HEARING VOICES? 
 
I’m sitting here this morning contemplating my somewhat sore and stiff body, and wondering just what it is about training that causes me to feel it a bit more on some days than others.  Not that I don’t enjoy the sore muscles.  The days I walk up a flight of stairs and am well aware of my quads for instance are enjoyable because they make me aware of my body.  In an era when so many people seem to be completely out of touch with their bodies, it’s refreshing to know I have one. 

The wonderful thing about our training is the direct cause and effect relationship inherent to it.  On one obvious level, if I do not block my opponent’s punch, I get smacked – and that, more often than not, hurts!  Very basic cause and effect at work.  On a more subtle level, our training helps us to realize that to improve and advance, we must practice, practice, practice - often times regardless of how we are “feeling” that day.  The longer we train, the less important it is how we feel about it.  We simply train for the sake of training and it becomes a very basic exercise in “chop wood, carry water”.  We let go of the baggage of feelings and train anyway.  

Short on cash this month?  Train anyway.  Bad day at the office?  Train anyway.  Spouse filing for divorce?  Train anyway.  Muscles sore and bruised?  Train anyway.  How we are feeling simply doesn’t have much to do with it, and if pandered to, will often allow us to rationalize why we should not train.  I doubt I will get to choose how I feel on the day I am attacked on the street.  More likely than not, it will be a terrible, distraction-filled day that has me so low that my usual level of awareness, of zanshin, is not up to par, or I wouldn’t be attacked in the first place.  We must overcome our feelings about training – both excessive exuberance and extreme ambivalence if we are to arrive at the true essence of training.  I am that I am.  As George Leonard so succinctly wrote:  “Zen and the martial arts are not things that you learn or do.  They are what you are.” 

Once again, we are talking about cause and effect.  The cause is that we train consistently.  We train in spite of our feelings because they become quite irrelevant.  The result is that we become more self-actualized martial artists. 
My students will recall hearing this story several times.  When I was younger, I belonged to a particularly rough dojo, in which there was a very real risk of being injured, because our sensei worked with the police as well as barrio students and always stressed the most realistic training possible.  It was fast, furious, and hard hitting!  In retrospect, I think in some ways it was counter -productive because of the tendency to revert back to brute strength and street techniques rather than the karate techniques I’ve come to find work just fine.  
Needless to say, it was rough!  I had cracked ribs and black eyes on more than one occasion.  I was brave enough to be a student in this dojo, but still felt that dreaded fear in the pit of my stomach every evening when I was getting ready to head for the dojo. 

Because of that fear, my mind would start into self-talk in an attempt to sabotage my training by allowing me an out by rationalization.  It would begin with something like, “Boy it’s been a long day and you worked really hard.  You’ve already trained twice this week.  You ought to stay home and rest your body.”  Meanwhile, I would be packing my equipment bag. 

Next it would try guilting me with, “You haven’t been spending enough time with your wife lately.  You ought to take the night off and spend time with her.”  Meanwhile I’d be driving to the dojo. 

Finally, it would remember that it was Monday Night and The Raiders and 49ers were playing.  Maybe I should reconsider.  By that time I would be bowing into the dojo!  The self-talk never abated.  I learned to hear it yet remain determined to train.  And you know what?  The self-talk finally stopped forever.  It never found a willing audience.  All of these rationalizations were real and some even had merit, but I never let them deter me from training.  Now, I train because I train – without thought of gain.  It is not what I do.  It is what I am. 

So this morning I’m contemplating my somewhat stiff and sore body.  A result of training.  Maybe kumite.  Maybe a series of focus exercises designed to improve leg strength.  I don’t remember.  It’s an effect of training.  That makes it okay.  And I’ll be at the dojo tonight. 
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