ICHI GO, ICH E 
   
I’ve been meaning to write this essay since my Mother passed away in August, 2002, but I found I had to let some time pass so everything could settle.  This one’s for you, Mom. 
  
Sensei Teruo Chinen, taught us about a concept known as Ichi go Ichi e. (Eechee go eechee a)  Loosely interpreted ichi go ichi e means essentially “one life, one opportunity” – a concept perhaps foreign to many Americans, as accustomed as we are to having so many opportunities to start over, seemingly without penalty.  Ichi go ichi e implies an altogether different mindset – a mindset of realization that this may be the only opportunity we have and all our chips are on the table. 

This mindset seems to come from the Zen Buddhist concept of living meditation through mindfulness of every action – a conscious attentiveness to every detail of every action whether we are weeding the garden, preparing a meal, or performing a kata.  Each breath is unique and important because this particular breath is the one here and now but it could also be our last. 

Ichi go ichi e also brings to mind the ancient budo adage of “one blow, one victory”.  It means you must say goodbye to self, to ego, and be totally in the moment because that is where the matter of living or dying resides.  In sword duels the Samurai had to first kill his own sense of self in order to attain the detached sense of total focus required in such an endeavor.  The slightest wavering of attention or hesitation of action meant it would be your head lying in the dust. 
  
Spirit, swift; 
Mind, calm; 
Body, light; 
Eyes, clear; 
Technique, decisive! 
  ~ Yamaoka Tesshu ~ 
  
Chinen Sensei’s analogy was that whenever you leave your house and family in the morning for work, you must be aware there is a possibility you may never return.  Perhaps it is your day to die in a traffic accident.  Or your spouse.  Or your child.  Would your actions and attentiveness to them be different if you knew that?  The people we read about in the daily paper who perish in some accident, murder, or who have a heart attack probably believed they would return home that night – that they had all the time in the world to make amends with estranged family members; or write that novel; or to learn to play the piano.  
  
So Sensei said that when you leave for work
you should take your leave as if you will not be coming back.  That means looking deeply into your wife’s eyes when you kiss her goodbye; telling your children how much they mean to you; saying farewell to your home and possessions.  
 

 

  “Focus your attention on the link between you and your death, without remorse or sadness or worrying.  Focus your attention on the fact that you don’t have time and let your acts flow accordingly.  Let each of your acts be your last battle on earth.  Only under those conditions will your acts have their rightful power.  Otherwise they will be, for as long as you live, the acts of a timid man.”
~ Yaqui Indian Brujo Don Juan to Carlos Casteneda ~   
  
Many times, Chinen Sensei instructed us to perform a kata as if it were the last opportunity we might have because we might walk out of the dojo and get run over by a bus!  Somehow, that never fails to elevate the action and precludes that we won’t be half-assing it. 

In the martial arts, cultivating an ichi go ichi e mindset allows us to train with the property intensity and focus.  Even if you are unable to visualize yourself involved in a sword duel, you can surely understand that some tragedy could befall you at any moment and end your training – if not your life.  When I internalize the belief there may never be another chance to train, my training becomes a thing to be valued and my “acts flow accordingly.”  I find myself training with a spirit of joy and appreciation because I may only have this last chance.  I’m then fully living in the now, in my growing tip, and that’s all we ever have. 

It’s obvious how the ichi go ichi e concept applies to kumite.  One of the best things about sparring is that we get to flush everything else from our minds.  We’re focused!  When dealing with punches, kicks, and distancing your mind isn’t wandering.  You aren’t thinking about the grocery list!  I remember attending a seminar by Ryubo Kai Sensei Kiyoshi Yamazaki and he spoke about the importance of taking total advantage of the few opportunities to score on your opponent in a kumite shiai.  He repeatedly reminded us “only one chance” and “only two minutes”.  It was another practical application of the ichi go ichi e concept.  In real self-defense situations the stakes are exponentially higher so the development of ichi go ichi e in the dojo is emphatically important. 
    
“In reality, shin – spirit – is what matters first; technique and body come afterward.  In olden days things were different because life was at stake and then, ultimately, intuition decided the outcome.  It should be that way today: every fight should be fought as if life were at stake, otherwise they are only a game.  In reality, physical strength and strength of technique and mind are more or less equal, but it is always shin, the spirit, that decides the fate of battle.”
~ Taisen Dehimaru ~ 
  

Perhaps the concept isn’t quite so clear when it comes to kata, repetition drills, partner work, and the daily “chop wood, carry water” grind of training.  Internalizing the ichi go ichi e attitude means it will become impossible to give any less than your absolute best effort every time.  How would we perform if we knew in advance this performance would become our legacy?  It could be.  To have not done our best would not do our legacy justice. 

Attention to the small details in the dojo – how you enter, proper ettiquette, the length of your fingernails, or the cleanliness of your uniform are all proper ichi go ichi e because that same attention to detail in a confrontation – how many attackers, where the exits are, is there a weapon – could save your life. 

So the next time you bow into your dojo, try to practice this concept of ichi go ichi e.  One life, one opportunity.  Better yet, why not incorporate it into the fabric of your life?  You may not notice the difference immediately but I’ll bet others, including your Sensei, will. 

Tell your wife you love her next time you leave for work.  Go ahead…hug your dog too. 
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