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St. Petersburg, Russia Spring Seminar – Question & Answer 
With David Shaner Sensei and Christopher Curtis Sensei 
Sunday, May 11, 2014 
 
Question:  It seems strange to me that Ki Testing, as a system of teaching, is not 
structured as a special discipline. 

Shaner Sensei:  Ki Tests are fundamental to all five disciplines.  After Tohei 
Sensei wrote the Shokushu in the early 1970’s, he never changed them for 
decades.  And then, when he had an opportunity to reflect, he thought, “Well, 
there is one thing so important that maybe we should add a Shokushu on Ki 
Testing.”  It’s even called “The Treasure of Ki Testing.”  So I think the question 
mistakenly assumes that Ki Testing is not important for all five disciplines.   

Curtis Sensei:  Wow.  We like each other because we see each other in a way 
that you may not actually see us.  You know, we know how difficult it is to do 
what we do.  I know that sometimes when you see us you think, “The better you 
get at something the easier to do what you do.”  You know, like skiing.  But when 
you are a champion Olympic skier, and you see another skier who is a champion, 
you know what it takes to do that, and what they are experiencing, not as an 
idea, but in your heart.  So, I don’t know about Shaner Sensei, but when I am 
watching him teaching, I am having this experience.  This is the “wow.”  I just 
wanted to share that with you. 

Question:  I have a question about life and the practical approach.  I would like to 
know how the concrete practices we do in the dojo merge with every day life.  So 
the dojo should not be just a peaceful island of calmness, not an escape from 
reality, and then in every day life every thing stays the same as it was.  What are 
the criteria for growth in real life, not mastery in the dojo, and not physical criteria.  
Are there these things that Sensei use in their practice, and do they use them at 
all?   

Curtis Sensei:  Shall we start with cleaning toilets?  This kind of question comes 
from, and please understand that I am not meaning to insult you, but his comes 
from a kind of person that thinks that the dojo and daily life are separate.  At the 
Maui dojo, for instance, once a week we clean the whole dojo.  Everybody gets 
together and cleans the dojo.  So our dojo is pretty much spotless at all times.  
And very importantly, the toilets and showers are disinfected and scrubbed clean.  
I cleaned one of your toilets yesterday myself, because it was so messy.  I 
couldn’t find any disinfectant, but I did my best.   

You make it a part of your daily life.  You notice.  How clean are these mats?  Are 
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you cleaning between every class?  I don’t see it.  Are you taking a wet mop and 
cleaning them off at least every day?  I don’t know.  I don’t see this.  Are these 
windows kept clean, clean, clean?  There’s not much we can do, on a physical 
level, beyond keeping our body in shape, eat well, don’t drink too much.  But you 
do it in everything, in the way that you cook for other people.  How many of you 
give a gift because you like it?  How many give me a drink because it’s what you 
drink?  People give us gifts all the time, of course, since we’re teachers.  There 
are certain people that know how to give gifts.  They find out what you need.  I 
like clean toilets.  Please give me that gift next time. 

Daily life and dojo practice is one.  Don’t separate it.  Take responsibility. 

Shaner Sensei:  The question makes me think of the five principles of Shinshin 
Toitsu Aikido.  Sometimes we say “The Five Principles of Leading Others.”  I 
can’t imagine my daily life without practicing these principles in every 
conversation.  So, number one, extend Ki.  It just means to Keep One Point, 
Relax Completely.  So that’s a choice that I choose to make in my daily life.  
Number two, understand your partners mind.  So I can’t imagine having a 
conversation without listening first.  I can’t really understand another 
conversation in my daily life without listening.  They are showing me their mind 
because I am willing to just be quiet and listen.  Number three, respect your 
partners mind.  So I can choose to either collide, like in Aikido, or I can choose to 
respect what they are saying.  In my work with businesses, I say, “You have to 
start with listening.”  And then for the person to know that they are understood, 
there is a verbal technique called “repeat and confirm.”  So you use your words 
to do number four, put yourself in the place of your partner.  So you show them 
that you are respecting their opinion by actually saying back what they are telling 
you.  This practice is done in daily life with every conversation you have. 

So I am not sure why the question assumes that one life is dojo life and the other 
life is daily life.   

Question:  When you talk about Keeping One Point, what concrete processes, 
mental or physiological feelings do you mean?  Is it mental, concentration or 
imagination, or is there some physical feeling like warmth somewhere around this 
point?  Or is it some ideal state which is not connected with this particular point in 
the lower abdomen and characterized like relaxation?  And how does this feeling 
differ with time?  Maybe the Sensei have experienced this only when they 
concentrate on this point, like right now, or is this condition basically there for all 
time?  How concrete can you describe this, on a physiological and natural level? 

Shaner Sensei:  I have a short answer.  It means think nothing and do nothing 
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physical.  Keeping One Point is your original and natural state.  Just relax 
completely.  That’s all. 

Curtis Sensei:  Yeah.  We’ve been practicing this for four days.  I understand 
that, in the beginning, sometimes you wonder what it is that we are talking about.  
But as Shaner Sensei says, it is your natural condition.  Do you know?  That is 
the point.  It’s not something that you do.  You have known this since you were 
born.  Relax completely, be natural, sit down, shut up, pay attention.  You’ll get it.  
It’s here.  It’s this, it’s never that. 

Question:  During the practice, in our mind some difficulties occur which disturb 
us from continuing to practice.  They can be difficulties that are physical, 
emotional, ideational which can come from the outside, or any other way.  How 
can you help the students with this situation and should you help the students? 

Shaner Sensei:  Just make friends with all those things. 

Curtis Sensei:  Right. I want to say again…do you know how many of these Q & 
A’s I do every year, and how many years I have been doing them?  And I don’t 
have anybody to call.  On the quiz show, if they don’t know the answer, they ask 
if they can get one phone call.  Can I call Shaner?  And it’s great this way, (with 
both of us answering the questions) because we both have our own way of doing 
this, and he always comes up with something that just sounds so brilliant to me. 

Question:  What does it mean to be a good instructor?  Who is a good instructor? 

Curtis Sensei:  I said already, that’s the wrong question.  Or let’s put it this way:  
Do you want to be a good instructor?  I assume that’s the motivation for the 
question.  Then be a good student.  I hope you don’t think that only you folks 
were here to learn.  I told you that the teacher is the one, the leader is the one, if 
it’s a good leader, that is following on the highest level and in the most inclusive 
sense of following.  So if you want to be a good teacher, learn how to follow, 
learn how to listen, learn how to follow the instructions of the teacher without 
changing them.  Be a good student, and then you are a good teacher, even if you 
never say anything.  OK? 

Shaner Sensei:  A perfect example of this, is of course we are following the 
teachings and the pedagogy of our teacher, Koichi Tohei.  Think about how 
amazing this is.  Tohei Sensei explains he had three main teachers.  So think of 
what Curtis Sensei just said.  He was following three great teachers, Ogura 
Sensei, O’Sensei, and Tempu Sensei.  Each one asked Tohei Sensei to be his 
successor.  That’s amazing. 
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Question:  How about what’s happening in the Ukraine, and how do you think 
about that? 

Shaner Sensei:  I don’t know anything about that. 

Curtis Sensei:  We are not there.  Don’t believe anything you hear about it.  You 
want to know?  Go there.  Don’t take a gun.  Listen very carefully.  We don’t 
know, we’re not there.  (applause) 

Question:  Curtis Sensei, how do you think?  Life or deeds affect the state of a 
human being, and what does Zen Buddhism or Ki-Aikido recommend as the 
salvation for this problem? 

Curtis Sensei:  What problem?  Did you hear the problem?  I didn’t get that.  Who 
asked the question?  OK, what’s the problem? 

Ukrainian Student:  It’s a hard fate. 

Curtis Sensei:  Who says? 

Student:  Me. 

Curtis Sensei:  So maybe that’s not quite the right question.  “Why do I 
experience the world this way?” might be a better one.   You are assuming that 
the world is the way that you experience it, because many people also think like 
you do.  And then there are other people, in other areas, who think the opposite 
way, and think they are seeing the world the way it is.  I just was teaching about 
this, and I hope you don’t think I am being flippant or disrespectful in some way.  
I am sure you are experiencing this in your daily life in some way that I can’t even 
imagine.  But I do know that when crisis arises, I need to be very, very careful to 
not let body lead mind, or in other words, to not be a slave to the condition that I 
find, that I appear to have inherited from my ancestors.  If you are leading a plus 
life in your belly, everyone around you will be affected positively by that.  You will 
lead an inspired life, and they will be inspired by your life.  And this is the very 
best thing you can do in this kind of situation. 

Question:  Putting on hakama and starting teaching.  How to keep beginners 
mind? 

Shaner Sensei:  Just have a beginners mind.  It’s not about clothes. 

Curtis Sensei:  I didn’t get the part about, “When I put on my hakama, how to I 
have beginners mind?”  Maybe that’s not what they meant exactly. 

Question:  They meant when starting to be a teacher, how to keep beginner’s 
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mind. 

Curtis Sensei:  Well, I think the person that asked this question now knows that 
was already answered, just about fifteen minutes ago.  Is that OK? 

Student:  Yes. 

Question:  I have doubt that all Sensei are devoted Zen Buddhists.  That’s why I 
wanted to know if it is a more personal question.  How could each of you 
characterize your system of belief?  Can you describe the main principle, if it’s 
not some complete religion.  And how did Ki-Aikido affect this system of belief? 

Shaner Sensei:  No. 

Curtis Sensei:  No belief.  No belief.  Belief makes you perceive the world in the 
way that you think it should be.  Plus Life means non-belief.  It is an activity, a 
way of being.  No belief.  Never mind belief.  Next? 

Question:  Do you Sensei have some principles of everyday life, like nutrition, 
any obligatory rules that you have to follow?  Please don’t answer like, “Do good 
for people” if possible. 

Shaner Sensei:  I’m sorry, but rule #1 is just be kind to everybody. 

Curtis Sensei:  That’s what he didn’t want to hear. 

Shaner Sensei:  #2, I usually eat once a day in the evening.  And it’s because I’m 
not hungry.  It’s not for any training reason.  So, be kind, and I eat at night. 

Curtis Sensei:  OK?  Be kind.  I eat three times a day.  And it’s not for any 
training reason.  I eat because I am hungry.  Be natural, don’t worry be happy! 

Question:  What was your original motivation in Aikido?  Was your motivation 
changing through the years, and what is your motivation right now? 

Curtis Sensei:  My original motivation was to find satisfaction in my life.  And yes, 
it changed.  Now, I have no choice. 

Question:  What do you mean by “spiritual development?”  Can you give a 
definition of this, and what is the criteria of this process, so a person can 
understand if he or she is going in the right direction?  Should a person ask 
himself such a question, or should he concentrate on something else, so the 
process would not become only mental?  What goals are there in this way? 

Shaner Sensei:  I will handle the previous question:  I started Aikido because I 
wanted to become a faster skier, and I am training now because I feel truly like I 
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am still a beginner.  I didn’t understand the second question, so I decided to 
answer the earlier one. 

Curtis Sensei:  I didn’t either.  We only can answer what we understand. 

Question:  It was about the reason for spiritual development. 

Curtis Sensei:  Well, please read the whole thing. 

(reads question again) 

Curtis Sensei:  OK, so this is all just mental theorizing, and at the same time the 
questioner says that they want to avoid that.  Shaner Sensei already answered 
this question.  Keep One Point, Be Natural.  I will add “Don’t worry, be happy.”  
You don’t have to be anyone special.  Suzuki Sensei had four basic principles of 
his own.  The first one is “So what?”  The second one is “Be Natural.”  The third 
one is “Do Nothing.”  And the fourth principle, “Don’t worry, be happy!”  OK, that 
relates exactly to the Four Basic Principles from Tohei Sensei.  If you are an 
Aikido student and you have these troubling questions, just look at the Four 
Basic Principles and get deeper into them.  In other words, just practice.  Don’t 
think about practicing, just practice. 

Shaner Sensei:  So, I would just refer the person who asked the question to the 
motto of our training.  It says, “Let us have a universal spirit that loves and 
protects all creation and helps all things grow and develop.”  So that’s the 
spiritual development part of the question.  But then it says, “To realize the 
original unity of mind and body, and become one with the universe, is the 
ultimate purpose of our study.”  And then, our founder gave us Four Basic 
Principles, so that’s the “how to” part in the second half of the question.  So, for 
me, spiritual development means understanding and experiencing your original 
connection to the universe itself.  And if I follow the Four Basic Principles, not 
only can I experience this for myself, but I can teach other people to experience it 
for themselves.  To me, that’s why this is so powerful.  You don’t have to believe 
any of this, because any Sensei, including Tohei Sensei, said it.  Put the 
teachings to the test in your own life.  Put them to the test with your family.  Put 
them to the test at your work.  Put them to the test in your hobbies or sports, and 
“you will discover that you are the universe and that the universe is you.”   

Question:  Is there any difference in spiritual development of men and women.  If 
there is a difference, what are those differences?  Also, in Ki-Aikido, is there any 
difference in the focus of the study for man and women. 

Shaner Sensei:  We could answer on the count of three. 
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Shaner Sensei and Curtis Sensei:  One, two, three: No! 

Curtis Sensei:  Many years ago someone came to a seminar and asked me this 
question,  when I first came to Europe.  My answer was, “Let me introduce you to 
my wife, who is 6th Dan in Aikido, and you can ask her that question, and good 
luck to you!” 

Question:  Why is Ki-Aikido lacking the whole class of techniques like suwari 
waza and hanmi handachi?  It is a style difference, or is it a simplification for 
marketing purposes?  Also, if this is a simplification for Western members of Ki 
Society, why are breathing techniques and meditation done in the Zen position? 

Shaner Sensei:  The second part first.  I used to breathe sitting seiza, but as a 
result of a lifetime of athletics, my knees are real bad, and I have a bad ankle.  
The point is to sit however you want to be comfortable.  I sit agura now.  And the 
same thing, in terms of suwari waza and hanmi handachi, I use to do it all the 
time, but not so much any more, because my knees don’t work.  But we in Ki-
Aikido do both of these techniques.  It is only my own physical limitation right now 
that prohibits me from teaching this. 

Curtis Sensei:  What was the actual question about that?  As you can see, as we 
get older, things don’t work as well.  If you spend so much time in athletics, and 
particularly in Aikido, if you are not careful about your knees, then they will get 
hurt.  Anyway, you are going to get old and then you are going to die, so never 
mind.  It’s fun to sit seiza and do hanmi handachi and suwari waza and all that 
stuff, if you can do it and it’s not hurting you.  That’s great.  I do Aikido like this all 
the time, I sit in a chair.  I can’t even do the locks on the mat any more because I 
have a metal knee.  But it doesn’t actually affect my practice whatsoever.  Maybe 
it affected my pride a little bit in the beginning, but I got over that.  Anyway it’s not 
a problem, one way or the other. 

Question:  How do we explain Tohei Sensei saying that if he had studied golf 
instead of Aikido, then the Ki Society would study golf instead of Aikido?  Is 
martial art not the best way of understanding and developing Ki Principles? 

Shaner Sensei:  Yes, Tohei Sensei said, the only reason we are doing Aikido is 
because that’s what he learned.  He used to say all the time that his favorite 
athlete was a basketball player, Larry Bird of the Boston Celtics.  He wanted to 
be very tall and blond.  So he would say, “If I were Larry Bird, I would be 
practicing my free throws, testing weight on the underside.” Tohei Sensei’s point 
was not about Larry Bird.  It was about the universality of Ki Principles.  So you 
can take Ki Principles and teach golf, teach anything using Ki Principles, because 
these are universal principles, not just martial art principles. 
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Question:  What are the roots of the idea of the origination of Universe and Ki? 

Curtis Sensei:  I want him to re-state it. 

Student:  The notion of Ki, of energy, and this attitude towards the Universe, how 
was this originated in this teaching? 

Shaner Sensei:  In Tohei Sensei’s teaching? 

Student:  Yes. 

Curtis Sensei:  Well, I will make mine very short.  This is not a notion.  This is not 
an idea that Tohei Sensei or O’Sensei or anybody else came up with.  It’s the 
way it is.  It’s not like a religion in which we are promulgating a belief system.  It’s 
not like a philosophy where we are promoting certain ideas or concepts.  Our 
practice is to notice how it actually is.  We don’t have to use those words, “Ki” 
and “Universe”, and if you want to know the origin of the word Ki, as it is used in 
Aikido, why we use Ki instead of Chi, or if you want to know why we use the word 
“Universe” for everything there is, well, one is of Greek or Latin origin and the 
other is Asian origin.  But that’s just a language thing.  We are just practicing 
sitting down, shutting up, and listening very carefully, paying attention, Keeping 
One Point, and not thinking about it.  I know that doesn’t satisfy you. 

Student:  The notion of universe, there seems to be some effort to make this 
notion a little bit divine.  The idea is very close to a religious teaching, like 
pantheism. 

Curtis Sensei:  Really? 

Student:  The idea in Aikido is to become one with the universe.  So there are 
many ideas about coming closer to the universe.  Here we don’t want to have the 
personal data, so it’s not personal.  The universe looks at you the way you look 
at the universe. 

Curtis Sensei:  You are the universe.  There is notion outside of you.  You are all 
there is.  There is no such thing as a notion here.  Pantheism is using the earth 
and the universe as an object of worship; subject/object.  Tohei Sensei says, 
“Experience that you are this.”  There is no separate being to worship any other 
being.  The universe is life and life is experience.  It is “being-less.”  There is no 
separate being.  I know that’s kind of far out there.  You have to sit, a lot, and 
experience what this is like.  And then I assure you, if you do that, you won’t have 
this kind of question.  This kind of question is un-answerable from its own 
perspective.   
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It’s like you are asking me all about strawberries, where they come from, how 
they are grown, what the chemical nature of them is, how valuable they are, 
should be worship them?  And I’m just going to give you one and say, “Eat it!”  
That’s it.  Just eat it. 

OK, I’ll shut up now.  It’s late and that’s enough questions. 

Thank you very much. 


