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Introduction

In this paper I shall briefly attempt to demonstrate a basic
understanding of the history, background and lineage of Shorin-Ryu
Shorinkan, Okinawan Karate.  My knowledge and study of the martial arts is
far more limited than my senseis, therefore, I hope to share an intellectual
exploration into a realm that may be less familiar to my teachers of martial
arts.  In this paper I have begun to explore the many ways in which two of
the disciplines I devote a great amount of my life to compare with each
other.  In recent years I have constantly noted parallels between the
practice of Karate as I am being trained and the practice of Judaism in
which I participate and work professionally.  The more research and analysis
I have done into this subject matter, the more avenues of exploration I have
begun to see.  This paper will be limited, but I expect the learning to go on
for years to come.

I was ordained as a rabbi in 1995 from the Hebrew Union College-
Jewish Institute of Religion’s Cincinnati campus.  This is a five-year post-
graduate program beginning with an initial year at our campus in Jerusalem.
I earned a Bachelor’s Degree at the University of California Santa Barbara
primarily focusing upon comparative religion.

I began studying Karate in the year 2000 under the training of Sensei
Sean Hardy.

Proviso:

My academic training and experience in research have taught me that
knowledge is not exact.  I have found strong similarities between the ways in
which both religion and the martial arts record their histories in a less than
objective manner.  This certainly must be taken into account in the academic
pursuit of either discipline.  I have done my best to allow for discrepancies
and report information as accurately as possible given disparate source
material.



2

History and Background of Okinawan Karate
Shorin-Ryu Shorinkan

The day breaks over the clean ocean
Clouds are cleared over the peaceful islands
Dawn bell sounds throughout the world
We now face the glorious morning
Gone are the days of trials
Oh! We solemnly swear
We swear eternal peace on Okinawa

The Black Current runs around the islands
Green mountains and rivers glowing
We, the fellow citizens are stirred up
To build a new, independent and prosperous Okinawa
Now, let us build eternal peace
On our home islands

The skies are filled with lights
Stain the Deigo flowers with brilliant color
The folk culture inherited for generations
Now brilliantly shines over our home islands
Let us create our own culture
For future Okinawa

Okinawan Prefectural People’s Song
Poem by: Seiko Miyasato
Music by: Shigeru Shirom
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Brief History of Okinawan Karate
Okinawa

The relatively small island of Okinawa today enjoys a peaceful
existence.  It has not always been so fortunate.

In 1992, the Okinawan prefecture chose the red circle within a circle
design as the symbol of the island community.  The outer circle represents
the ocean surrounding Okinawa.  The white circle symbolizes Okinawan’s
peace-loving nature, and the inner circle stands for the people’s goal of
global development.  The symbol not only characterizes the Okinawan
community as a whole, but also well represents the history and discipline of
Okinawan Karate.  The tiny, gentle community developed a formidable system
of defense that today, in more peaceful times, has great influence in the
global practice of martial arts.

Japan consists of forty-seven prefectures which are the largest
administrative sub-divisions within Japanese bureaucracy.  Okinawa is the
most southwestern prefecture and includes 49 inhabited islands and 110
uninhabited islands.  This geographic positioning caused Okinawa to serve as
Japan’s southern gateway to China and Southeast Asia and helped form
Okinawa’s unique cultural characteristics and customs.  Today, Okinawa’s
population consists of approximately 1.3 million people.



4

History

While folk tradition relates a lengthy history of Okinawan karate,
there remains significant debate over the origin of martial arts on Okinawa.
Mark Bishop, in his work entitled Okinawan Karate, suggests that much of
the confusion is attributable to the Okinawans themselves.  Bishop contends
that no historical evidence can be found to support the claim that
‘weaponless Okinawan peasants developed fighting systems as a means to
overthrow their Satsuma overlords,’ [Bishop p10] even though this teaching
is clearly the prevailing history offered by practitioners of Okinawan martial
arts.

Before the Satsuma invasion, Sho Hashi united the regions of
Okinawa, known as the kingdom of Ryukyu, in 1429 and established his capital
at Shuri.  Sometime following the reign Sho Hoshi, Sho Shin, who ruled from
1477 to 1526, ended feudalism, established a Confucianist state, outlawed
the wearing of swords and prohibited private citizens from owning
significant supplies of weaponry.

The Ryukyu kingdom continued to flourish during this period primarily
through its trade with China, South East Asia, Korea and Japan.  Then, in
1609, the Satsuma clan from Southern Kyushu invaded and began to drain
the Ryukyu economy.

For nearly three hundred years the practice of Te and, eventually,
Tode were reserved for nobility.

In 1879, the Japanese exiled Sho Tai, the current king in the Ryukyus,
united the island of Okinawa with the Japanese Okinawan Prefecture and
began to acculturate the Ryukyu people in Japanese ways.

As Japanese pressure on the Okinawans began a process of relaxation,
culminating in the Japanese defeat at the end of World War II, the people
of Okinawa began transforming the hitherto militaristic art of karate into a
discipline of health and spirituality, practiced by the masses and taught in
public schools.

Today, Okinawan karate enjoys a worldwide following and plays a part
in perpetuating the beauty of ancient Okinawan culture.
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Lineage

Shorin-Ryu Shorinkan recounts a long, proud tradition dating back to
the earliest days of karate and its antecedents.  Following, are brief,
biographical notes on the masters in direct lineage of Shorin-Ryu Shorinkan
Karate.  The further back we explore, the less reliable the information.

Kusanku
18th Century

It is purported that Kusanku learned the Chinese art of Ch’uan Fa
from a Shaolin monk and, in 1761, he traveled to Okinawa to teach what he
had learned.  He is also believed to have been a Chinese military diplomat.

Peichin Takahara
b. c.1683
d. c.1716

Purportedly studied martial arts under Chatan Yara who had been sent
from Shuri to learn in China.  It is believed that Takahara taught Sakugawa.
Peichin is a title of distinction.  He was also purported to have been an
astronomer and a monk.  He is most notable as the teacher of Sakugawa.
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Satsunuku (Tode) Sakugawa
b. c.1762
d. c.1843

Karate, as we know it today, blends the
original Okinawan discipline of te with Chinese
Boxing, known as tode.  Sakugawa was one of the
first to bring the two forms together.  He began
training in Okinawa under Peichin Takahara and later
studied Chinese Kempo under Kusanku.

Sakugawa developed the kata Kusanku and
Kobudo’s bo kata, Sakugawa No Kun.  He is also

credited with originating the concept of dojo etiquette, known as dojo kun.

Sokon “Bushi” Matsumura
b. c.1798
d. c. 1890

Sokon Matsumura was born into a prominent
family in the village of Yamagawa village in Shuri,
Okinawa.  He was a scholar and a scribe in addition to
serving as a bodyguard for the last three Ryukyuan
kings.  In his travels, Matsumura visited China and

Japan where he studied Chinese boxing and Japanese swordsmanship under
the tutelage of Yashichiro Ijuin, and he eventually studied the use of bo
with Tode Sakugawa.  Matsumura even visited the Fukien Shaolin Temple.
After his retirement, Matsumura taught karate in Sakiyama village, Shuri.

Among his many prominent students were Anko Itosu and Gichin
Funakoshi.  He is credited with systematizing Shuri-te which led to the
different forms of Shorin-ryu, among many other forms taught by his
students and the following generations.

Matsumura developed, handed down and evolved katas we continue to
practice today including Wansu, Passai, Chinto and Seisan.



7

Yasutsune “Anko” Itosu
b. c. 1830
d. 1914

Itosu was one of the greatest teachers in the
history of Karate and is known as the father of
modern karate.  His development of Karate training
and numerous students of high acclaim testify to his
importance in the lineage of modern martial arts.

Itosu pioneered the use of martial arts in
public school education, introducing the practice

formally in 1901.  His efforts helped transform karate from an instrument
of violent application into a discipline of physical health, strength and
spiritual acumen.

He created the five Pinan katas based on older forms and sub-divided
a cumbersome Naihanchi kata into three manageable katas.

Among Itosu’s notable students were Gichin Funakoshi and Choshin
Chibana.

Choshin Chibana
b. 1885
d. 1969

Choshin Chibana gave Shorin Ryu its name in 1933.
Shorin-ryu is characterized by instant concentration of

power.  Chibana learned from Itosu and carried on the purity of his
teachings.

Chibana studied exclusively with Itosu from the age of 15 until the
death of his master in 1914.  Not long afterward, Chibana opened his first
dojo.  He continued throughout his life opening dojos across Okinawa and
teaching Karate in a variety of settings.  Chibana approached Karate
holistically, teaching it as art and not mere exercise.
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Shugoro Nakazato
b. 1920

Grand Master
Shorin-Ryu Shorinkan
Karate
Hanshi
10th Degree Black Belt

Shugoro Nakazato was born on
August 14, 1920 in Naha City, Okinawa.

 He began his Karate training with
Seichi Iju in 1935 with whom he continued
until the outbreak of World War II.  From
1936 to 1940, Nakazato studied Kobudo
under Seiro Tonaki who had learned from

Sanda Chinen.  From Tonaki, Nakazato studied sai, bo, nunchaku, tonfa and
kama.

During World War II, Nakazato taught new army recruits bayonet
techniques and military discipline.

Nakazato continued his karate training in 1946 under the guidance of
the master Choshin Chibana, and resumed training in the use of bo under the
guidance of Masami Chinen.

Chibana certified Nakazato as an instructor in 1951 and Nakazato
opened his Aja Dojo in Naha city two years later.  He teaches the karate
style of Anko Itosu handed down through his teacher Choshin Chibana.  In
order to strengthen training in Kumite, Nakazato added the Kihon and Fukyu
katas, though he continues to emphasize the practice of kata despite his
interest in Kumite.

In 1967, Choshin Chibana promoted Nakazato to 9th dan and bestowed
upon him the honorific title of Hanshi.  Nakazato was promoted to 10th dan in
1980, becoming the grand master of Shorin-Ryu Shorinkan karate.

Nakazato is considered by the Okinawan Prefecture to be a Kenmukei
Bunkazi: ‘Intangible Cultural Asset holder in the Field of Okinawan Karate
and Martial Arts with Weaponry.’
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Our Local Karate

Here in Livermore, California, the traditions of Shorin Ryu Shorinkan
are preserved, handed down and perpetuated through the guidance of
Kiyoshi Pat Haley and his students and our local instructors Sensei Sean
Hardy and Sensei Shaun Hansen.

Kiyoshi Pat Haley

Kiyoshi Pat Haley has trained directly
under the guidance of Hanshi Shaguro Nakazto
since 1985.  Haley earned his 7th degree,
Nanadan, black belt in 1994 in addition to having
earned the level of Rokudan in Kobudo.

Kiyoshi Haley is honored and respected in
Chico, California where his dojo is situated and
students seek him out from all over the world.

Those of us in Livermore have been
privileged to study in workshops with Kiyoshi
Haley and have benefited from the learning
experience as we test for advanced belts in his
dojo in Chico.
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Sensei Sean Hardy

Shorin Ryu Shorinkan Karate has been
taught faithfully in Livermore, California by one
of Kiyoshi Haley’s students, Sensei Sean Hardy
whose leadership in establishing our local dojo
has insured the presence of quality karate
instruction.

Sensei Hardy has achieved the rank of
Yondon, 4th degree Black Belt and Nidan, 2nd

degree Black Belt in Kobudo.

Sensei Shaun Hansen

Sensei Shaun Hansen, at the rank of
Nidan, 2nd degree Black Belt, recently took
over day-to-day leadership of our local dojo.
He has established Livermore’s Okinawan
Karate & Kobudo Academy where we continue
to train under the authority of Kiyoshi Haley.
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Comparing the Discipline of Karate and the Practice of Judaism

I have tried to maintain a separation between my karate training and
the work I do as the rabbi of our local synagogue.  Maintaining a level of
privacy in my extra-curricular activities, so to speak, has been more
challenging than I imagined for several reasons.  My first glimpse of this
challenge came several years ago as we noticed a couple people looking in the
window through the door of the dojo, pointing and talking amongst
themselves.  Sensei Hardy was puzzled by this display until I pointed out
that the onlookers were congregants who, apparently, found it rather
surprising to see the rabbi dressed in a gi and practicing kata.  (It’s certainly
not the typical image of a rabbi.)  Another reason the separation has not
been successful is the increasing number of synagogue members who have
begun studying karate with us.  This is certainly a positive phenomenon, but
it continues to blur the lines between the different areas of my life.  The
final reason that I find it difficult to separate the practice of karate from
my work is that I am constantly finding lessons learned in the dojo applying
to the teaching that I share in the synagogue.  It is for this reason that I
thought it might be interesting and, hopefully, educational to relate some of
those comparisons in this paper.

Rabbi Daniel Kohn compared the practice of Aikido with the discipline
of Jewish mysticism known as Kabbalah in his work entitled Kinesthetic
Kabbalah.  He writes:

A common goal of Kabbalah and Aikido is that each system is
actually intended to perfect and improve the moral character and
ethical sensitivity of individuals.  Judaism and Kabbalah are based on a
complex and detailed set of actions to be practiced and fulfilled on a
regular basis called mitzvot, or commandments…  …Jews are
encouraged to raise questions about God and personal beliefs because
the most important aspect of Jewish life is behavior—acting in a way
that is intended to better the spiritual and moral character of the
practitioner. (Kohn p25f)
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My experience suggests that Rabbi Kohn’s observation is not unique to
Aikido.  I have certainly seen in Okinawan Karate the handing down of ethical
expectations and a system that promotes right living and right behavior.

Honor/Respect

The first challenge for a Jewish student of karate comes as we walk
in the door of the dojo.

Soon after I began teaching a beginning class in our dojo, one of the
children from our synagogue began studying karate.  She stopped at the
door as we instruct everyone to bow when they enter the dojo.  Before
entering, she looked at me and asked if it was okay.  I assured her that it
was fine.  I had gone through a similar emotional challenge when I first
began karate but had resolved it years before.

She reached that moment of difficulty after years of Jewish learning.
We are taught from a very young age that Jews do not bow down to people.
In fact, the biblical scroll of Esther and the holiday arising from that scroll
centers upon this controversy.

In the story, the Jewish character of Mordecai refuses to bow to one
of the king’s minister’s named Haman.  Haman, feeling snubbed by the Jew,
decrees that all the Jews should be killed.  In the meantime, Mordecai’s
niece, Esther, becomes the new queen.  Together, Mordecai and Esther foil
Haman’s evil plans, the Jewish community is saved and we celebrate our
victory through the holiday known as Purim.   During the holiday, we read the
scroll of Esther, and our children are, therefore, reminded that we do not
bow down to people, only to God.

I, too, had difficulty acclimating to all the customary bowing in
Karate, but I realize that the purpose of the bowing and its origin is
completely different than the practice of bowing objected to by my
ancestors.

The ancient Israelites were surrounded by cultures that deified their
leaders.  The Egyptian pharaohs, for example, were considered a god.
Bowing to the leader was not only a sign of respect, but a sign of
subservience to a higher power.  In bowing to a sensei, we are showing
appropriate respect for earned authority.  Additionally, bowing is a pervasive
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custom in eastern culture.  It is as common as a handshake in the western
world.

It is interesting to note that even as a Jew is taught only to bow
before God, this typical practice of bowing we employ in worship has us bow
just before we reach the name of God, in the prayer, and return to an
upright position as we recite the name of God.  This practice reminds us that
even as we recognize God’s authority we face God fully upright.

To become comfortable with the far-eastern custom of bowing is part
of the larger acculturation helpful for understanding the cultural
foundations of the martial arts.  I have found that deeper understanding and
appreciation of Okinawan Karate comes from a deeper knowledge of the
culture from which it derives.

Respect of Teachers

The custom of bowing clearly reflects respect.  Respect for teachers
and more senior students has been institutionalized in martial arts practice.
This has been my experience in the culture of Jewish education as well.

As far back as the writing of the earliest Jewish legal literature,
recognition is given to the respect due a scholar and sage.  Similar to martial
arts practice, the student is expected to rise before the teacher.  This is
already noted in the Talmud.  The Talmud is a compendium of legal
commentary compiled between 300 C.E. and 700 C.E., the more authoritative
version coming from Babylonia.  In the section called Kiddishun, page 33b, we
read:

Rabbi Eleazar said: Every scholar who does not rise before his
master is stigmatized as wicked, will not live long, and forget his
learning, as it is said, “but it shall not be well with the wicked, neither
shall he prolong his days which are as a shadow, because he feareth
not before God.”

We also recognize that a wise teacher learns from his or her
students.  I have learned, teaching in both disciplines, the value of seeing
knowledge unfold through the eyes of the students.  Imparting the
information to a beginner requires the teacher to identify and understand
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the basic components.  This reciprocal value from the teacher student
relationship is also recognized in the ancient Talmudic literature:

When the pupil questions his teacher and says to him: ‘Teach me
Torah’, if he teaches him, the Lord enlightens the eyes of both of
them. (Babylonian Talmud, T’murah 16a)

Ultimately, the student-teacher relationship creates what we consider to be
a holy bond, and hopefully leads to a lasting friendship.  This concept is
reflected in the Mishnah, one of the earliest Jewish, legal compendia that
was originally formulated in order to clarify laws derived from the biblical
text.  The Mishnah was compiled between 100 C.E. and 300 C.E.  Here in the
section known as the Sayings of the Fathers it reads:

Joshua ben Perachia used to say: Appoint for yourself a teacher,
and acquire for yourself a friend, and judge all men in the scale of
merit. (Mishnah Avot, chapter 1)

The understanding of this passage being, that once you have established a
trusting relationship with a teacher, you will have acquired a friend.

During the course of my rabbinical training, we were clearly instructed
to have appropriate respect for the title of rabbi and those that held that
title.  As students, we were never allowed to call ourselves ‘rabbi’.  This is
directly equivalent to the practice in our dojo that senior students who
teach are not referred to as ‘sensei’ until they achieve their Shodan.  Until
that time, they are referred to as ‘sempei’.

I am still cognizant of which rabbis are senior colleagues and grant
them due respect.  A senior rabbi, like a senior sensei, is afforded
appropriate honor.
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Space

I have learned that one of the manners by which we show respect in
Karate is the care of our space and the appropriate behavior within: Dojo
etiquette.  This also applies to the synagogue practice.

The concept governing our care of the space and implements with
which we practice ritual is known as Hiddur Mitzvah.  A mitzvah is a sacred
commandment, that which God tells us to do.  It is often mistranslated as a
‘good deed,’ but better understood as the ways of righteous living.
Practicing mitzvot (plural of mitzvah) is our way of living a righteous life and
partnering with God in the work of completing the world of Creation.  The
term Hiddur Mitzvah literally means ‘adorning a mitzvah’ and teaches us that
any implement involved in the performance of a mitzvah should be
appropriately beautified and cared for.  Therefore the sanctuary in which
we worship should be aesthetically pleasing and kept clean.  We are
discouraged from ostentatious adornment as this would distract us from the
focus on prayer.

Similarly, I have come to learn and appreciate, the same philosophy in
the dojo.  The place of learning should be presentable and clean, a space to
be proud of but free from unnecessary adornment.  Care for our space is a
sign of respect not only for the culture and discipline but for ourselves and
our fellow practitioners.

Attire

Just as the space should be clean and presentable, so should the
students and tools for learning.  We are expected to arrive on time wearing
full, clean uniform.

While, I have to admit, the Jewish community is not known for prompt
arrival, I have never subscribed to this lack of punctuality.

In the sanctuary, we expect the community to come appropriately
attired as well.  Inappropriate clothing is not only considered disrespectful
but distracting to the other worshippers.  Indeed, the Orthodox Jewish
community separates men from women in order to avoid distraction from the
proper focus on worship.  While the liberal Jewish community does not
require this separation, we discourage clothing that is too revealing in order
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to prevent distraction and to encourage the participant to respect their own
body and maintain a reasonable sense of humility.

As different dojos and senseis have different expectations of attire
and behavior, so too do the various Jewish communities.  In Livermore,
where I reside, dress is quite casual.  We recently began encouraging
participants in the synagogue to pay more attention to appropriate attire.
We require women to cover their shoulders, skirts to reach an appropriate
length and attire to be generally clean and presentable.  This year at our
High Holyday observance we published a notice reminding participants of
this practice.  Parents actually thanked us for the reminder, which assisted
them in reinforcing with their children the need to dress appropriately.

I grew up in a time and place in which appropriate attire was a given.
That is not the case in my present community, and yet this same expectation
is not questioned in the dojo.  I am hoping that I will be able to translate my
dojo practice back into the synagogue and help participants increase their
care for respectable appearance and appropriate behavior.

Health of Body/Health of Soul

Judaism recognizes that health of body leads to health of soul.
One of the greatest rabbis of history who, in addition to elucidating the
great texts of Jewish tradition, served his community as a physician.  His
name is Moses ben Maimon and was known as Maimonides or Rambam.  He
lived from 1138 until 1204, moving from Spain to Morocco then to Jerusalem
and eventually Egypt.  He wrote extensively on Jewish law and elucidations
of the Biblical text.  He also wrote a Guide to Health in which he stated:

If only a person would care for oneself the way one cares for the
animal he/she rides on, the person would be saved from many bad
illnesses. You will not find anyone who gives an animal more food than
necessary. A person measures out the animal’s feed according to what
the animal can take, but the person eats to excess without measure
and without a thought. Similarly, a person calculates how much
exercise and activity an animal needs to keep fit and not become sick.
But the person does not apply this to his/her own body, and gives
little thought to exercise, even though it is the key to maintaining
health and avoiding most illnesses, and there is no other substitute
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whatever for physical activity and exercise. (Guide to Health 1:3)

The two disciplines appear opposite on a surface level.  Judaism
concentrates on the realm of thought and spirituality and Karate trains the
body physically.  Adepts in either discipline should recognize the more
rounded philosophy of each.  Healthy bodies and healthy minds lead to
healthy spirituality and, often, healthy spirituality assists in healing and
maintaining a healthy body.

Secret Knowledge

When one maintains a healthy body they are then able to concentrate
on attaining healthy spirituality and higher levels of learning.  Each of the
two disciplines I am examining contain many levels of learning including those
considered secret, or in the least, reserved for initiates and advanced
practitioners.

Mark Bishop, in his book on Okinawan Karate, describes the anguish of
a practitioner of traditional martial arts at the consideration of revealing
secretly taught knowledge to a greater audience.

In 1971, at the age of 60, Kenko Nakaima realised that in today’s
world there was no longer a necessity to keep his family fighting
system secret so, with some hesitation, he took on a group of 20
school teachers as karate students and gave the name Ryuei-ryu to
the style.  When I visited him at his house near Nago, the powerfully
built man was in his late 60s and showed signs of ageing.  Also, his
sense of guilt over breaking the secrecy pledge he had made to his
father was still very obvious. (Bishop p20)

Even now that traditional martial arts are available to the masses
instead of the Ryukuan elite, there remains a stage by stage revealing of
more intricate and powerful knowledge.  The more experience I gain, the
more I see how much ahead there is to learn, and how appropriate it is that
the higher levels of learning are only revealed as we attain higher levels of
mastery.
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This stage by stage revealing of knowledge is also paralleled in the
acquiring of Jewish knowledge.  For centuries Jewish mysticism, known as
Kabbalah, was reserved for only the highest initiates.  One could not be
considered as a student of the mystical discipline until he reached the age
of forty, was married and had the permission and blessing of his instructor.
This learning was also reserved only for men.  It was considered that one
who was not prepared and well grounded could easily go mad in the pursuit of
this esoteric knowledge.

Today, Kabbalah is as popular as some of its most famous students
such as Madonna, Brittney Spears and Demi Moore, most of whom are not
even Jewish.  For hundreds of years the learning was passed on secretly
from adept scholars to advanced students.  The present popularization has
also given rise to versions of Kabbalah being disseminated that are devoid of
the traditional, Jewish foundation.  My friend and colleague, Rabbi Raleigh
Resnick of Chabad of the Tri-Valley, aptly described this superficial style of
mystical knowledge as a tree without the roots.

Just as I understand the need for mastering basic katas before
attempting advanced techniques, I encourage students of spiritual concepts
to begin with foundational learning before attempting to grasp the esoteric.
And just as I feel enriched the more I learn about the culture, traditions
and history underpinning the Okinawan Karate we study, I encourage a study
of advanced religious concepts together with knowledge of the culture,
traditions and history of the people who have created that belief system.

Kata is to Bunkai as Keva is to Kavanah

I love the scenes from the movie the Karate Kid in which the
Okinawan master instructs his eager student to wax his cars using very
particular hand movements.  The unsuspecting student eventually tires of
apparently being taken advantage of to complete the old man’s manual
chores.  It is not until Mr. Miyagi has his young student apply the waxing
technique as a block that the student realizes he has been learning and
training all along.

I’ve seen many of my young students in Karate tire of the constant
repetition of kata.  It is hard for them to understand that every little
nuance, every motion has an application, if not many, and that the more we
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improve and repeat our katas, the better prepared we become to apply each
of their components.

My Bar and Bat Mitzvah students tire of practicing the same prayers
over and over, reading the same section of the Torah scroll over and over.
Practicing the prayers is training in what we call keva – the fixed order of
prayers.  What we seek in repeating the keva is kavanah which can be
rendered in English as mindfulness.  Kavanah is the focus required to
transform rote repetition into meaningful, meditative prayer.  It is how we
practically apply the learning.

Before beginning Karate, I was taught some basic Tai Chi as a
meditative, relaxation technique in Speech class during rabbinical training.
Even though kata is normally practiced with significantly quicker movements
than the motions of Tai Chi, I have felt the same meditative sensation
through kata, especially when practiced with the mindfulness and focus I
know as kavanah.

I have found it more and more common with continued experience to
complete a session of Karate training more calm and relaxed than when I
started.  I also find the most plain and repetitive Jewish worship services to
provide the same affect.

Attaining Goals

Attaining the rank of Shodan reminds me of Neil Armstrong’s
immortal words upon stepping on the surface of the moon for the first time
in human history, “one small step for man, one giant leap for mankind.” [check
for accuracy.]  This milestone feels like a great leap, but it is, ultimately, a
small step.  It is also a step that becomes meaningless if it is not followed by
further steps along the path.

While I am proud of this accomplishment, I am reminded of the
important human goals that cannot be forsaken.  The practice of Karate has,
and hopefully will continue to bring people together in peace and solidarity.
Karate may have begun as a means of self-defense, but it continues to train
its practitioners to pursue paths of peace.  I was surprised at my first
opportunity to spar to find that it was in no way violent.  I continue to enjoy
the camaraderie of kumite and have never felt any antagonism.
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One interesting example of how the martial arts and Judaism have
come together for peaceful goals is found in an organization called Budo for
Peace.  This is one of several examples of organizations designed to bring
Israeli Jews and Israeli Arabs and Palestinians together in understanding
and harmony.

The team comprised of both Arab and Jewish youth competed
together in Tokyo for the World Shotokan Karate championships in
November of this year.  In their demonstration for the assembled
participants, Budo for Peace began a kata that had partners attacking each
other in complex movements that eventually evolved into a series of
handshakes underlining the peaceful purpose of this particular team.

The organizer of Budo for Peace, Danny Hakim, an Australian
immigrant to Israel, told the Jerusalem Post that the goal of his program is
“to help overcome fear and mistrust through the martial arts values of
respect, harmony and self-control.”  Students in Hakim’s program not only
train in several forms of martial arts but also study other aspects of
Japanese culture such as origami and Japanese calligraphy.
!
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Paths to Peace

D’racheha darchei no’am, v’chol n’tivoteha shalom.
Eitz Chaim hi l’machazikim bah, v’tomcheha m’ushar.

Its ways are ways of pleasantness and all its paths are peace.
It is a Tree of Life to all who hold fast to it and all its supporters are happy.

(Proverbs 3:17-18)

This passage from the biblical book of Proverbs suggests that the
study of Torah and the practice of the commandments contained in Torah
will lead us down the Paths of Peace.

When President Bill Clinton visited Okinawa in July of 2000, he
recognized the history of the Okinawan people, their current desire to
return to their peaceful ways and their potential for contributing to a
positive future when he told them:

I want the world to see Okinawa not just as a battle in the past, but
as Bankoku Shinryo, a bridge between nations…

He continued…

In 1879, Sho Tai, the last King of the Ryukyus, left Shuri Castle for
the last time. One of his final acts as king was to read a poem that
summed up his hope for the future. Today, his words speak to us
across the generations: "Ikusa-yun sumachi, Miruku-un yagate." "The
time for wars is ending the time for peace is not far away. Do not
despair. Life itself is a treasure." May Sho Tai's words guide our
friendship and our work in the months and year to come.
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Rabbi Nachman of Bratzlav, (1777-1810) from Ukraine, great Hasidic master
said:

Kol ha’olam kulo gesher tzar m’od, v’ha’ikar lo l’facheid klal.

All the world is a very narrow bridge, and the most important part is
not to be afraid.

And further, Theodore Herzl (1860-1904), Jewish journalist in Vienna,
whose philosophy led to the founding of the modern State of Israel, a safe
homeland for Jews in times of crisis wrote:

Im tirtzu ain zo agada.
If you will it, it is no dream.

We dream of reaching milestones that, not too long ago, seemed
insurmountable whether they are individual, such as earning a Shodan, or
communal such as lessening the suffering of the oppressed in our midst.

Struggle is not unique to anyone.  Both the Okinawan people and the
children of Israel have faced struggles of survival.  No matter how difficult,
or how long the journey, we know that the bridge of life must be crossed one
step at a time. The dream of accomplishment is attained through will and
perseverance.

Rabbi Nachman of Bratzlav reminded us that the world is a narrow
bridge from which we must not be afraid.  The bell hung in front of the
Seidan Main Palace in Shuri, Okinawa is inscribed with the words, “Ryukyu
Kingdom shall become the bridge between nations.”

I embarked upon the journey to become a rabbi for the valuable
potential this profession holds for creating bridges between people and
communities.  I am privileged to be learning the many ways the practice of
Karate also creates bridges between people.  Ultimately, the practice of
religion and the practice of Karate are ways in which we learn to use these
tools for good purposes.
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The study for this paper has opened many avenues for me and
reminded me that intellectual pursuit may go on endlessly.  The practice of
each of these disciplines also goes on endlessly.  There is always more to
learn and always more valuable work to be accomplished.  One could easily be
overwhelmed in facing the vast amounts to be learned and the vast needs to
be filled.  The Mishnah addresses this as well, again in the Ethics of the
Fathers:

Lo alecha hamlacha ligmor, v’lo atah ben chorin l’hibateil mimena

It is not your duty to complete the work - but neither are you free to
refrain from pursuing it.  (Mishnah, Pirkei Avot 2:21)
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