Ki: A Universal Concept

By Brent deMoville, Ph.D.

For years, serious discussions of the Martid Arts have included the concept of Ki (vital energy).
Fighters have atributed their winning or losing to high or low Ki leves. Indructors give lessons
onincreasing on€' sleve of Ki and masters are sometimes given respect in acknowledgement of
ther level of Ki. Recently, however, western martia artists professing strong Christian beliefs
have written |etters to the editors of Martid Art magazines complaining about the attention paid
to “heathen” concepts, myths, and mystical powers. They contend that these arefictitious
concepts that have no bearing on the martid artist; are foreign to Chrigtian belief; and contribute
to the arguments of those who would class the martid artist with the Satanist. While their cont
cerns may be sincere, they are not grounded in a complete understanding of their own traditions.
The concept of “vita energy” may be found not only in the traditions of India, China, and Japan,
but dso in the traditions of Judaism, Chridtianity, and Idam. Thisarticle will explore the
terminology and cultura expressions for this concept in both the eastern and western traditions.

Probably the earliest recorded writings regarding the concept of “vital energy” come from the In-
dian religious traditions. The Hindus caled this vital energy Prana. Pranais one of the two basic
building blocks of nature. The Hindu' s believe that the materid of the universe is made of

Akasa Akasais anything having form, from gases, liquids, and solids to animals, plants, and the
human body. This physicd cregtion is given life and power through Prana. Pranaiisdl energy
and force, from gravity and magnetism to brain waves and neura impulses. The Hindu' s see this
energy as flowing into the body with the breath. The energy is not part of the air but flowsin

with the air. Many of the yoga exercises are attempts to channd and direct this energy through
the body. The continud flow of Pranais considered to be a necessity of life. Improperly balanced
flow or blocked flow of Pranais thought to be amgor cause of illness. The Pranayama bresthing
exercises were developed as the most efficient method of channdling the direction of flow.

The Taoigts of Chinafostered a smilar concept regarding the existence and flow of “vita
energy”. They cdled thisenergy, Ch'i. Again, like the Hindu, the Taoigt found the universe to
be composed of two primary entities. Thefirg, hecaled Li. Li isthe essentid matter of the
universe. Li isthe samefor dl men. The factorsthat digtinguish one man from other come from
Ch'i. The Ch'i then determines the nature of the man. The foolish would have little or hidden
Ch'i while the wise would have ahigh leve of Ch'i. D.T. Suzuki in his book, Zen and Japanese
Culture, described the application of Ch'i in relation to the teachings of Taoist Chuang Tzu.

In hearing do not use the ear but the mind; do not use the mind but Ch’i. when you use the
ear, the hearing stops there, and the mind cannot go further than the symbol; Ch'i is
something empty and waiting. Tao abides in the emptiness, and the emptinessis mind
fasting....

When Chuang Tzu defines “mind fagting” as seeing and hearing with Ch'i, theideaiisto
transcend the ego consciousness as the center. To the Taoig, this energy not only created one's
individudity, but was the true source of our existence. The martid artist useshis Ch'i by cutting



through the din of his thoughts and preconceptions and alows his natura avareness to dominate.
The Japanese took the Chinese concept of Ch'i. With the Japanese pronunciation, Ki, the “vitd
energy” became an integrad part of the samurai tradition in Jgpan. Ki literdly meansbreath in
Japanese. Like the Hindus, the Japanese felt that Ki could be channeled through proper breathing
techniques. Similarly, Ki could be expeled with proper exhdations. The Kia shout of the
martid artist is, when properly done, adirected channeling of Ki. The Japanese went on to
consider the Hara or belly as a sort of storage depot for the “vital energy”. The Taoists, who
cdled the lower cavity the Tan T’ ien, aso shared this concept. The Japanese power of Hara-ge
is another example of controlled extenson of Ki. The Hara-ge literadly meansthe “art of the
belly” and it is thought that one can sense the presence of another’s power if one centers his
consciousness in the hara. The suggested method of centering the consciousness is correct
breathing. So again, we fdl back to the Ki or breath.

Theseidess of breath as more than merely the intake of air may seem ridiculous and totaly
foreign to some western sensihilities and traditions. However, closer examination of the Judao-
Christian religious traditions and their writings reved smilar concepts. Much of the Western
world has its foundeation in the concepts and traditions of the Hebrew. Their primary religious
source isthe Tanach or what Chrigtians cdll the “ Old Testament”. The Tanach was of course
written in the language of its people, Hebrew. Unlike English, Hebrew makes a distinction
regarding the word “ breath”. Hebrew has three distinct words for breath: Nephesh, Ruach, and
Neshemah. In Genesis 2.7 the English reads as follows. “ And the Lord God formed man of the
dust of the ground, and breathed into his nogtrils the breath of life; and man became aliving
soul.” In the Hebrew, the phrase “breath of life’ is*Nishmat Chayim” and the phrase “living
soul” is “leNephesh Chayah”. “Living soul” could as eadily be trandated “the bresthing being”.
The animation of the prima matter came through the breath of life. The Hindu would easily
understand that verse as the animation of the Akasa through the Prana. The phrase, “Nephesh
Chayd’ isaso used in Genesis 1:20,24,30 to refer to the animas of the world asliving crestures.
From that, one can interpret “Nephesh” as being merely the physica intake of oxygen to support
the living being. However, the “Neshemah” isthe breath of God asin “Nishmat Chayim”, the
bresth of life. The*“Neshemah” originated with God and was given to man directly from God.
The “Neshemah” is the spirit inside man and is most closdly related to the concepts of Pranaand
Ki. In Proverbs 20:27, “The spirit of man isthe candle of the Lord, searching dl theinward
parts of the belly.” The phrase, “spirit of man” is*“Nishmat Adam”. The spirit is the breath of
God.

In later centuries, the Jewish mystics made grester digtinctions in the types of bresth. In the
Zohar, aclassic text of mystica Judaism, Rabbi Hiyyarefersto the “three strands of spirit”, the
Nephesh, Ruach, and Neshemah. The Nephesh and Ruach are linked as mind and body, but the
Neshemah isthe path to the divine.

In the Chrigtian rdligious tradition, much is said about spirit but few look to the Greek or Hebrew
meanings of theword. Both the “pneuma’ of Greek and the various terms for spirit in Hebrew
share the meaning of bresth. In John 6:63, Jesus is quoted as saying, “It isthe spirit (breath) that
giveslife, the flesh has nothing to offer.” Theided, in Chritianity, isto be filled with the Holy
Spirit; “Nishmat Shaddal” or breath of God. The Spirit of God is literdly the breath of God.
The Idamic traditions, growing out of the Judao- Christian background, have smilar concepts.



The Arabic “Nafs’ is comparable to the Hebrew “Nephesh”. Similarly, the “Nafs’ represents the
physicd sde of man and the physicd act of breathing. The Sufis, mystical practitioners of

Idam, gave seven different stages of “Nafs’ as man progressed toward the Holy. The channding
methods of the Mudim were primarily related to prayer or movement in the case of the Sufi Der-
vishes. The breathing was not the focal point of the exercise, but rather aresult. The Mudims
aso drivefor “El Ruh” or the breath of God.

| have read accounts of Christian martid artists who took offense when a Japanese practitioner
commented on the artist’ s Ki leve. The artist might respond, “1 have no Ki, I'm a Chrigtian.” |
wonder how the same artist would respond if his Japanese friend commented on hishana. “I
have no hana, I'm Chrigian.” Hanauis the Japanese word for nose and religion has no bearing on
its presence or absence. Like the different words for nose, we are deding with varying cultures
and languages attempting to express the inexpressble. Human beings are blessed with an energy
that enables us dl to exceed the limitations of our flesh and bone. | believe that Prana, Ki,
Neshemah, Holy Spirit, Divine Spark, or whatever term you choose, are dl attempts to use the
limited facility of language to explain that well of energy that goes beyond our physca

limitations. A Chrigtian martia artist should be flattered when someone commentson hisleve

of Ki. That is probably an attempt by someone outside his culture and mindset to express that
the Chrigtian’slight is not hidden under abasket. Hisglory or spirit is evident.

Rather than making our religion dam a cosmic door in the face of the world, we should alow
oursalves to see the expression of the Divine is varying cultures. This “open heart” will give us
new ingghtsinto our own beliefs and deepen our understanding. The Bhagavad-Gita, one of the
sacred books of the Hindu faith, statesthat the Lord Krishnaisthe only way to salvation That
datement is o Smilar to that of Christians who profess that Chrigt is the only way to salavation.

| would rather think that the hand of God reaches toward every being and that the seeming
differences are no more than the differences in fingers on that hand. Each finger will lead back
to the heart of truth. Why reect the pinky and choose the thumb without first seeing where they
lead? Asawarrior, take it upon yoursdf to explore the religious and philosophica traditions that
form the basis of your art. And rather than quickly rgecting them as myth, see how they might
be expressions of your own beliefs conveyed through a different time and culture. Y ou may ill
reject that path, but at least then you will know why.



