NEW YEAR.  BEGIN AGAIN.

The Importance of Keeping Beginner’s Mind

Happy New Year!  May this be the year you put those plans and dreams into action.

While I was training this afternoon,  I was thinking about that feeling of optimism that comes with the new year.  It’s as if the slate has been wiped clean and we can begin anew.  It’s a feeling of relief in many ways to move into new beginnings.  Remember how the start of last year felt the same, and yet by year’s end we were still looking at many unfulfilled goals on our resolution list.

Perhaps we should be thankful and focusing on what we did accomplish rather than looking at the things we did not.  We should give ourselves credit for those accomplishments without becoming complacent and leaving our heart’s desire always out there on our “to-do’ list.  That’s one step to empowerment.

Then there was the question of how to maintain an excitement and freshness in our karate training.  Especially after we’ve been at it for numerous years and the excitement of the steep learning curve is waning.  It’s difficult enough to keep up a strong training regimen in the face of life’s demands, even during those early years when we’re focused on becoming a yudansha and obtaining that black belt.  Then the learning curve flattens out and it becomes increasingly difficult to keep up an enthusiasm for training.

One of the most important pieces of advice I received was years ago when I changed from Shito-Ryu karate to Goju-Ryu.  Teruo Chinen Sensei told me the transition would be harder than I imagined unless I kept “beginner’s mind”.  At the time I only abstractly understood what he was telling me, but over the years I’ve come to understand how important that concept is, and how necessary it is for growth in the martial arts.

I think what Sensei was telling me was that as long as my own cup – my own sense of importance and knowledge – was full, there would be no room for the new to come in.  If I remained full of myself and my past knowledge, anything new would simply overflow out and I would miss it.  Beginner’s mind implied that I needed to approach my training as an empty vessel again.  To leave room for the new to come in so I could once again learn and grow in excitement.  It also implied I needed to get my ego out of the way.  

Do you remember your first year of karate training?  How every class was an incredible learning experience.  How you felt empowered and powerful and couldn’t wait to practice on your own or to show your friends some of the techniques you were picking up?  

That’s passion!  Where did it go?

It’s still there, but it may require a return to beginner’s mind this year.  Be open to the input of others.  Try looking at the nuances of karate-do – the subtleties that are where the true skills lie.  It may take re-framing how you regard your training.  Instead of training harder, perhaps you need to train smarter.  Perhaps you’ve slipped into a pattern of easy workouts that don’t push the envelope any longer.  Amp it up!  Train with other karateka who take you to the limit.  Analyze your patterns and then shake the tree.  Make a commitment to attend training seminars.  Open your mind and your training will take on new life.

As the old saying goes:  “If you keep on doing what you’re doing, you’ll keep on getting what you’re getting.”

This year commit to making it fresh again.  Get into some cross training.  Run.  Do yoga.  Excite yourself and you’ll be a motivation to others.  Color outside the lines a little and see if perhaps you don’t come up with a masterpiece of new motivation.

Yours in the martial arts,

James Pounds
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