
The Way of Martial Arts

Lesson 8

M O N T H L Y  I N T E R A C T I V E  L E S S O N S  T O  H E L P  I M P R O V E  Y O U R  D A I L Y  L I F E

B Y M A S T E R E R I C S B A R G E

Buddha said, “If you could just count to three you’d be
enlightened.” When you begin the practice of meditation
you see first hand just how astute and true this statement is.

The key word is just. We can’t just count to three. Even
as we attempt this simple task, we are bombarded with an
assortment of additional thoughts, feelings, and emotions.
We can often “fake” our focus and concentration well
enough to count the numbers in sequential order, but we
are incapable of maintaining “pure” concentration solely on the numbers.

D E V E L O P I N G  T H E  M I N D  T H R O U G H  M E D I T A T I O N  

For most people, it’s eye-opening to discover just how many layers of dis-
parate and distracting thoughts and feelings are at play in our

minds every waking moment. The only way to discover
these layers for yourself is to shift your attention away
from external engagements with the world, and instead

bring the attention inward through meditation.
The school of meditation that we practice at The Peaceful

Dragon is primarily Ch’an (Zen) meditation. Ch’an and Shaolin
Kung Fu both trace their origins back to the original teaches of

Boddhidharma (Da Mou) at the Shaolin Temple over 1500 years ago. 

If You Could Just Count to Three,
You’d Be Enlightened
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The basic premise of Ch’an is that we all have the capacity to be enlight-
ened through right thought and right actions. Right thought is infused with
wisdom, right actions demonstrate compassion. 

To cultivate wisdom, the development of the mind is essential. While the
Chinese believe it usually takes lifetime after lifetime of development to
achieve true wisdom, each moment of each life leads us a step closer. At any
moment in this very life time the “cup can overflow” and we can become
enlightened.

Y O U  D O N ’ T  H A V E  T O  B E C O M E  B U D D H I S T  T O  B E N E F I T
F R O M  B U D D H I S T  M E D I T A T I O N

The cultivation of the mind in the Ch’an tradition takes two primary
paths: The practice of meditation, and the study of Buddhist scripture. 

At our school we only focus on the meditation and not scripture study,
since most of our students are not Buddhists and I’m not a Buddhist. While
I do find many of Buddha’s teachings to be useful and relevant, it is the
meditation practice that I find most beneficial. 

If you are drawn toward Buddhism that is fine, but is isn’t necessary to
be a Buddhist in order to practice and benefit from Ch’an meditation or
Shaolin Kung Fu. Many high-level Buddhist monks, from the Dalai Lama
of Tibetan Buddhism to the highest ranking Zen masters, gladly share their
teachings on meditation as a means to help cultivate wisdom and compas-
sion without requiring anyone to convert to Buddhism. 

H O W  M E D I T A T I O N  H E L P S  T O  C U L T I V A T E  W I S D O M  A N D
C O M P A S S I O N

Ch’an (Zen) meditation is usually broken down into two distinct cate-
gories. First, methods to develop concentration and focus, and second,
methods of meditative contemplation to develop deeper wisdom and com-
passion.

The ability to focus and concentrate is considered to be something of a
pre-requisite for deep contemplation. In theory, you could skip the methods
that improve concentration and instead put all your energy into the con-
templative methods for cultivating wisdom and compassion. But in actual



practice, without first developing advanced skills in focus and concentra-
tion, your contemplative powers will be weak and your thoughts and
insights will remain clouded and impure.

When you begin your practice of methods to develop focus and concen-
tration, you become aware of the mind’s attachment to myriad emotions,
feelings, thoughts and mental habits – what the Chinese call the “wild mon-
key mind.” With diligence and continued regular practice, the mind gradu-
ally settles down and lets go of its attachments. You’ll still have the emo-
tions and thoughts, but they no longer control and overwhelm you – you
learn to control and make positive use of them.

Once the “wild monkey mind” settles down, then you are ready to make
significant headway in your contemplative efforts to generate higher levels
of wisdom and compassion. 

A R E Y O U  M E D I T A T I N G  R E G U L A R L Y ?

If you haven’t joined our weekly meditation class at The Peaceful Dragon
yet, I urge you to do so. At the time of this writing, our meditation class
meets on Wednesday evenings. 

You’ll find that few things you undertake in life will seem as confusing,
challenging and meaningless as meditation does at first. But you’ll also find
that few things will prove as meaningful and beneficial to you in the long
run, if you make meditation an ongoing part of your regular practice.

E X E R C I S E

Start to practice the following simple and basic Ch’an meditation
method to help develop better concentration and focus.

Sitting comfortably and quietly, observe your breath moving in and out.
Try not to change your breathing, just relax and observe it. Begin counting
to yourself every time you exhale. Each breath count one, two, three … up
to ten. When you’ve counted ten breaths, start again at one and repeat. 

If your mind wanders and you lose the count, or you find yourself inad-
vertently counting past ten to eleven and then twelve, just notice it and
start over. If you can maintain the count, start to observe what else might
be going on in your mind at the same time. For example, do you have ran-
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dom thoughts about things you did yesterday, or ideas for your job, or
thoughts about your martial arts practice – even as you are focusing on the
counting of the breaths? Do you have intense emotions or feelings, such as
impatience or anxiety or bliss?

Practice this meditation method for about ten minutes daily, ideally at
the same time and place. 

A S S I G N M E N T  

After at least two weeks of practicing the above meditation method, write
a paragraph or two describing your experience with it. Perhaps it has already
started to improve your concentration and focus, but has it had any other
effects on you as well?

If you already have been meditating, let me know what kind of medita-
tion you have been doing and for how long, and instead write about how
the meditation you’ve been doing has impacted you.

Send your thoughts to Master Sbarge at lessons@thepeacefuldragon.com.
Please put “Lesson 8” in the subject line.

R E C O M M E N D E D  R E A D I N G  

The Three Pillars of Zen, by Roshi Philip Kapleau

This comprehensive book offers an American Zen master’s perspectives
on the theory and practice of Zen (Ch’an), in particular Zazen (sitting med-
itation). He relates many of his own experiences, and describes the experi-
ences of others who have followed the Zen path.

SSSS
Every month a book or article will be suggested by Master Sbarge.

Reading about topics related to the arts you are training in will help you get
the most out of your practice. Just remember that reading can never replace
your practice! Each month’s recommended reading is purely optional,
though Master Sbarge may on rare occasion ask that you do read a particu-
lar book.

For additional reading suggestions by Master Sbarge, go to
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http://www.amazon.com/Three-Pillars-Zen-Teaching-Enlightenment/dp/0385260938
mailto:lessons@thepeacefuldragon.com


http://www.thepeacefuldragon.com/books.shtml. Please remember that for
any book or other item you purchase through The Peaceful Dragon web-
site’s link to Amazon.com, a percentage is automatically sent to The
Peaceful Dragon. We appreciate your support of our school.

Note:  All Peaceful Dragon students are urged to complete monthly
assignments because they are important for you to fully benefit from
your training.
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http://www.thepeacefuldragon.com/books.shtml

