Lighting the Fuse 
  


I can’t tell you how many times I’ve considered giving up teaching.  Every once in a great while I even think what life would be like without training in karate, but I really can’t conceive of that.  There’s just something inherent in this disciplined art  that keeps me seeking the nuances of improvement.  There’s always a deeper level of understanding that keeps us going.  But teaching can be as frustrating some times as it is rewarding at others, and is a beautiful example of the yin/yang aspect of life in general -- and the martial arts in particular.


It seems there are always one or two students who keep me teaching, those rare ones whose level of commitment and earnestness match my own.  I train for myself, but I teach for those rare others.  One thing I’ve discovered is that it’s impossible for me not to teach.  Every time I’ve relocated, I’ve had the perfect opportunity to not teach, and yet I always end up starting another club.  Having a successful commercial dojo is for those who are fortunate enough to be rooted in a community long-term, because it takes years to really see those efforts take root and blossom.  For the rest of us – the military folks, the corporate vagabonds, the restless souls who practice karate – we find students where we can and teach while we’re ‘there’, knowing we may only be ‘here’ for a short time.  In essence, our job is to light the fuse within our students, to set the intention within them to continue their education even if they lose a teacher. 


Years ago, we relocated and had to leave a commercial dojo that had operated successfully for a number of years.  I felt so guilty about leaving my students in the lurch, as if they might never find another Sensei to take my place. 


What an egotistical notion that was! 


I was coming from a viewpoint that gave me way too much credit and didn’t give my students any.  I was thinking like a parent who never steps away and allows their child to discover the world on their own, and therefore I might have been holding them back in certain ways.


I know for a fact that many of them eventually stopped training, even though we made every effort to keep the dojo alive through our senior students.  I can’t help that.  Things had changed, and as much as we might not like to admit it, karate training can sometimes be a matter of convenience.  If it becomes inconvenient through changed circumstance, many students will simply quit rather than go the extra mile.  But there are those rare ones.  Those are the ones I like to have walk through my doors.


They are the ones who will seek out an instructor, and convenience, cost, or distance have nothing to do with it.  They are determined to train and committed to seek out the best instructors and fellow practitioners available.  Those are the ones I love to run across, and if they happen to be beginners starting with me, then that’s the spirit I want to embed in them.  That’s what I mean about lighting that fuse.  Whether I’m there or not should actually be irrelevant.  They should feel an undeniable urge to seek out the best and to continue their karate journey even if the circumstances should change.  It’s a mobile world and very few of us remain in one location for the long term, whether students or instructors.  If we are true catalysts, they will continue on just as we do.


Don’t get me wrong.  I really do wish I could see those acorns become trees, but I have to trust there are many good instructors out there to help them grow.  The other side of the coin is that I benefit from students who find me and we learn from each other.  We have to keep that ‘beginner’s mind’ and realize we’re always learning, all the time.  As my friend Luis Morales Sensei says: “Always the Student.”


This martial arts musical chairs has humbled me over the years, and has helped me keep my ego in check.

  

Yours in the Martial Arts,
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