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Dedication: To my sensei, Robert Noha, 

Who, after more than 27 years still surprises me.  
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Introduction 

 

“What is Aikido?” is a simple question that I have often been asked by friends, acquaintances, 

or people whom I have just met, as it often comes up in conversation that I train in Aikido.  What 

surprises me is that no matter how often I am asked this simple question, I find myself hesitating 

in my answer.    

 

When I started training it was easy.  I said “It’s a cool Japanese martial art.”, even though it was 

not the martial art aspect that attracted me to the art and my teacher.  Now such a definition 

seems so incomplete and inadequate that I feel almost misleading using it. 

 

How do I summarize something so basic yet profound, that has kept me engaged, wondering 

and learning for over 27 years, which I know so much of, embodied so much of, and I still feel I 

am still so new to?  I would like to provide as simple and understandable an answer as possible 

because I truly do want to give people who ask a sense of it without getting into long 

conversations, as even a long explanation may still not convey it. And while I have no desire to 

over-simplify the definition, I do want to try to encapsulate what Aikido means, or at least its 

intent. 

 

My best answer at this time is: 

 

“Aikido is an art of personal and interpersonal development which touches the physical, 

energetic and spiritual realms of individuals.  Usually we practice and develop this art 

within the medium of the physical martial training, yet it is not limited to that medium.” 

 

This answer leaves more questions than it answers, and I am glad of it.  It de-emphasizes the 

martial art aspect in favor of personal development, without discarding the martial aspect or its 

importance.  My training has been limited only by how much I open to it. I am fortunate that my 

sensei’s interest in the art is so much more profound that the physical training. 

 

Energy practice has always been a part of Aikido training in my dojo.  However, some 15+ years 

ago, an elderly gentleman, Paul, realized that the physical training was too much for him, but he 

still wanted to partake in the energy practice in some way.  He asked sensei Noha if there was 

something he could still do with him.  So Bob started meeting with him 30 min before the regular 

Aikido class to work the energy portions of the training, without the physical challenges.  

Knowing that it was an interest of mine, he offered me the chance to join them.   

 

We would meet in the parking lot in front of the Dojo, as there was often a Kemp Karate class in 

progress in the space we share with them.  Thus started the Saturday morning energy classes.  

For a while it was just Bob, Paul and I. Then others joined us and it has become a class anyone 

and everyone is welcome to.  Now the classes are 45 minutes once a week before physical 

training starts.  This not only allows the focus to be exclusively on the energetic training, which 

allows individuals not practicing the physical art of Aikido to still learn some of its metaphysical 
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aspects. Fortunately sensei Noha often carries the energetic training into the Aikido class, 

allowing me to continue the energetic training.  

 

Over the years a format, framework, metaphysical map or process has evolved, sourced from 

the teaching of many teachers, O'Sensei's writings, and personal experiences which has 

enabled those that practice it to evolve. We call this practice Forging.  

Forging: 

This is the forging process that I have learned from my teacher sensei Noha, with personal 

additions from my experiences.  This recounting is a pale comparison to everything sensei Noha 

has taught me and I hope it can reflect, at least in part, what has been transmitted.  

 

The premise is simple.  If we take time to examine, allow, and polish the individual energetic, 

spiritual parts of ourselves, and then bring them back into a whole, a new whole, it will be a 

better whole than the one that started.  This is not unlike taking apart a motorcycle, cleaning and 

polishing, tweaking each part individually, and putting them back together again for a better 

functioning motorcycle.  The analogy continues to work in that it is important to know that while 

a part is being polished, the motorcycle is not whole, and will not perform well if at all.  You do 

not run the motorcycle without the carbonator.  The analogy also helps to understand balance.  

If one part of the motorcycle is working poorly, say the carburetor is dirty and not working well, 

even if the tires are new and very good the whole of the motorcycle will suffer.  You could have 

a great motorcycle engine but if you have bald tires or poor brakes, your motorcycle is still very 

limited. Even worse than not performing at its best, the imbalance can make things worse.  

Imagine the strong engine powering the motorcycle more than the bald tires can provide 

traction.  (Yes, this could progress onto an “Aikido and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance” 

book.) 

 

Where the analogy does not work, is that it cannot convey the magic and transformation that 

can happen in the process that enables not only a balanced, well working motorcycle, but one 

that has been through a transformation into something new, something it was not before.  (Cue 

Star Wars special effects) 
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I especially like the term forging.  Years ago on a group trip to Japan, 

I took a tour of a sword museum.  It was great to see all the finely 

crafted swords, yet the most memorable piece for me was a sword 

brick that was at the entrance of the building.  It was a coarse, thick, 

metal bar that had been folded once.  This was the first fold of the 

new sword, the first step of the forging process in which the sword 

would be heated then cooled, through fire and water, and hammered 

repeatedly until it was transformed into a fine sword.   

 

The process of growth has always attracted me more than the 

accomplishment itself.  This is why I so enjoyed the sculptures called 

“The Slaves” by Michelangelo, his unfinished work of 4 men.  They 

are emerging from the rock; they so well represent the continuous 

human process, never finished, always emerging. 

 

My mornings start, for the most part, with the practice of Forging.  I admit to being late at times 

and rushing out the door without Forging.  At these times, I feel like something is not quite right, 

not unlike the feeling of wondering if I might have my underwear on backwards.   

 

I will review the steps or parts of the Forging process.  They are meant to be a guide for users 

and not fixed.  More of a supporting framework than a constraining structure.  Diagram 1 at the 

end of this paper gives an overall view of the process, even if it’s somewhat oversimplified.  

Experience Above Understanding 

This entire process is about the experience and embodiment of the practice, the energies, and 

the transformations that come from them, not the understanding or conclusion of it.  It is not 

getting to the end or even the next step.  It is about experiencing the current step or moment, 

fully.  This simple concept took me a long time to do with any success, and I still have a long 

way to go in my embody everyday life, as well as on the mat.  The tighter we grip onto any 

aspect of the process or the experience of it, the quicker is slips out from between our fingers.   

 

The term “the map is not the territory” applies here as it does with most metaphysical 

processes.  

The Call-off: 

The Call-off is a statement, comment, subject, or question that you want to address in the 

forging process.  It offers an intent for the energies of the process, to influence and be 

influenced by.  It will awaken, color, and flavor the rest of the forging.   

 

  

The Awakening Slave 
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I think of the Call-Off in a couple of ways.  One is like the coin that gets tossed into a wishing 

well.  If one does not put a wish or intent onto the coin, there is nothing for the magic of the 

wishing well to act upon.  The coin drops, plunks and the magic may stir but not create as there 

is no intent.  The other view is that of tossing a stone into a pond.  The choice of stone will make 

a difference in the ripples in the pond and the ripples reverberations that will travel the length of 

the pond affecting everything in it.   

Selecting the Call-off 

I spend time selecting and crafting my Call-offs.  It makes a difference for me to not only select 

the right subject, but also to craft the right statement for my Call-off.  This is done by selecting 

the subject and then trying the Call-off.  And almost like trying on a coat, I can tell if the call off is 

the correct one for me, that day, at that time.  If it is not, it will have the sensation of a jacket that 

is too baggy or a bit tight in the shoulders, that it is just not the right fit.  So I change the Call-off, 

adjust the words or intent, and try it on again, until it has a good fit. 

Clearing 

 

Clearing is the simple process of releasing everything that has brought you to this point, here 

and now, to make room for the new.  The more impurities we bring into the forging process the 

more challenging .  This is analogous to classic full tea cup story; we must empty the tea cup to 

allow the new in.   

 

This step does not discard anything of who you are, or anything that has made you into the 

person you are now.  It is not rejecting any aspect of ourselves.  It is just giving an opportunity 

for the thoughts, emotions, and the engagements of the day, to melt away, to allow space for 

the new, to allow a purer, cleaner, start for the forging process. 

 

For the alchemical processing, this can be thought of as preparing the table on which the 

crucible and elements will come together, to leave any contaminating energies well aside and 

allow as pure a process as possible.  

 

I often use the wording, “Leave everything you came to the door with at the door.  It will all be 

waiting for you again if you need it.  Let everything melt away.  Return to the blank canvas that 

you were and are when none of the entanglements were there.” 

 

We can never leave everything at the door, but in the process of attempting to do so, we open 

ourselves up to possibility.  We leave at least some of the entanglements that limit us at that 

door, and when we do so, we clean the alchemical crucible to allow a purer and truer fruition. 

 

Now that we have cleared, we can give the Call-off a chance at the stage. 
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Call-off Concept and Experience 

The Call-off can be developed as Concept and Experience.   

Call-off Concept 

The Call-off concept is our idealized vision or expectation of what a manifested Call-off might 

look like. If the Call-off was fully manifested just as we wanted it, this is what the vision might 

would look like. 

Call-off Experience 

This checks in with the experience of what a manifested Call-off might feel like.  This is very 

important as the Concept and Experience are almost never the same, and both are needed. 

 

Call-off activation 

Once the Concept and Experience each have an opportunity they are brought together and 

mixed.  In the mixing the Call-off becomes fuller and activated.  The Call-off naturally activates 

all the energies of being.  This is not something to make happen, it is something to allow and 

observe as it happens. 

 

The coin in the well, the stone in the pond, have activated the waters, and the magic continues. 

 

Space: 

The alchemical processes and energies need a stage or crucible, in which to gather, interact 

and develop to create something new.  We do not create a space, as we already have one 

simply by the nature of being born.  However by being present with it, we polish and prime it, or 

perhaps more appropriately, give the crucible a moment to prepare itself for the ingredients and 

the process to come.  The space is aware of the Call-off, of our intent; it knows what 

characteristics it needs to provide for the coming alchemy. 

Circle and Center 

We assist the polishing of space with a Circle and Center 

practice.  This Circle and center practice was inspired by 

O'Sensei writings, stories and videos. 

Circle 

The Circle includes the immediate space around us, to our sides, 

below and above.  We stand with our hands outstretched to our 

sides and chant “Su-Ah-Oh”.  This sequence of sounds are from 

Circle Practice 
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O’Sensei’s kotodama writings and put together for this practice. After completion we wait for the 

echoing energies to settle.   

Center 

For center, we bring our hands together in front of us, as if holding a Jo (this can be done 

holding a Jo as well).  The center spirals up as we reach for the sky, and spirals down as we 

reach down.  and we use the chant , U-Eh-Ri-Gi.  U-Eh as we spiral towards the sky, Ri as we 

touch the sky, and Gi as spiral down. 

 

As we iterate between center and circle, 

circle reaches out to center, and center 

reaches out to circle.  They touch each 

other and combine to make a space for 

the Call-Off and energies.  The space is 

more than a center or a circle, just as 

any whole is more than the sum of is 

components. 

 

The space is the crucible, the stage for 

the energies that follow to combine in, to 

perform on.  Without the space, the 

energies that develop can result in 

pressure that can distort and even 

corrupt the results.  One can come back 

to the Space anytime during the forging.  

I have often done this, to great relief of 

young developing energies. 

 

The Unit 

The Unit is the functional part of us that is and exists in this world at this moment.  It has the 

energies that activate around the Call-off. It is the  It is the energies of manifestation.   

 

The Unit has many energies in it.  We want to give each of these energies an individual chance 

to enhance.  It’s best to do them in groups of two, as energies seem to exist as complimentary 

pairs.  Using more than a group of two is a next level of development and good to do, as long as 

the number even to allow the balance. 

 

A good number is a 4 count.  Giving each energy a chance to feel itself, to experience itself 

separate of the other energies, giving it center stage, then allowing the next energy a chance to 

have center stage, a chance to express itself. 

 

Center Practice  

O’Sensei Practicing 
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I recall when I was newly starting this process, meaning a couple of years into it, that my 

energies had a lot to say, so to speak.  So much so that at times they all wanted to have center 

stage at the same time.  At these times, I learned to I could give each one just a moment, that I 

could walk through a 4 count in 4 steps.  This alleviated the energetic tension between them, 

allowing me to go through the process again, giving each one more time. 

 

Another way of allowing the energies is expressing them as Obvious and Not-so-Obvious.  The 

way I will describe is a combination, which seems to offer the best results for me.  

Obvious Energies 

We take a moment for the Obvious Energies, and to allow them a bit more time by using a two 

count. We start by giving the first count of the Obvious Energies a chance, taking time to 

experience the first energy and how it presents or manifests itself.  It’s essential to do this 

without expectation or judgement.  This is not an easy task, one that has taken me years to 

have even some skill at doing.  After the first count has had a chance, we give it a break, and 

allow the 2nd count of the Obvious Energies to have a chance, through the same process. 

 

My experience has been that Obvious Energies are often what I would expect for the Call-off.  

My experience of the energies, the flavor of them, fit with what I expected.  However, it has also, 

at times, been something that was unexpected.  This is why it is important to allow the 

experience without expectations.    

Not-so-Obvious Energies 

Next we give the Not-so-Obvious energies a chance.  The next pair of energies are counted off 

as 3 and 4, following the same process as 1 and 2.  Together 3 and 4 make up the Not-so-

Obvious Energies.  The energies of the Unit of the Not-so-Obvious tend to reflect this name, not 

obvious and usually not what I would expect.  They tend to be deeper, calmer and yet larger 

than the Obvious.   

 

The Obvious and Not-so-Obvious support each other.  The Obvious Energies stands in front, 

makes itself known and, interestingly, seems to clear the way for the Not-so-Obvious to emerge.  

The Not-so-Obvious has the experience of depth and unseen support of the Obvious energies.  

Mixing the new Unit 

To create a complete Unit we bring the energies together, the individual energies that have 

each had a turn to speak, to shine, to have center stage, we bring them together to mix, to 

combine, to merge into a fully functioning Unit. 

 

We then the give the newly formed Unit a chance to feel itself, feel itself fully and the manifest 

Unit.   Once mixed and given a chance to be a fully embodied Unit, we give the Unit a break, 

and allow its partner, the I, to take the stage. 
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The I 

The I is that part of us which is here at all times, through all the different Units.  It is that which 

has always been here, since before our bodies where and will be here after our bodies leave.  I 

do not refer to it as the soul because of the many conceptions and expectations that the word 

bring.  The best way for it to have a pure unencumbered experience is for it to not be burdened 

by these expectations. 

 

We start by giving the I a chance to feel itself, apart from the Unit.  This takes a moment as the 

Unit is very physically here and now.  It takes time to allow that which, in a sense, has no time to 

have center stage.  My experiences of the I often show up as light of some form.  Everyone’s 

experience is unique. 

 

The I can be polished by working the Mind of I and the Body of I.  To do this we can utilize the 

inherent ability of the I to mirror.   

 

A bit about mirroring.  

Mirroring is a process we have often used in Aikido training.  In training, we have practiced 

mirroring our ukes, not in exact movement, but in energy, connectivity and complimentary 

movement.  As part of the mirroring process, we must be a good mirror before we can reflect.  

In being a good mirror, the reflection is a natural occurrence, not one that is created.  A mirror 

does not have to work to create a reflection; it is more than effortless, it is a natural 

consequence of being a mirror.  Thus the only way to mirror our partner well is to polish 

ourselves as mirrors and allow the natural events to occur.     

 

Mirroring can be used not only to mirror a partner in training, but it can be used in our internal 

processes as well.  When we allow one aspect, or energy of ourselves to mirror another part of 

part of ourselves, we polish and discover more about each of them.   

 

The I has an exceptional ability for internal mirroring.   

 

We allow to complementary aspects of the I, the Mind of I and the Body of I.  The Mind of I is 

that part of the I with vision, the more conceptual aspect of the I.  The Body of I is the more 

experiential aspect of the I.    

The Mind of I 

 

First, we give the Mind of I an opportunity to feel itself, separate from the Body of I.  Mind of I is 

the more conceptual aspect.  It is the part with vision, that can experience of looking forward. 
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Once there is a moment of two if experiencing the mind of I, we allow the mind of I to mirror the 

body of I.  This intent has wonderful results.  The mind of I has a natural ability to mirror its 

partner, the body of I, and in so doing do refines and polishes itself.  It is a mirror that polishes 

itself as it reflects, influencing both itself and the reflections without detracting from the truth of 

the reflection one iota. 

 

The Body of I 

 

The body of I then has the opportunity to experience itself.  The Body of I is the more 

experiential aspect of the I.  After giving the Body of I an opportunity to feel itself, we allow the 

Body of I to it uses is natural ability to mirror the Mind of I.   

Forging: 

Bringing it all together 

 

Forging is the act of bringing the 

polished Unit and I together in the 

space, and allowing the creation or 

birthing of something new, 

something that is more than just the 

parts.   

 

The hands are brought together, left 

over right, in front of the hara, and 

gently shaken. 

 

The Unit and I come together, one 

as fire and one as water.  (Whether 

Unit or I is fire or water is purely 

preference, or does not even need to 

be specified.)  As the fire and water 

come together at the hara, a very 

fine refined steam or energy is created.  The steam permeates the body 

and being, touching, purifying every part and aspect.  The steam both purifies and creates as it 

touches.  From this, a new being gels, condenses or births into existence,  a Forged One. 

 

The newly forged one is not I or Unit, not fire or water, but a new being, just as a child is made 

from its mother and father, it includes both, but it neither.  It is a new being, one more level 

refined, purified, polished that the one that started.   

 

Forging Practice 
O’Sensei Practicing 
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Here, the practice of allowing the experience reaches a new level.  The new being has just 

come into creation, and to force expectations onto it immediately is analogous to expecting 

command performance from a newborn puppy. Gentility is called for.   

 

Interestingly, my experiences of a successful forging have often resulted in a sense of 

ordinariness.  When I first experienced this feeling of ordinariness, I was disappointed.  I 

expected something grander after the powerful experiences of the Unit and I.  Fortunately, after 

training as the newly forged one, I became aware that I was not the same ordinary I was before 

I started the process.  It took me a while to recognize that a sense of ordinariness was a sign of 

a successful, balanced forging, when the parts and been polished to the point of balance, and 

came together to form a new whole that more balanced than at the start.  Everyone will have 

their own experience of being a newly Forged One. 

Entanglement 

 

I was hesitant to discuss entanglement in this paper, as I wanted it to be about the Forging.  

However it is such an important concept for me, the human condition and the understanding of 

the forging process that I cannot leave it out. 

 

The Space, the Unit and its energies, and the I, all have their strengths, and their capabilities, 

that make up the whole. When there is imbalance, when one aspect of the whole tries to do the 

job of another part, you have what we call entanglement.  Entanglement contorts, misinterprets 

and corrupts the integrity of the whole.  The reasons for entanglement can be complex and long 

in the making.  I know my own experiences bear this out and I spend much of each day 

recognizing entanglement. 

 

Many of us recognize our entanglement, psychological, spiritual, energetic or otherwise, and as 

we grow as individuals we deal with entanglements, both old and new.  We may deal with them 

in healthy ways and grow, in unhealthy ways and regress, or in some coping way to hold on.  

The forging practice is one of the healthy ways of working with entanglement, of transforming it 

into something new and healthy.  This is why clearing and not bringing preconditions or 

expectations into the process is so important. Without this awareness and understanding, it is 

possible to misunderstand or misinterpret experiences and worsen the engagement without 

realizing it.  It is often beneficial to have a  spotter for this practice.  Someone who has some 

experience doing it and recognize when someone is going down and entanglement path.  

 

While engagement can happen in any context in our everyday life, we are extra susceptible as 

the newly forged one, the puppy.  If there are expectations of experience, such as, I should be 

stronger, happier, more balanced, it can put a restriction on the new being that not only 

hampers it, but can twist it.  This entanglement can be tragic in the sense we have just created 

something new and beautiful, but because it does not fit our preconceptions of a pre-forged 

identity, that we discount, criticize or reject it.  
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The greatest opportunity for entanglement at any point is the I wanting to do the job of the Unit.  

Here the I becomes identified with the manifest and attempts to do what the Unit is meant for.  

The I gets entangled in seeking identity within the manifest, in the realm of the Unit.   

 

I am, unfortunately, quite skilled at entanglement.  It is something I have known about for many 

years.  Its rather fighting to think where I would be without Aikido and my dojo.  

 

Conclusion 

As I write this Yondan paper, I realize I will be continuing to write it for some time. There is more 

to this training, this processing, this developing that I want to write down, for my own 

development, and possibly to share. 

 

This framework, this process, will continue to evolve, continue to refine.   

 

Masakatsu agatsu katsuhayabe 
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