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"Can you believe how far he's come?" 
 
The comment came from my husband as I 
was preparing The Boy's uniform for the 
upcoming tournament and it took me 
back. When the phone calls started coming 
from the kindergarten teacher about his 
behavior (nothing really bad, just normal 
active five year old boy stuff), I suggested 
martial arts as a way to provide a 
constructive outlet for his energy. The Boy 
wasn't interested. He didn't get interested 
until his second grade class won a free 
session/pizza party as part of a school 
fundraiser. By then, the phone calls were 
more insistent. Thankfully, after the party 
The Boy was hooked. 
 
I clearly remember the first couple months. 
They were not promising. It took a lot to 
restrain my parental instinct to chastise 
him in the middle of class and leave things 
to the instructors. I remember sharing my 
despair. "Don't worry," they said, "he'll get 
it." I held my breath and tried to be 
patient. 
 
Say the word "discipline" to most people 
and it will conjure up images of military 
rigidity or punishment for misdeeds. 
Indeed, both rigidity and punishment are 
part of the definition of discipline. But 
there's another part, one that is often 
overlooked. To quote Merriam-Webster: 
 
Discipline (n): activity or experience that 
provides mental or physical training 
 
 

Another word for discipline? Control. When 
imposed by the self, it is known as self-
control. We're all familiar with self-control. 
It's that thing that keeps us from acting on 
our impulses. In a society that says we 
should all be free to do what we want, it's a 
concept that is often neglected and 
overlooked. 
 
It is a concept of vital importance, both in 
life and in martial arts. To the uninitiated, 
martial arts are about power: hitting things 
(or people), breaking things, swinging a 
weapon. True, these are all components of 
martial arts. The most effective martial 
artists have learned to strike, block, and 
kick with power. This is a combat art, after 
all, not ballet. 
 
Those who truly embrace martial arts, 
however, especially those who achieve 
higher ranks, tell a slightly different story. 
Yes, power is important. But to be truly 
powerful you must also have self-control, 
discipline. Anybody can get out there and 
start throwing punches. If you want those 
strikes to be effective, if you want to break 
that board, you need control. You need to 
discipline yourself to move where you want 
to move, when you want to move there. 
Even sparring, which can seem like two 
people just kicking and punching, requires 
discipline if you want to score points. An 
undisciplined person will fall to a more 
controlled opponent every time. The Boy is 
learning to use a bo staff, and one of the 
first things he learned was how to control 
it. 
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Out of the dojahng, self-control is just as 
important. Self-control is what holds 
society together. From standing in line at 
the grocery store, to taking turns at an 
intersection, to not lashing out at a co-
worker in anger, our ability to control 
ourselves keeps us out of trouble, and 
keeps the world at a (generally) 
manageable level of activity. Having a great 
deal of energy, enthusiasm, emotion, and 
power means you have a great deal of 
potential. But all that potential is 
untapped if you lack the skills to control it 
and focus it for positive ends. 
 
So you might be thinking, "Hey, so if I 
study martial arts I'll be disciplined. 
Great!" Oh, if it were only that easy. It 
doesn't quite work that way. Discipline is 
not something that can be wrapped up and 
packaged, like a birthday present. You 
don't put on a uniform, show up for your 
first lesson, and behold, discipline is 
yours. 
 
No, what martial arts can do, however, is 
provide the framework in which you can 
learn discipline. For the choice must be 
yours. The top of the martial arts 
mountain is the Black Belt. No one gets 
there without embracing discipline. Those 
who don't, well, they stall out mid-journey 
or fall away from the sport entirely. They 
want to break the board, but they don't 
understand that the force of your blow 
must be coupled with the force of your 
discipline. As it is with the board break, it 
is with life. The most talented, energetic, 
enthusiastic person may not always get the 

job, but it is very likely that the most 
disciplined person will. 
 
What happened with The Boy? He's 
embraced the discipline, mostly. Yes, he's 
still eight and his youthful exuberance 
breaks out at inappropriate times in 
inappropriate ways, but I haven't gotten a 
phone call from school in a year. He wants 
to be a Black Belt. Pretty ambitious for an 
eight year old. 
 
There's a popular saying that says, "I'd 
rather be lucky than good." You could 
rewrite it to say "I'd rather be lucky than 
have discipline." But I prefer this quote 
from German playwright Carl Zuckmayer: 
"Half of life is luck; the other half is 
discipline - and that's the important half, 
for without discipline you wouldn't know 
what to do with luck." 
 
Words to live by indeed. 
 
 
Mary Sutton is the mother of two Oakmont Martial 
Arts students (Mary and Michael) a student herself, 
and a freelance writer. See more of her writing at 
www.summaria.net. 
 
 


