	Beef Jerky 

I run a lot as cross-training.  I can’t say that I like it that much anymore.  Even though I still look forward to my runs, they are beginning to feel too much like work.  When I’m out on the trails pounding away, it is not as easy as it once was.  My breathing seems more ragged.  My calf muscles tighten.  The next kilometer sometimes feels like infinity.  I’m afraid my days of bounding almost effortlessly like an exuberant gazelle are over.  But I keep running.  I work at it because I like the way I feel afterwards.  It keeps me in shape.  My outlook on it is probably as much mental as physical, however.  I could really use a fresh perspective. 

And that fresh perspective idea reminds me of kata.  I’ve always liked kata.  The longer I train as a karateka, the more I realize that kata is karate.  I’m astounded at the amount of knowledge in each kata – unfathomable knowledge.  When I think I really understand a kata is when I always learn something new.  A more subtle way of executing a technique.  A hidden application I just had never found before.  But sometimes I get flat and need that fresh perspective. 

Sensei Teruo Chinen, says getting the “flavor” of a kata is similar to eating a piece of beef jerky.  When you first try it, it is very tough and has no distinguishable flavor.  You have to chew it, work it, because it is so hard.  As you do, it softens some and becomes easier to chew.  It begins to give up its flavor.  Only after much time and work does it actually begin to taste good.  Understanding a kata is a similar process. 

To get that fresh perspective, I always return to my least “favorite” katas in cycles over time in an effort to better understand and execute them.  To taste them better, so to speak.  Oh, I’d been running them all along, but I would not dwell on them – delve deeper into their essence.  Perhaps they were not best for my body type.  Or my temperament.  Or my sense of timing.  Besides, I had other katas that were more enjoyable.  They were a better fit in my mind.  They just felt right.  I suspect that in reality I was simply being a less-than-complete practitioner. 

I learned that early masters in Okinawa rarely taught a practitioner more than a few kata of their ryu.  Rarely did any student learn them all, and only the most promising disciple was chosen for this honor and responsibility.  I’ve heard the more limited teaching had to do with body type of the student.  Perhaps it was also because of the secrecy of the times that only the most trusted one – the heir apparent – learned the complete system.  Since kata is considered to be the memory banks of the individual ryu, perhaps the master was reluctant to entrust the complete database to anyone other than the chosen one.  Being the recipient of a kata from the Master was a tremendous gift.  It still is. 

I only know that when I inevitably get back around to spending focused time on my least favorite katas, they begin to reluctantly give up their secrets and allow me to taste their unique flavor.  Maybe it’s after the fourth or fifth cycle back to them - maybe it’s the twentieth…after all, I’ve been at this a while now - that I discover that they are no longer my least favorite katas.  I begin to like them more and more as my body, through continual practice, comes to understand their rhythms.  Some have even come to be my favorites.  Just like beef jerky, if I chew it long enough it isn’t so tough.  And it maybe even tastes good! 
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