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On Privilege and Pain 

 

OSU Kaicho, OSU Nidaime, OSU Sei Shihan Nancy, OSU Jun Shihan Sarah, OSU, my Seido 

and Thousand Waves Communities.  Thank you all for nurturing our art, for providing a safe 

space for anyone who wishes to train with us, for allowing me to train with and learn from you 

all, and for inspiring me to continue to strive to be the best person - the best karateka - I can 

be. 

The question I’ve been asked to reflect on is, “How has Seido affected and enriched your 

life on a daily and long-term basis?  As you have most likely been in this organization for nearly 

a decade or more, how have you changed personally, professionally, and as a karateka?”   

***** 

Thank you, Senpai Patricia Kane – for our many spirited partnerships over the years, and for 

your editorial contributions to this essay. 

***** 

 

“The main thing is to begin, once a student has begun the study of karate, the only thing is to 

practice, to continue.  The rest will become apparent to you, and to you alone.” – Kaicho 

Tadashi Nakamura 

Six years ago on our annual Christmas trek from our home in Chicago to my old 

hometown of Wichita, Kansas, I met up with one of my closest friends from my childhood and 

young adult years.  Though we both grew up and went to school together in Wichita, we’ve 

lived very different lives ever since. Even by that time we had not done a good job keeping up 

with each other.  He introduced me to an acquaintance, “This is my oldest friend, Ryan.  He’s a 

karate master.”  I laughed off the label, unable (unwilling?) in that moment to explain what it 
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really means to me to be a karateka, a Seido karateka.  I was a shodan at the time – I haven’t 

seen him since.  

Twelve years ago, I walked into Thousand Waves, a vibrant not-for-profit institution 

where I now serve as the Executive Director, for the first time.  I was there to take my first trial 

karate class.  I knew next to nothing about the martial arts, and had certainly never heard of 

Seido Karate, but my first friend in Chicago, Senpai Joe Eldridge, was quite enthusiastic.  He was 

on the verge of shodan, and his passion was contagious.  The degree to which Joe and I had a 

lot in common helped me to imagine that if he was whole-hog into this pursuit then perhaps 

the path could be a fit for me, too.  I think it’s been four years now since I’ve seen Joe. 

Eighteen years ago, I was a young gay party boy.  I had fun, but I drank and smoked too 

much, and was on a path that led nowhere but to overworked organs and a burgeoning 

waistline.  I met a wonderful, like-minded young gay party boy named Michael, who told me a 

year or so later that he wanted to spend the rest of his life with me.  But he didn’t want the 

person I was when I drank too much.  I stopped drinking; I chose him.  By forcing the choice, he 

saved my life. 

 Twenty-four years ago, I was a sixteen-year-old Fundamentalist Christian.  I was starting 

to awaken to the fact that the person I was growing up to be could not also be a 

Fundamentalist Christian.  Like any teenager, I lacked the perspective to see much with any 

clarity, so I turned to rebellion.  I started smoking.  I cut a lot of classes.  I started reading 

Buddhist texts.  I met the group of people who would escort me, safely enough in the final 

analysis, out of my old, sheltered life and into my big, new, sky’s-the-limit world.  Like Michael, 

they saved my life.  I see none of them anymore.  One died a few months back. 

***** 

After losing my faith, there was a big hole in my life, though I didn’t necessarily 

understand that until I started training in Seido a dozen years ago.  The hole wasn’t about a 

belief system, it was about people.  I grew up in a strong church community that was mutually 

supportive.  I’ve never lost sight of the good that comes from being a part of a mutually 

supportive group of people, and over the years, I’ve come to see the need to be a part of an 

intentional community as a core personal value. 
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Seido Karate creates community – ask any Seido karateka anywhere.  Read any one of  

these essays we write on the occasions of our promotion exams (these essays, by the way, are 

one difference between our style and others about which I’m aware; I’ve long appreciated the 

contemplative nature of Seido, and the occasions for deep, personal reflection that our testing 

opportunities provide).  I hope that one thing Seido karateka have in common is a feeling that 

we all belong.  That feeling of belonging is what we mean by community.  

When I began training in 2004, I was back in school, but prior to that I had worked in the 

for-profit world.  While I mostly had good experiences in decent organizations, I had 

nonetheless become disillusioned with the notion that my daily grind should primarily be in 

service of generating profits for the already wealthy.  I had made the decision to focus my 

efforts on an academic path. 

The academic path would have provided me with much of what I truly cherish in life – 

opportunities to interact broadly with a community of intellectual peers, the ability to “stay 

young” by surrounding myself with the next generation, the chance to have a strong impact on 

that generation, opportunities to explore the collected wisdom of humanity, and the chance to 

write about it all.  But, as those in academia know well, the system is a bit fraught.  Like any 

system, it is not without its frustrations. During my grad school years, I came to realize that 

academia already contained a huge number of gifted folks happy to engage with all parts of the 

academic system.  Due to some community center work I was doing at the time, I started to see 

a strong need all over Chicago for good people dedicated to the not-for-profit sector. 

 

***** 

 

“The privilege of feeling at home everywhere belongs only to kings, wolves, and robbers.” – 

Honore´ de Balzac 

One of the main reasons I could imagine giving up on academia was the training 

community of Seido karateka I had come to be a part of at Thousand Waves.  The community is 

positively bursting with academics.  And students, lawyers, medical professionals, public school 

teachers, librarians, writers, and myriad others who continually provide me with the intellectual 
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stimulation on which I thrive.  When I found Thousand Waves, I felt I had somehow managed to 

stumble upon the world’s greatest old-school salon, the likes of which would have made 

Gertrude Stein, Picasso, and the whole of early 20th century Paris drool. 

In short, I had found my people. 

But are we everybody’s people?  It’s not lost on me that many who start to train with us 

do not continue.  These days, it’s part of my job to worry about that.  Though I understand full 

well that practicing our art is not for everyone, I want our circle to be as big as it can be.  Radical 

inclusivity is the way I think of it – everyone who wants one deserves a place in our lineup, a 

lineup that has done and continues to do so much for so many. 

This past year has been a big one for our broader culture in terms of inclusivity.  Gay 

relationships have been officially de-stigmatized, and a national conversation is educating us all 

about the needs of the transgendered community, on whom our culture imposes some of its 

last remnants of legal discrimination.  But getting the laws in order is only part of the answer.  

This past year has also been the year of Black Lives Matter, following on the heels of the Occupy 

movements, highlighting the incredible racial and economic disparities that remain so 

profoundly intransigent and detrimental to our society. 

How can I, an upper-middle class, cis-gendered white male, help steer an organization 

that holds as a core value the beauty of the diversity of humanity?  What role does privilege play 

in everything I have come to know and hold dear?  Awareness of privilege and intentionally 

surrounding myself with a broad cross-section of humanity can provide a glimmer of an answer. 

During the summer of last year, I took a call at Thousand Waves, “I got two kids, they 

need something.  I dunno.  I’m real worried about them, keeping them safe and keeping them 

in school, and I see that you guys have scholarships for your karate there.”  Inquiry calls 

typically last five minutes, but our disjointed conversation went on for fifteen; I honestly wasn’t 

sure we were understanding each other at all.  That frightened mother’s two teenagers have 

been training with us for a while now.  The family belongs to our community.  They don’t live 

nearby - community is where you belong, it’s not necessarily where you live.   

Earlier in the year we heard from another young single mom, “Have you seen my 

fourteen-year-old daughter?”  Her talented, beautiful daughter used to train with us, and her 
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mom hadn’t seen her in two weeks.  Unfortunately, it had been quite a bit longer than that 

since we had seen her at Thousand Waves. 

We have to keep working on community.  Chicago Seido’s neighborhood is affluent and 

mostly white, in a city that’s working class and mostly not white.  Maintaining our commitment 

to diversity and social justice requires constant, intentional action.  We have to continue to look 

beyond our walls. 

***** 

“The way (do) requires patience and constant practice, because there is no end and no 

goal, there is just the practice.” – Kaicho Tadashi Nakamura 

I’m not the first person to notice that the one constant in life is change.  The Buddha, 

who provided the philosophical framework from which Seido and many other martial arts 

emerged, helped humanity realize that with change as our only guarantee, the root of suffering 

is attachment. 

Philosophy and pragmatism collide often, and I’ve come to see physical pain as a form of 

suffering that I don’t believe is too rooted in attachment.  All of us who have trained in the 

martial arts for a dozen years or more have seen many people sidelined due to physical 

limitations.  Last July 24, I had my first real physical setback in my own training, a severe lower 

back problem that came on suddenly, and it continues to have an impact.  The injury, which I 

don’t think was training related, has forced me to prioritize taking care of my body and healing. 

I don’t like it.  This attitude I’m experiencing and trying to describe is the part of physical 

pain that is rooted in attachment – I’m naturally a ferocious trainer who goes at it full-tilt.  I drip 

puddles of sweat; the hard workout that our all-in training provides has come to be one of my 

favorite parts of life.  Raw physicality is definitely one of the most fundamental elements I love 

about our art.  Slowing down is no fun.   

Back in September, I was at Honbu taking a class with Sei Shihan Walter.  At the end of 

class, he was leading us in some Pilates-informed stretching, and he said something that really 

stuck with me – he asked, with a smile, “Is anyone out there getting any younger?”   

Definitely not me. 
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But I can say that my stances are deeper than ever.  I’m proud of this fact, in light of this 

other fact about my body not cooperating fully as I age.  In my running, which I used to call my 

“first art,” I’ve experienced a decline in ability, coinciding with my back struggles.  But I can get 

into a mighty deep zenkutsu dachi. 

Growth in the physical art.  I understand breathing better.  I am able to maintain a 

broader outlook in sparring and other partnerships.  I continue to experience great joy while 

performing the most junior kata in our syllabus.  Parts of the art that I used to dislike, such as 

the yonju godo kiba dachi series, have become new upon my engaging more fully with them.  

Overall, my nidan training period has been one of exceptional growth in understanding the 

application of techniques that used to feel abstract and ephemeral.  By listing these areas of 

growth, I don’t want to imply that any are complete – I learned long ago not to listen to anyone 

who thinks they’ve got all the answers. 

I’ve also grown a lot as a teacher of Seido Karate during my nidan training period.  I’m a 

stronger presence on the training floor, providing a leader’s voice that I could never have 

imagined deploying when I made my first fist at the age of 28 (I’m the guy who had to be told 

that the thumb goes on the outside).  But my teaching is also an area where I feel my 

limitations daily.  I realize after a class that I said the wrong thing entirely; I realize as we bow 

out that another spatial arrangement of the students on the floor would have been far better.  I 

realize in the middle of the night that I taught something incorrectly, and chase the student 

down later, long after she has forgotten, to tell her what I did wrong. 

I’m not a beginner karateka anymore.  I don’t want to pretend that I don’t have twelve 

years of steady training under my belt with teachers who really know their stuff.  If a dozen 

years practicing an art doesn’t mean I’ve learned a few things, then to my mind, that would 

mean I’ve utterly failed.  If my teachers think I should be permitted to teach in their school, 

they too must believe that I have learned a few things. 

Beginner’s mind – which I strive to maintain – is about being open to possibilities.  It’s 

about remaining humble in the face of accomplishment.  It’s about knowing that there’s always 

more to learn.  And it’s about profound empathy with those who are taking their first tentative 
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steps onto the training floor.  I try never to lose sight of how it felt to struggle with my first 

gedan barai.  How else can I help someone with theirs? 

 

***** 

 

“My struggles are still my struggles.” – Sei Shihan Nancy Lanoue 

I hope this martial path, our Seido Karate, isn’t really supposed to lead any of us to 

perfection.  I’ve gone seriously astray if the art really has that power.  Year by year, I get better 

at seeing that we all struggle to do our best.  I know I’m at my worst when busy-ness, hunger, 

and a difference of opinions collide.  I try to minimize it by eating on a good schedule, or, 

alternatively, by being silent if I know I haven’t eaten when I should.  But I still get worked up 

sometimes when maintaining a level-head would be preferable.  And I can’t always partially 

blame it on blood sugar.  While it’s undoubtedly true that I have to issue apologies less often 

than I used to, I still have plenty of room to grow.  We recently moved desks at Thousand 

Waves – I now sit where Jun Shihan Sarah used to sit – and as we moved, I saw her taking a sign 

from her desk area that I half-wanted to steal.  The sign says, “Be Kind. Be Calm,” sage advice I 

can’t hear too often.  When I can succeed in doing those two things, the rest mostly works itself 

out in the end. 

I believe people are mostly defined by our passions.  I hope the people in my life can see 

the extent to which it is they who provide me with the most passion – my partner Michael, my 

family, my friends, my teachers, my colleagues.  

Unfortunately, I think sometimes they don’t.  I opened this essay in the manner I did not 

only to contextualize Seido Karate in my life, but to highlight an important, unresolved wrench 

in my works.  As time marches on, it’s become increasingly challenging for me to watch people 

in my world come and go.  To the extent that such dynamics are intentional, that’s perfectly 

fine.  We all have folks who come into and who exit our lives for a wide variety of reasons.  

Some relationships only need to last for a brief time; deep compatibility is rare indeed. 

But to the extent that I’ve simply drifted apart from some people I care very deeply 

about, I feel I need to do better.  Most of my closest friends and family do not live in Chicago, 
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and it’s a challenge to keep our relationships strong.  Careers and families have changed the 

nature of many of my relationships over time.  Maintaining friendships and family relationships 

over time and distance is hard, but I need to strive to make it more of a priority. 

Back in January, one of my earliest karate training buddies, Diane, died after a long 

struggle with cancer.  I honestly don’t remember which of us started training first, but when I 

think about my early experiences in Seido and with our community of training karateka at 

Thousand Waves, I always think about her. I was a young runner setting out on a new physical 

adventure.  She was a successful, middle-aged professional with two teenage kids looking to get 

back in shape.  I learned only recently that she had been a dancer earlier in life, so the beauty of 

our physical art, which she’d already seen work its magic on her children, doubtless called to 

her.  And there Diane and I were, training like peas in a pod. 

Just like the communities we create, the beauty of our art and the physical and mental 

potential it awakens in us is another tie that binds Seido karateka.  Up until this past year, I was 

privileged to have a body that basically cooperated fully – it seemed made to allow me to 

create my Seido Karate, provided I was willing to put in the work.  But all the while, I’ve trained 

alongside people who have told me the opposite – folks who have kept training over the years 

despite feeling as if they have never had any physical gifts, as if every request of their bodies 

was asking for the moon.  I must be ever-mindful of privilege, in all its forms. 

I’ve developed a new passion that’s giving me a glimpse into some of my training mates’ 

aspirational way of understanding a formal learning pursuit.  A little over two years ago, I began 

playing the violin again, having quit at the age of twelve after playing for three years as a child.  

I’m a beginner on this instrument, but that doesn’t matter at all – I approach the instrument 

like I approach my karate – I stand tall in my living room and play my heart out for my teacher, 

squeaks and all.  In my head, I hear the Chicago Symphony Orchestra backing me up; in my 

head, I’m playing like Perlman. 

 

Isn’t that what really matters? 
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