Letting Go Discussion – Ch. 14
The Spirit of Non-Dissension
Friday, April 30, 2010
Tonight we are addressing the 14th chapter of our book, Letting Go, which is entitled “The Spirit of Non-Dissension.”
So I guess everybody here has preferences?  We all have things that we are attracted to and those things we are attracted to make us feel better about ourselves, more worthy, give us more pleasure, more comfort, and altogether lead us to what we feel is a more happy life.  And the things that we are averse to are things that threaten us in some way, emotionally, psychologically, physically, things that don’t give us pleasure, things that torture us, things that drive us crazy, things that challenge us in some way.  And then there is a third category and that is the things we don’t notice, that we are indifferent to.  And this is not a category to be lightly dismissed, even though that is exactly what we do with it.  The Japanese saying is, “After the battle, tighten up your helmet strap.”  When you think the danger is gone, and when you think something is insignificant, that’s the one that will get you.  So we have to pay attention to everything.  Suzuki Sensei used to say “When you go into a room, be aware of everyone there, because the one that you are not paying attention to is the one that will give you a problem.”  Always be aware of everyone in the room.  I think he got this from his police work.
By the way, in this chapter I use the word “ego” quite a lot, which you don’t hear me use much any more.  Here, and just for clarity, because many people have different definitions of that word, what I mean by “ego” is the selfish mind, or the self serving mind that is always attempting to survive.  So as you hear me read about non-dissension and use the word “ego” that’s what I mean by it in this chapter.
Let me read now, before I say any more, because I think the chapter speaks for itself.

“The Spirit of Non-dissension
In Aikido we sometimes refer to “the spirit of non-dissension”.  Suzuki Sensei always said that the essence of the teaching is always a mind of non-dissension.  This is a non-fighting mind.  This non-dissension, or non-resistance, is very important, particularly when we talk about training in the dojo and transferring this training that we learn here into daily life.  The key to a life that is free of suffering is that there is no resistance to this life itself, moment by moment.  
Often resistance has to do with events or with people. For example, “I don’t like that particular person”, or “I hated that happening”, or “I am afraid of some future occurrence that is bound to be unpleasant”, or then just gossiping about another person, saying something negative about them.  This is all resistance to what is.  And, strangely perhaps, this is an extended form of ego gratification.
But at all times the spirit of non-dissension refers to this moment.  It is a present practice; never just an idea to discuss. And that is where we get into the most difficulty, because instead of living in the present, or absolute fundamental essence of the moment, we tend to always be living in (paying attention to) the relative form or content of the moment.  When someone is sitting in front of us talking, for instance, we tend to identify with their form; their appearance, their sound, the sensual experience.  We are exclusively tied into what we can hear, taste, smell, touch, and see, instead of the spatial openness that allows that perceivable form to be.  So that is concentrating directly on the object of awareness instead of what is arising in our awareness.  That is like saying “OK, I am going to purposely concentrate on my ego, and make sure it is secure, protected, and defended, (the surest path to resistance), instead of dwelling in my absolute essence, which is free and infinite.”  Pretty crazy, I would say, if you tell me you don’t want to suffer!
Maybe you would like to experiment just to see where you are at in this area – here are a few examples of some good things to try.  For instance, when someone is insulting you, diminishing your value in some way, don’t say anything.  Just for fun, try not saying anything at all.  Don’t defend yourself.  Don’t stick up for yourself.  Don’t emphasize how wrong they are.  Just listen.  And see the feeling that comes up in you, possibly the feeling of being diminished.  This feeling is the ego being burned.  See how you identify with that.  My guess is that you will identify with that as a “bad” thing.  We don’t like that, do we?  But how strange, because it is, in fact, what you have been working for throughout all of these years of training.  The self-serving ego being burned away, “purified”, is what you say you want, isn’t it?  What a blessing that someone comes along and diminishes you, then.  Are those just words you say, or are you serious about this?
We consider our feelings, our ideas, our beliefs, to be personal and very special.  When these are challenged, we tend to defend those things.  We say we are “sticking up for ourselves”.  And we consider this form of self defense as a strength.  But it is ultimately a weakness. 
Of course, please look out how you take this, because what I am saying doesn’t mean that you just lay down and let anybody walk all over you.  There are times when you have to say “Hold it right there.  That’s enough”.  Because you may be in physical danger, or you may be in some other situation where what is happening is not appropriate.  This must be clear.  But at the same time, be careful.  Because the ego’s idea of what is appropriate is always that which doesn’t diminish it.  So the ego will tell you it’s time to say “Back off, hold it right there!” when it should be saying “Yes, I accept”.  And conversely the ego usually says “Yes, I accept”, when it ought to be saying “No, hold it”.  
So that is one thing you can try.  Strength in this situation is simply abiding in the present, with no resistance and no collapsing.  Just abide.
Now take a look when you receive some praise, or some certificate of rank, for instance. Pay attention to the feeling that arises.  Always something will arise.  See what that feels like.  See if it is adding to your sense of self worth or not.  And if it is, then see if you see that as pride, and that maybe you accuse yourself of wrongness.  Again, let’s be clear.  I am not saying any of this is right or wrong.  I am saying just pay attention; just observe.  Because the ego will sometimes watch itself, and say “That’s right.” or “That’s wrong”.  But that is not what I am referring to.  That is the ego justifying itself; building itself up.  The ego is the one watching, not absolute self, not the presence, not the original one.  So again, this ego is just a mistaken notion; a case of mistaken identity.
The spirit of non-dissension is a huge subject that is in play at every moment that we are interacting with other people, things, events, or even within our own self.  It is very important in meditation or contemplation that we maintain a spirit of non-dissension; a spirit of non-resistance.  No matter what arises, don’t accept it or reject it.  Don’t resist it in any way.  Just let it be. 
So these are just some things that you can try for yourself.  And you have to sincerely try them.  I mean this is not just a mind game.  It is not just some subject for me to sit here and talk about, or for you to think about, while you are sitting alone safely in your meditation. It is something for you to try when you are with your friends.  And believe me you will have plenty of chances.  At least once a day, someone diminishes you in some way.  You have actually many chances every day.  Whether you are in business, or relationship, or school, always something like this happens.  Maybe someone just cuts you off on the road.  That can feel diminishing.  That is why we have “road rage”.  Every time that happens, instead of doing something about it, just see what arises within you.  Allow the experience to be there without trying to change it.  Maybe that burning is useful.”
This all sounds very difficult, don’t you think?  Or is this easy for you folks?
Student:  It’s difficult to keep an awareness of, I guess watching, watching my mind and being vigilant of when the ego is acting in its best interest and when I just am.  I guess for me it’s just being weak and not practicing.  I guess my question is just sort of “Where do I end and my ego begins?”
Yes, thank you.  I noticed there was a lot of “I” and “me” interspersed with the word “ego” in there.  It’s very confusing for most people.  I say in this chapter not to confuse the ego with Original Mind.  And I think I even called it “Absolute Self” or you could say “Universal Self.”  So, if Universal Self or Original Mind is your true nature, and I would suggest that it is, where does that reside?  Can you find a place?
Student:  No.
Our purpose is to be one with the universe, according to Tohei Sensei.  So if I am one with my universe, which is everything that I perceive, then there isn’t a location, right?
When we think of a self, or an “I”, we always think of it being here, within this body.
Student:  Yes.
And if we haven’t practiced at all, we probably think it is from the neck up, and if we have practiced a lot, we might think it’s everywhere in our body.  But we definitely think of the “I” as being somehow related to this body.  We all see things this way.  And yet if we look throughout this body, we can’t find anything like that.  
So we have to be really careful the way we speak, not just to others, but to ourselves.  That’s one of the reasons why the teaching is to just do nothing and be present.  Any effort, any attempt to figure it out is the ego sort of playing with itself.  What we are not seeing there is who is trying to figure it out.  And again, “trying to figure it out” is not necessarily wrong, although certainly fruitless, but always notice who is doing this.  
The spirit of non-dissension is non-preference.  There is conflict in the relative world, but as long as we don’t have a preference as to outcome, there is no struggle with that conflict.  You know Newton said “For every action there is an equal and opposite reaction.”  So whatever we put out, there is going to be conflict, or an opposite presented in the relative world.  Stuff happens and is going to continue to happen.  Doing nothing doesn’t mean inaction.  We are talking about what state of mind we are in as we go through the actions of life.  We are not talking about action versus inaction because action continues no matter what.  Change constantly happens.  We are acted upon and there is change continuing.  So when you speak about it, like that, to yourself or to others, notice.  Listen to yourself.  Notice what words you use.
Did you have a further question?
Student:  Well, it’s sort of tangential to this.  You are speaking of universal being or original self or something.  Historically in my life, I have never been exactly clear about what that looks like, so that in my quest I don’t really know what I am looking for.  And if I bumped into it, how would I know if I was there or not?
OK.  First of all, you can’t see it, touch it, hear it, smell it, feel it, or think it.   It’s not a form.  It’s not in the relative world.  However, I will say that when it arises, original self is absolutely known.  There is nothing to figure out.  How can you not recognize your original self?
Student:  So there’s nothing beyond that?  It just occurred to me, well, maybe if what you say is true, if I actually experienced it, there would be no inclination to keep looking.
Everything is changing at every moment.  It is not as though you are making these decisions that control what comes to you, Michael.  Life continues.  You just keep experiencing, and it just opens and opens and opens life a flower with an infinite number of petals.  That’s why there are all those pictures of lotus flowers with the infinite number of petals, in Buddhism for instance.  Or even in Christianity, a rose.  Life just continues to open. And all of this is simply the scenery of life.
I am not trying to provide any answers here.  Non-dissension is a state of being where we don’t demand to have it our way.  We don’t demand an answer.  And with all of us, our usual inclination is to demand to have it our way.  So, as I was suggesting, sometimes as an exercise, we give the other person the floor.  Try this.  When you really feel that something needs to be said, don’t say anything.  When you don’t want to say anything, speak.  These are just exercises, not to get somewhere or change yourself in some way, but to notice what’s going on, the patterns that run what you call your life.  So this is very important in the context of Aikido.  Because when someone attacks us, it’s the pattern of preference, saving my own life, that arises and prevents us from being able to move effectively.  So that’s what we mean by taking what we learn from Aikido on the mat, and transferring it into daily life.  And if you don’t do that, what’s the point of practicing Aikido on the mat?  Well, it’s fun, but if it doesn’t make you have a more complete experience of your life outside of the dojo, then to my way of thinking, there are more useful practices.
Student:  Maybe, Sensei, you could speak a little more on the differences between figuring it out and direct knowing.  You were just talking about how we do try to figure stuff out.  And yet part of what we are learning to do is to discover what our true nature is.  I know I often struggle with trying to figure something out.  So where is the cut off between just knowing what it is and helping yourself figure it out?  It seems like they counteract each other.
Would anybody like to tackle that question? 
OK. In Sanskrit, the word is prajna.  That word translates in our language as “wisdom.”  But what pra-jna means is pra means pre, or before, and jna means knowledge.  So wisdom, what I call direct knowing, as opposed to intellectual understanding or knowledge, is pre-knowledge.  In other words wisdom is that which you know, just before you think you know something.  When you have a question, you know already, something.  But you are not paying attention to that inner voice, that knowing.  We don’t because we consider knowing to be something that is intellectual, something that we can write down, teach, tell someone else, or write a book about.  But wisdom can’t be transmitted that way.  It is a direct kind of knowing.  It is original mind experiencing itself.  That’s why I said the minute it arises it is known.  Because it is in itself exactly that; direct knowing.  It is knowing what is as it arises.  That’s not knowing a whole lot of little things about what is.  That would be knowledge.  Wisdom is simply knowing the essence of what is.  So they are entirely different ways of seeing.  
On the other hand, when we are practicing like this we do have books and we do have lectures and we do have question and answer sessions and that is so that your intellect can get rid of as many mistaken notions as possible,  and proceed to some kind of common sense understanding, so that when you practice you know what you are doing, you know what your intention is and it’s clear intellectually.  Once that happens then you can actually practice and experience oneness or non-separation.  You can have this experience. 
Many of you have had some experience with this.  It is only natural to want to figure something out ahead of time, because it gives us sense of safety.  For instance, when it’s Friday and I have to give a talk, I know that something has to be said.  If I try to figure out what to say, it’s self-defeating.  It makes it worse.  And if I were to figure out what to say and come out here and say that to you, it would feel dull to you.  It wouldn’t feel alive.  So I have to be very careful, even though I am constantly tempted.  When I am on the airplane on my way to teach a seminar in Europe and I know they expect me to be “brilliant”.  They come right out and say it, “We hope you will be brilliant.”  They are sort of laughing when they say it…
Student:  They put it in writing.  They actually send emails and specify that you must be brilliant.
So naturally I am on the plane and thinking, “OK, how do ‘I’ be brilliant?”  Well, for one thing, if “I” is involved, there is not going to be much brilliance, right?  And any way, that’s not the kind of thing that could be figured out ahead of time.  Whatever “I” does, is going to diminish the brilliance.  There is just practicing being present, dwelling in a sense of original mind.  If you think about it, any time any of you do anything that you are good at or you love, you are practicing dwelling in a sense of this original condition.  If you are an artist or a writer or even a good business person, that is so.  If you are an academician, yes you have to prepare all of your material, but then you better let it go.  If you step out there and try to depend upon that, you are going to be boring.   And most teachers, let’s face it, they are boring, because they don’t practice.  How many painters, of all the painters in the world, really discover something original through their work?  It’s not common. The same thing is true with actors, the same thing with musicians, and the same thing with writers.  Most of the books in the library are not so good, in this sense.  This is also the case with many Aikidoists.  Most don’t do the actual practice.  Most of us are not practicing, but are busy trying to figure out what’s going on.  We try to figure out how to be a better writer, better artist, better speaker, better Aikidoist.  So it is very self-defeating.  Because as we are trying to figure, we are not trusting that voice of wisdom, that direct understanding in the moment.
I don’t mean to make this sound exotic or difficult.  It’s really just plebian, it’s everyday.  It’s exactly how we all already are.  It’s just that the patterns that run in us are full of jabbering and keep us from listening to that inner voice.  So that’s why we have some time every day to practice being quiet.  Some of us are more lucky, and can spend a lot of time each day being quiet.  But for most of us we have families and work and activities and so we have to set aside some time every morning or every evening and be very quiet and listen to this still, small voice, a voice that is actually a roaring lion, when you hear it.
So is that distinction clear now, between knowledge and wisdom or direct knowing?
Student: Yes.
Student:  Sensei, regarding this distinction, it seems that when you are moving through your day, and looking to understand non-dissension, you still strive to do things.  You strive at your job, your family, or whatever you might be engaged in.  And yet you are also looking at non-dissension and so you are striving with a sense of non-preference.  Can you clarify that a little bit more?  I mean we avoid someone who is attacking us.  We will certainly have a preference regarding what job offers we might have.  And so we do have preferences during our day.  We do things in the way we think it will come out the best.  But yet, within that, there is also a sense of non-preference?  I am confused there.
So these are several questions.  First of all, let me say something about preference, because I think it is easy to misunderstand.  Preference can be seen as discrimination or judgment.  When you go to the super market, you need to be able to tell a rotten apple from a good one.  But many people are run a different kind of preference, like patterns, when they are shopping, and can’t see what’s right in front of them, a good apple or bad apple.  So the kind of preference I am talking about is not the ability to choose between a good and bad apple or a good steak and a bad steak.  When you see a fish that’s eye is all cloudy and it has a funny smell, you  don’t buy that one.  You could say to me that’s preference at work.  Well, that’s discrimination.  It’s seeing that that’s not a good thing to eat, so you don’t buy that one.
When you talk about during the day, now, when things are happening, of course you have a preference for which job you might want to choose that’s offered to you (although these days, with the way the economy is, I say “yes” to them all), of course you have preferences.  But when preference becomes a problem is when you are caught in a pattern of trying to make something happen to get that job and you are blocked and you react.  
If you are living life completely, living in it at the moment, and you see that you can’t go in that direction, then you immediately go in this direction.  You don’t use all of your techniques to try to overcome that other person’s conflict, in other words what ever they are presenting to you.  In other words you move like water through life.  The water doesn’t struggle with the stone, it completely engages it and goes on.  You might end up in that job anyway.  Who knows?  You don’t know.  But you definitely won’t if you make a big stink about it.  We have all done that and we all know others who have done that.  That’s what they make movies out of, the situation where people can’t accept the situation that is presented to them.  
Living life completely means being constantly in motion, again like water, always moving.  Just being an ongoing response to whatever need arises.  It is different in different peoples lives.  There isn’t any formula.  It’s whatever is happening today, that’s what is happening.  So you listen and try to pay attention and be present.  And there might be something to be said or not, but the minute you try to figure out what would be the right thing to say here, guaranteed you won’t hear that voice or heed that impulse.  And that might be completely counter-intuitive and often is.  Because our logical, intellectual mind is completely limited by our history, our patterns of perception.  There is nothing new there.  It’s all old stuff.  So we leave that alone, and if we need to call on that it’s there.  Memory is there.  How to speak the language, etc., we are fluent in that, so no problem.  So we are moving and open to whatever is happening.
Generally, when I am talking about preference I mean clinging to something that we like and not wanting it to change or resisting something we don’t like and trying to push it away.  That’s preference.  It doesn’t mean that you can’t tell the difference between a red light and a green light.  It’s amazing what choices people make and what those choices are based on.  There is a lot of intellectual, historical, stuff that goes on that is supposed to back all those choices up.  But wisdom, direct knowing, knows right now what’s right in front of you and what’s the right response.  You don’t have to think about it.  If you are thinking about it you are not listening.
I know it’s very difficult for us to do this and it might sometimes take you a month after the event to hear it, because you insist on thinking about it.  When this happens, you just go back to paying attention.  You are sitting in meditation, and you have some difficulty that you can’t see, then you return over and over to just being in awareness.  And in a sense you could say that this is striving.  But it is the opposite of demanding that something come to you.  You see your mind trying to solve this problem, and it’s just like a distraction.  You just come back and Keep One Point.   You stay in a state of Mind/Body Unification and just listen, just experience.  And as long as you do that, building strength so you don’t have a weakness in that way, then you can be present more and more.  And there is no day when you’ve got it.  This is an on-going thing.   You are just peeling away layers and layers.  Maybe, for people who are more experienced, some of the obvious stuff is out of the way.  But there is still plenty more.  So every day is the same for everybody, from the Buddha on down, or on up, or however you want to say that.  OK?
Student:  Sensei, as I read this chapter over and over again over the past week, some things are clearer but I think like most of us, instead of being in the moment, I think I am “paying attention to the relative form” as you say.  I think that is mostly what I do, instead of actually being here.  
Recently I have been struggling a bit.  I didn’t realize that I have been so structured my whole life around work.  I always had work and now there is no job.  So I get up, do my breathing, my walking, and then I am like, “Now what?”  It’s hard for me at home and I am struggling with that right now.
Well then just pay attention to that.  It is not our job to judge what is right and what is wrong.  It’s just to pay attention.  The right and wrong of something is the figuring out part.  So there is always going to be a demand there to do that.  So experience that demand.  Notice that.
Student:  Yeah, mostly I just beat myself up.  You know me already.  There seems so much to do and yet nothing to do.  I am so stuck right now.  So I understand that I just have to learn to pay attention.
You might say that many people would really like to have your ease of life right now.
Student:  I know, I’ve thought of that too.  But now the things I want to do I can’t afford.
So you see your mind is very busy with itself.  So this is a good chance to practice.  Just pay attention.  Just be present.  Everybody’s life is equally full, job or not, because there is always just this moment.  Everybody has their senses, everybody has their thoughts, and everybody has their emotions.  And they are all in play at every instant creating the impression of a moment that we are experiencing right now.  Everybody is fully experiencing that always.  Whether you notice that or not is another matter.  We are talking always about noticing.  Suzuki Sensei taught us, “Love life completely.”  Tohei Sensei taught us “Be one with the universe.”  This means the same.  Noticing. 
I have mentioned before that this book, Letting Go, is a series of twenty-three chapters all pointing to the same thing, or non-thing.  These are twenty-three different ways of looking at that.  So at the beginning of the month, the schedule reminds you of what the chapter is this month.  Then you read it three or four times, and during the month you read it a few more times, and you look at the world from that perspective.  You look at what is from that perspective for the month.  Then when you get to the discussion group on the last Friday of the month, you are completely imbued with that perspective, that way of seeing that which is.  It’s just one way of discussing it, and every chapter is different that way.  But it is always about showing up, opening to whatever is, serving the direction of the moment without editing, and accepting the result.  That’s all our practice is in every moment.
Student:  Thank you.
Student: When you say “Original Mind” that’s confusing.  Because mind to me is associated with ego and the head.  And the original state of being I think of as like a consciousness or awareness that moves into my mind, but not that my original state has anything to do with my mind, necessarily.  So I was wondering why you like chose those words.
Well, maybe it would help is I explained a little bit more here.  In Japanese, for instance, there is no distinction between mind and heart.  The word is the same, kokoro.  And the same thing is true in many Asian languages.  Here in the west, we make a big distinction between mind, by which we mean brain, and then the body.  However, when we use the word mind in Aikido we are not talking about brain, the source of our thoughts.  We are not talking about the part of our experience that is thinking.  When we say mind we mean all of our experience, our thoughts, our senses, and our emotions.  Mind is not located some place in the body.  It is not in our head and it is not in our tummy.  It’s everywhere, not just within us.  Mind is all there is.  That’s what we mean by mind, that which is everything that is.  Everything you can perceive, this is mind.
There is a famous Zen story about two monks seeing a flag waving.  They are arguing about this.  One of them says, “The flag is moving.”  And the other one says, “No, the wind is moving.”  And the well-known Zen teacher named Takuan comes along and says, “You are both wrong.  Mind is moving.”
Does that help?
Student:  Uh, I think so.  Thank you.
Student:  Sometimes I struggle with the spirit of non-dissension in front of violence or when I see something that is clearly wrong.  I might think, “OK, I better say nothing.”  How do you deal with that on a daily basis?
Thinking “I better say nothing” has nothing to do with the spirit of non-dissension.
Student:  OK.
That’s a really good question.  Thank you for asking that.  I think everybody has this question and not just you.  The other night I taught about space, or the gap, created by a sense of separation between self and other.  Usually there is a sense of this separation so that when someone grabs our hand and we try to move there is a gap, or a space, that has to be filled up and then we try to move.  But if we are in mind/body unification, or as Tohei Sensei said in the Shokushu tonight, the spirit of non-dissension, then there is no gap.  He says that the spirit of non-dissension is being in mind/body unification.  If we are in non-dissension we are already non-separate.  So that when someone touches us, there is no slack between us and them.  When they touch me they become part of this.  They become part of what is, not part of me only.  
So if you see something in your life that you think is out of order, your being there and seeing it automatically means no separation.  There is no thinking “Should I say something, should I not say something? Should I do something, should I not do something.”  If action is called for, action happens.  If words are called for, words happen.  Any iota of reflection on that destroys unification making you separate from the event, and no matter what you do it won’t be non-dissension.
So when you say that you have a little struggle with non-dissension in a situation like that, it means that you don’t see how it figures in.  But that is an intellectual thing.  And that just points to how ineffective intellectual knowing is.  There is no way to know like that.  Just be there completely and you will know what to say or do in a direct knowing way, or a wisdom way.   You will then be an on-going response to the suffering or the needs of others.  You always know.  
We all know this is so.  Because we are all practicing and whenever we stop to try to figure out what to do, we see that we are just causing more trouble for ourselves and for the other people that are around us who we are torturing into trying to help us figure out what to say or do.  The best is don’t say anything.  Listen.  Pay attention, and you will know when you need to know, and not before.  Or then, maybe you will never know. Nobody is perfect.  We can’t always know.  Sometimes you don’t know.  Sometimes you don’t know until five years later.
I have to give the same answer over and over again.  Just be completely in it.  Whether you are driving, going to sleep, meditating, or doing Aikido, just be completely in it without a doubt, without a wondering, without a worry, without struggle.  This is what Tohei Sensei is leaving for us as a practice, as a way to be.
OK.  Thank you very much.
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