
Yondan essay (to be read to the students as part of my Yondan exam and before the demo)

Six months ago I sat in a circle on the mat and shared my upcoming surgery/treatment for stage four, highly aggressive and advanced cancer with all of you. Now I will stand before you to share my understanding of Yondan. This moment is not about a rush to advance in rank after an absence due to illness nor some overwhelming and burning goal to achieve fourth degree. For me this is about the miracle of this moment in time. Sensei said he would be honored for me to do a demo to share my understanding of Yondan level. He did not ask me six months ago or for six months from now. He was not interested in what was or what will or might be, but just what is so for me right now.

After my surgery I let go of everything - how I looked, movement of my body, driving, using my eye and arms, turning my head, etc. Not out of a surrendering and waving of a white flag, not out of a not wanting and not out of a not caring. I let my life become a blank canvas to stay open to whatever new might take its place and so that whatever might return to me would be a great gift. Standing before you all right now is one of those great gifts.

One may say ... "She has been out of the dojo for months, how could she possibly test for 4th degree?"  However, the truth is that I have been in a marathon training for Yondan. My recovery has been about deep connection with the breath, moment to moment living, continual patience, endless meditative practice, moving slowly, staying open to allow universal healing energy to flow through me and experiencing the power of immense love. Physically this test may have been different six months ago. However, Yondan level isn't about how athletic I can do the form nor how great my stamina, strength and balance. At this moment I may not have a stronger body, but I do have a stronger understanding of the healing force of Tai Chi that moves from my quiet, still center inside and then outwards to heal me physically, emotionally and spiritually. Blue skies far away... body deep inside.

Tai chi training can save our lives. It saved mine. Throughout my recovery tai chi principles kept me open, relaxed and connected to my center and yet expanding outward to everyone. They helped me, time and time again, to find the space amid the contraction, pain and fear. Tai Chi has shown me the deep power of the breath to wind its way through all so the inhale and exhale is all that exists - no yesterday, no tomorrow, just the moment and the connection to life itself. It has taught me deep relaxation so my face and chest could be bolted down in a mask to a conveyer belt going through a radiation tunnel every day for months or so I could be awake in the dark of the night alone and in pain and transform anxiety into a sense of peace. Perhaps, most importantly, Tai Chi always reminds me that everything changes.

Yondan level is the breath. It is right here, right now. It is the no movement within the movement. Yondan is don't know. It is loving energy. Yondan is the space that separates us that truly joins us. Yondan is the emptiness within the form. Yondan is choosing to open time and time again. Yondan is the moment between the inhale and the exhale. Yondan is doing what I love. Yondan is both my center and universal energy. It is being more and more of who I truly am. Yondan is all that I can feel without touching. It is our spirit that shines through our movements. Yondan is the connection to everyone and everything.  

Yondan is seeking an unbroken circle between my life, my practice and my teaching. It is about the practice of Tai Chi in the greater mat of the world. This flow is the advanced work of Tai Chi - flow from mat to life, flow in the form and the flow that is without form. Each of our lives is our great advanced Tai Chi form that is hopefully woven together with the TAI Chi principles. Our lives, just like the form, will constantly be changing if we are truly present in it. What good is our practice if it doesn't become our life? It is said if you do what you love, you become what you love. What greater gift than to someday become Tai Chi.

Advancing to fourth degree it is not about learning more forms, though the forms are endless and we vow to learn them all. It is the understanding that form is emptiness and emptiness is form. It is the form of my paralyzed face but knowing that is not who I really am. It is knowing that what we are really always studying in Tai Chi is stillness, center, breath, balance, connection, harmony and love.

Ironically, the first movement I learned in Tai Chi has been the movement that I have been seeking to execute for Yondan - the integration breath. As a result of the severing of my spinal accessory nerve which controls the neck, shoulder and upper back the ability to raise my right arm high enough to do a simple integration breath was only a distant and very uncertain possibility. However, miracles continue to happen.

Yondan is ultimately about love and the miracle of healing. It is about my love for my fellow students, for my Sensei and my life. It is about your support, kindness, love and generosity throughout my healing journey. It is my testimony that the love from and for my family, friends and dojo loved ones has been my healing force. It reflects that Aikido-ai is truly the embodiment of its name - love as the path to harmonious and healing energy. For me, Yondan is ultimately about the healing universal energy of love that connects us all.

I love you.
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