We don’t indulge 
in it, we just experience it.  If a warm feeling arises in you when you think of Brady, 
maybe you tingle a little bit.  Just experience that.  You can imagine that someone who is 
not supposed to be with Brady thinks of him and a warm, tingly feeling comes up, they 
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might accuse themselves of being inappropriate.  So even that would be avoidance.  Still 
even that person has to experience that feeling completely.   
 
What it doesn’t mean is that you start daydreaming then about spending time with Brady.  
Because immediately you are off in another time and place, and you are no longer aware 
in the moment.  Each feeling or thought comes along, stays for a moment as you 
acknowledge it for what it is, simply a movement of energy, and then it goes its way.  
Thoughts only stick around and develop into stories when we indulge in them.   
 
There isn’t any way to say how long we should experience something.  You experience it 
completely.  It doesn’t mean that it won’t come up again.  And when it does, you 
experience it once again.  Each time it loses it’s power to distract you, and eventually you 
will see each thought and feeling for what they are, just movements of energy, all apart of 
this big mind experience.  For instance, you might have some very distasteful experience 
that happened to you in the past that arises.  If it is a particularly traumatic experience, 
you might not be able to experience it all at once, so you experience a little of it.  And 
then tomorrow you can get a little more into it, and then the next day you allow a bit 
more.  With every feeling, with every thought, every experience it’s always unique.  It’s 
always all there is right now.  So we are just expressing the general principles here.   
 
When we avoid the experience by reacting, this we can usually predict because that 
reaction is a pattern that you carry in your life.  But when we truly just experience a 
thought or feeling, then a true response arises, and this response is never predictable.  The 
one rule we can make about being in the moment and being in response, is that this is 
always accompanied by a powerful plus experience in your body.  And when you are not 
present, but instead in reaction, there is always a contraction in your body.  So if you are 
in touch with your body, then you can tell what is going on.  If you start to daydream in 
meditation, the contraction with be there along with that, automatically.  And you might 
know this mostly by when it is gone.  You suddenly realize you are meant to be just 
resting in awareness, and immediately the contraction loosens and you can breathe again. 
 
Student:  I understand that the shoga mind is the mind that rationalizes, gets us through 
life rationally, whereas taiga is just the way.  If we evaluate our experience of taiga and 
then discuss it, do we discuss it from taiga, or are we now shoga mind analyzing taiga? 
 
OK, thank you, that’s the challenge of this whole discussion.  This is a really good 
question because just in the way you have expressed it, you have set shoga and taiga up 
as polarities.  
 
Universal mind, taiga, is everything.  Shoga is not separate from that.  The rational mind, 
or dualistic seeing, the evaluating judgment of this over that, is not outside of taiga.  But 
when we cling to and depend upon and narrowly see only that rational dualistic view, we 
simply cut ourselves off from seeing the bigger picture.  You know you can call this “big 
mind” and “small mind” for taiga and shoga.  It’s not that small mind isn’t part of big 
mind.  It is.  But when you are only experiencing that, you can’t be experiencing anything 
else.  In this case you would have a very narrow, limited view.   
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The way this operates in Aikido is that as soon as your attention goes towards making an 
effort to try to make something happen, you limit all of your options.  Tohei Sensei’s 
teaching is to stay in this open, universal condition.  This is open mindedness.  Here, all 
options are available to us.  As soon as we pick an avenue to follow, we have a problem.  
So don’t pick anything.  Picking something is a reaction to a perceived need.  Being in 
response means not to pick an option, but to follow the flow of what is continuously 
arising for us.  Of course this is much easier when you have been training for 20 or 30 
years, as you’ve experienced.  But even with your 3 or 4 years of training, you have 
experienced this here and there, right?  I think everyone in the room knows what I am 
talking about.  Even if you have just trained a little bit, you have had some experience of 
this, either in a Ki test or in an Aikido art.  That’s why we do simple arts in the beginning 
and more elaborate ones later.  You might be having an experience of this in a simple 
kaisho style art that some more advanced person doing sosho is not having.  So it is not 
like only the advanced people get to have this experience.  It can happen from the first 
day of training.  Of course, as you train through the years and you have more and more of 
that experience, it begins to drop into your life and become more trustworthy for you, and 
you don’t then feel so driven to pick an option to be effective.  You don’t have to pick the 
right word to say or the right move to make, or think “what kind of emotion should I be 
feeling here in this situation?”  Let it come.  We’ll see.  Experience it. 
 
I think that you want to sit more, of course, but also train in the dojo more. Build capacity 
through sitting, and you will experience freedom of mind more and more.  But 
sharpening your mental and physical skills is also very important, because you need to be 
able to express this freedom of mind experience.  These skills are very important.  I mean 
if you are and Aikido teacher, for instance, if you are teaching about this, then everything 
that you do, for better or worse, is more or less a skillful expression of this experience.  
You may be having this experience, but if you have never developed that skill you are not 
a very effective communicator of this, and the students don’t get it so well.  Of course, on 
the other hand, if you are just skillful at the techniques and haven’t done the sitting, you 
might not be having a very profound or honest experience yourself, and so you can also 
mislead the students in that way. 
 
You can assume from what I just said, that we are looking for a balance here.  But be 
careful, because then as soon as you say that, you tend to start thinking once again of 
taiga and shoga, the deep universal experience and the expression of that, as polarities.  
But true shoga is just the manifest expression within taiga.  Taiga itself is infinite and 
includes all there is.  OK? 
 
Student:  Last night in beginners class we were talking about this topic a little bit, and 
our teacher was showing us how different emotions lead to shoga versus other emotions 
lead towards taiga.   I may not be saying that exactly right, but I think he was saying, for 
example, that anger leads us to shoga mind, while compassion would be more reflective 
of experiencing taiga mind.  And in discussing that particular topic, compassion, we had 
come to the idea that compassion was a feeling of being quite exposed, not like empathy 
or pity, but that you are very raw, in a away, when you are genuinely experiencing 
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compassion.  And I understood from this that oftentimes compassion is quite painful.  And 
so I wonder how do you seek to find compassion in your life when you see that it leads 
you to pain? 
 
We have selfish thoughts, which are accompanied by selfish emotions.  The famous 
seven deadly sins are good examples of this, greed, lust, anger, etc.  And then we have 
selfless thoughts, accompanied by selfless emotions, which are generally thoughts 
towards the benefit of others, the happiness of others or the non-suffering of others.  This 
would be compassion, equanimity, joy, and loving kindness, known in traditional 
spiritual training as the “Four Immeasurables.”  But here’s the thing. Again, I’m wanting 
to be very cautious here.  When we see someone perform a certain kind of action, like 
hitting someone, we judge that to be motivated by selfishness.  And then anyone who 
does a certain other kind of action, like giving a gift, is motivated by selflessness. But 
don’t you know all the stories about Zen masters who wacked their students at just the 
right moment that the student suddenly woke up?!  And is the giving of a gift always 
helpful and appropriate?  Of course not.  But the way we judge the world is based upon a 
rationality and so everything has to fall into a category.  But that discussion of selfish and 
unselfish thought is really meant as a guide for you to see in your own meditation, in your 
moment to moment life, what is actually arising in you.  Because sometimes we have a 
feeling of pity and it is really quite selfish, very self-centered.  It actually makes us feel 
very important, and it is not compassion at all.  We don’t really care.  Of course we have 
an accompanying emotion that is very powerful so it seems like we really care.  So be 
careful about trying to tell someone else that it is pity they are experiencing, not 
compassion. 
 
Student:  Are these all really emotions?  When you name such things as lust and anger, I 
see that these are clearly emotions.  But when you talk about compassion, joy, equanimity 
and so forth, those are not emotions, are they?  I mean, joy is an emotion, I know that, 
but I don’t think compassion is.  This is more a state of mind, or how you are thinking. 
 
How you are thinking? 
 
Student:  Well, maybe I mean attitude.   
 
An attitude has no emotion? 
 
Student:  Well it could be, but… 
 
OK, I don’t want to get into mere semantics here.  Basically we are always experiencing 
some state of mind.  This subject began with the suggestion that there are selfish states of 
mind and selfless states of mind, with the corresponding emotions.  Mind is not separate 
from body.  A state of mind is always felt, or experienced.  It is never something that is 
just thought.  There is no state of mind that is just thought.  A thought is always 
accompanied by a feeling.  Mind is all of this experience together.  Mind is not something 
that you discover through thinking.  When you experience lust, it is a full-blown 
experience, which includes thoughts in story form and powerful feelings stimulated by 
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and enhanced by those stories.  When you experience compassion, or when you 
experience true joy for the benefit of others, this is a complete experience, just as real and 
just as complete as any other experience of the moment.  In fact we can say it is much 
more so, because it is not a restricted, narrow view.  Compassion is not an emotion 
serving merely our own benefit, but it is serving the benefit of all others. 
 
As I said, compassion is considered one of the Four Immeasurables.  These are infinite, 
meaning they cannot be measured in the usual way.  They are so profound and full, they 
are unborn and undying, no beginning and no end.  They are integral to our original 
nature and present at all times in us.  When we are having an experience of what Tohei 
Sensei calls taiga, or universal consciousness, joy and equanimity and compassion and 
loving kindness are always present in that.  They are brought out and actualized by 
another person or a circumstance.  For instance loving-kindness is wanting happiness for 
others and so might arise when we see someone in a state of despair.  Compassion is 
wanting others to be free of suffering, and so might arise when being confronted by great 
emotional reactive trauma.  You might think those two are the same thing, but there are 
subtle differences there.  And as you mentioned, these selfless emotions are very raw, 
because this open minded state is very vulnerable.  This can be joyful, or can at times be 
experienced in a great deal of pain.  They are definitely powerful emotions, but it is 
important to point out that the kind of pain one feels for another, is not the same kind of 
pain caused by the contraction of selfishness and fear of loss. 
 
In any case, emotion itself is what you are experiencing in your body at every moment in 
your life.  There is always something here to experience.  I want to be clear that there is 
no moment in our lives when some emotion is not present, selfish or selfless, serving self 
or serving others.  Emotion in this sense, is experience itself.  We say “experience the 
emotion”.  But actually there is no difference between the awareness of the emotion and 
the emotion itself.  This is what we discover when we truly experience our lives. 
 
Once we can experience this, then we can be there for another person.  For instance, with 
Suzuki Sensei in the hospital bed.  He is not really responding in any way that might be 
immediately recognizable.  So we are not called upon in the usual way.  But when we go 
there, we are simply there with him, open and aware, for him.  I think some of you have 
been doing this and maybe you have then experienced this compassion and rested in this 
for his sake while with him.  And now that he has left his body, now we can continue in 
this same way.  And in exactly this same way, he will be with each of us continually, as 
we are able to experience this with everyone in our lives. 
 
Student:  You said the Four Immeasurables are always present.  Does that mean that 
anger and greed are the same, always present? 
 
No, they are not the same at all.  Anger and greed arise as a result of a refusal to 
experience of what is here, when we can’t accept what is present.  When we are unable to 
experience the feeling that is present, we react to that feeling, sometimes with anger and 
sometimes with other selfish emotions.  When we say “selfish” we mean self-serving, 
because we are trying to protect the self.  We are trying to avoid pain and increase 
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pleasure.  So whenever you have some thought to do that, and the accompanying emotion 
that is related to that, it arises because you are either trying to avoid or cling to what is 
here. 
 
This is about living, experiencing.  You can’t figure it out without limiting the very thing 
you want to understand.  That’s why I say sit more, breathe more.  We are talking about 
direct knowing, not something you can get in a book, or even from me, although I still 
want you to listen, so that you can have this experience with me now. 
 
Student:  I have experienced a setback in my training in that I have recently injured both 
my legs.  But is this really a setback? 
 
You tell me. 
 
Student:  Well, I guess I am here, and it’s great right now, so I guess it’s not really a 
setback.  It doesn’t really matter ultimately, but I am experiencing disappointment 
because I may not be able to test, you know.  

 
So is jumping around on the mat the extent of your training? 

Student:  No. 

One time I injured my wrist and wasn’t able to train for a few months, and so for some 
time I had to sit on the bench and watch class from there.  I was very disappointed in the 
beginning because I was at the time all about what was happening on the mat.  But I got 
to see the whole experience from a new perspective.  It opened up new areas to me that I 
wasn’t even considering.  So it was very helpful and I think it happened at just the right 
time when I was becoming very addicted to the movement alone.  I have always been 
very grateful about that happening, although at the time I do remember being a little bit 
disappointed, as you are expressing.  It’s just a very narrow view, because practice is 
certainly not just what happens on the mat.  And I promise you you’ll have plenty of time 
on the mat.  And even if you were permanently injured you could still continue to 
practice every moment of every day for the rest of your life.  Right? 

Student:  Yes, thank you. 

Student:  Sensei, you know as we go through our daily life we have choices we make, 
things we want, etc.  These choices seem to involve getting what we want and the fear of 
not getting what we want.  But what you say about taiga seems to be that it is a choice- 
less condition.  What is the difference between the choices we make in shoga, and the 
choice-lessness of taiga? 

Do we really make choices?  Is that how things happen in our lives?  In other words, 
when you choose one kind of wine over another, is that a choice or is that a patterned 
reaction?  I think if you look closely you will see that when you are making what you call 
choices in everyday life, you’re exercising your judgment based on your historical 
patterns of judgment.  I don’t call that a choice.  In this sense, even shoga is choice-less if 
seen correctly. 
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What I call a true choice is keeping one point or not.  In other words, we always have the 
choice at every moment to come back and be present.  That’s a choice that we make.  
That doesn’t ever happen by accident.  We have to choose to be present.  Now, surely, 
once we’ve had a lot of experience choosing to be present, it’s easier to make that choice.  
But in the beginning it’s very difficult to make that choice.  Because we think that 
choices involve a red car or a green car, a pippin apple or a fuji apple, steak or chicken, 
vegetarian or meat eating.  However, those are all conditioned responses.  And when we 
are living in a world where we are controlled by those conditioned responses, then we are 
never present. If we are really present then we have chosen to be so and we are in 
awareness.  We can’t be present and not be aware.  Because we have to make the choice 
consciously to be present. 

Does that help? 

Student:  One the one side it does, on the shoga side.  But haven’t you mentioned that 
there is a choice-less nature in taiga? 

Yes.  Once we choose to be aware and we see what those clouds are made of that keep us 
unaware, we very soon begin to see that we are being controlled by our history when we 
think we choose one thing over another, when we accept one person and reject another.  
The more clearly we see how life works, the less choice we seem to have. 

The first day Suzuki Sensei came into the dojo, he chased me into the corner and said, 
“This is life and death training. You do not understand.”  He was basically saying “You 
think you have a choice, but you don’t.  This is the real I’m introducing you to here.  The 
choice-less life.”  OK? 

Student:  Is that to say that we are all pre-determined beings and the only thing we can 
really choose is to experience it or not? 

Did I say that we are predetermined beings?  Who would do that predetermining? 

Student:  Well you said that stuff just happens to us, so… 

Well, I am not quite sure what you are asking there, but let me ask you.  Can you control 
what happens to you?  Can you control what thoughts come into your mind, what feelings 
arise in your body, what other people do? 

Student:  No. 

No, of course not.  So, in that sense, stuff happens, life continues, and what comes up for 
you is completely outside of your control.  That’s not the same as saying it is all 
predetermined by someone or something.  Of course nothing is cause-less in this relative 
condition.  We talked about karma last time.  Everything has an infinite amount of cause, 
and it is utterly impossible to see the infinite amount of cause that goes into each thought 
that arises, each circumstance that comes about.  So we waste our time trying to figure all 
that out.  Just rest in awareness.  Just experience this. That’s all this is for.  It’s not for 
any other reason.  We make all sorts of stories up about it, but it’s just to be experienced, 
honestly, and presently. 
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Student:  As a beginner, what’s the easiest way to just experience this and not get lost in 
thoughts about this. 

Practice Ki Breathing.  Ki Breathing is the easiest meditation.  That’s why we are so 
blessed that Tohei Sensei gave us this.  Every meditation works in the same way.  In the 
case of Ki Breathing, the body and the mind are completely engaged in the exercise.  And 
then what happens?  You start thinking about something.  The breathing might still be 
continuing, because your body mechanism is capable of that, but you are not present for 
that.  And then you go “Oh wait, I’m supposed to be paying attention to the breath.”  So 
you come back.  That’s the practice.  The coming back is the practice.  And whether you 
are beginner or advanced student you are still practicing coming back.   

So in the beginning that’s the easiest of all the very difficult meditation practices.  And 
that’s why I am constantly encouraging you beginners and more advanced people to be 
sure you are practicing this every day, so that you are building some capacity.  This 
“capacity” means your ability to return, to come back and stay for a bit in the present.  
Because for right now, unless I am talking to you like this, your ability to be present 
might only be a flash of a second or two and then you are off again thinking about 
something.  So coming back is just like building a body to be an athlete of any kind.  You 
need to train.  And the capacity or strength in our case, is our ability to be present. 

Student:  Sometimes when you look at yourself, and you can see that what you are 
thinking or doing is from the selfish mind, you might feel guilty about it. 

That’s even more selfish.  Double the trouble. 

Student:  So, my question is that guilt coming from the taiga mind or the shoga mind? 

The same one that is doing the nasty thinking, is accusing you in that nasty way.  It’s all 
nasty.  That’s why you can’t fight with yourself and win.  That’s what I read in the 
excerpt from our book tonight.  That is just shoga struggling with shoga.  Guilt is the 
selfish mind accusing itself of being inadequate or improper.  We are usually way harder 
on ourselves than we are on other people, and we are pretty bad with other people. So we 
are awfully nasty to ourselves, accusing ourselves of all sorts of impropriety.  That is that 
superego again. I hear some people say that you have to fight with the superego and get 
rid of it, to tame it, because it is bad.  Guess what?  The one who says that, the one who 
engages the superego in that way, is the superego!  It’s a trap, folks.  That’s why Tohei 
Sensei said just keep one point.  Or in other words just come back.  That’s all that means; 
keep one point means to just come back to the present.  

If you find yourself having a selfish thought, well that’s understandable.  You’re a human 
being.  So just come back.  If you go a step further and you see that you are feeling guilty 
about your selfishness, even that is understandable.  Just come back.  Don't get mad at 
yourself for being guilty and begin accusing yourself of being stupid, because that’s still 
yet another level of foolishness.  And it just goes on and on.  That’s what we do.  That’s 
why our condition is called “lost”.  So just come back.  Accept everything, no matter 
what. Come back.  Don’t judge it to be good or bad.  Every thought is just energy 
moving, that’s all.  We think that thoughts are things, we believe them and make them 
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real.  But they are just energy moving.  And once you really get into deep sitting, and you 
are present, thoughts just arise as an energy movement, and you don’t follow them out of 
attraction or aversion.   You don’t buy into it.  So there is nothing to accuse oneself of, 
because it’s just an energy movement. 

All right.  That’s enough for tonight.  Thank you. 


