PATIENCE 
I drink a brand of herb tea that prints a wise saying on every tea bag.  It's a lot like opening a fortune cookie.  My tea bag saying this morning told me 

"Let things come to you."
It got me to thinking about what that means.  In karate perhaps that means to try softer.  All too often we try to force something to happen instead of allowing it to come naturally - in its own time.  By naturally, I mean as a direct consequence of the actions we've been taking.  Yes, there's that "action" word again.  Letting things come to us doesn't mean there is no action required on our part.  Too often we try to force results into submission like a match in the Octagon.  However, if we perform "right actions" rather than "forced actions" - in this case training regularly and diligently - progress and preparedness are the natural resultant.

One of the hardest concepts to convey to newer students is that the best way to initially practice Goju-Ryu kata is to move flowingly and at a slower speed.  Beginners and junior students usually want to develop power first, but then often overlook the inherent flow and circular motion of Goju-Ryu which, in itself, is a better predictor of power than mass or muscle alone.  Trying too hard at the beginning of the learning curve almost always results in the exclusive utilization of linear power.  Nothing wrong with linear power.  All karate styles utilize it, but it's the circular "Ju" power of Goju-Ryu that sets it apart - both in beauty and in affectivity.

I will often have students repetitively work kata at what I call "tai chi speed".  At that flowing, slower pace it is much easier to understand and assimilate the circular motions that utilize centrifugal force to create power.  An added benefit is that the students can also observe the smallest nuances of stance, weight distribution, and focus that are often overlooked when the kata is run for maximum power.  After the flow is mastered, speed and power naturally develop.  So the student learns the "Ju" side of Goju-Ryu and then develops power from it.  The student who only practices hard - the "Go" - is often lacking of the understanding and execution of the circular aspect and is therefore missing out on half the style.

Surprisingly, the same can be said of kumite.  We practice jiyu kumite (free sparring) but we also do a lot of what we refer to as randori - a slower, free flowing, version of sparring without protective equipment.  Randori is typically practiced at about 70% of jiyu kumite speed and requires a certain amount of cooperation between partners.  There's a lot of ebb-and-flow necessary to effectively work both offense and defense.  Since neither partner is loading up for the big technique, both partners are relaxed, more flowing and elusive, yet still able to set up techniques so they could be delivered with ultimate power whenever an opportunity presents itself.  The benefits are improved stamina, great tai-sabaki (body evasion) and footwork, an improved ability to work close-in to an opponent (a Goju-Ryu trademark), enhanced flow and flexibility, and no distraction by the close proximity of flying fists and feet.  All of these benefits transfer into jiyu kumite so the fighters become more relaxed and flowing - which generally means more speed.  And that means ultimately more power.

Superb Goju-Ryu fighters are more like bamboo than iron.  They flow and let the attack come close, yet evade while holding their position, and then spring back with amazing speed and power born of that flow.  Couple that with the penetrating power of working with makiwara (striking post) and other forms of hojo-undo (training with implements) for years and you encompass the Go and Ju of our style.  In contrast, students who are "thrown to the dogs" of hard fighting right from the start are tough (at least the ones who remain), but often cumbersome and somewhat predictable because of the resulting tension from loading up for the one big shot.

The saying "Letting things come to me" reminds me of the story of Matajuro Yagyu, the famous swordsman.  Initially inept, he sought out Banzo a famous yet eccentric swordsman and asked "If I work really hard, how long would it take me to be proficient?"

"It would take you the rest of your life," replied Banzo.  

"What if I worked every day with dedication?" rejoined Matajuro.

"Ummm, maybe ten years."

"No good!  What if I train all day every day?"

"Thirty years under those conditions," replied Banzo.

"Why will it take me longer if I train harder?" asked Matajuro, puzzled.

"Impatience is the greatest block on the road to mastery.  I will accept you as student only if you can display patience and a calm, determined spirit."

Of course, Matajuro did become Banzo's pupil and went on to become one of the greatest swordsmen in Japan.  He was advised, in essence, to try softer and let things come to him.

It works in our private lives as well.

Yours in the Spirit of Karate-do,

James Pounds  
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