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Welcome to the Center for Buddhist Studies Community Wellness Digest!

In this monthly email, we share wisdom from Buddhist teachings you can
use in your daily life, wellness tips, and information about university and
community events. After a successful launch in Spring 2021, we are
expanding the newsletter with a team of expert contributors and new
sections. Each month will feature a theme--this month we explore
Buddhism and Sport.

The opinions expressed in the books, articles, and websites referenced
in this newsletter are those of the original authors and publishers, and
do not necessarily reflect those of the Center for Buddhist Studies, the
editors, the editorial board, or the organization to which the authors are
affiliated. If you have questions concerning these opinions, please
contact the original authors and their publishers.

If you would like to receive monthly emails on this topic, please sign up
for our email list here and select the group "Community
Wellness Newsletter."  For those who have already signed up for our
email list, please update your preferences to include "Community
Wellness Newsletter.

https://arizona.us7.list-manage.com/subscribe?u=7c7d1e191c40f1f36fc1af10d&id=5a38c0399d
https://arizona.us7.list-manage.com/profile?u=7c7d1e191c40f1f36fc1af10d&id=5a38c0399d&e=[UNIQID]&c=5b8074918f


Next month, we explore the Ōbaku School of Japanese Zen Buddhism.
Let us know what you think by emailing buddhist-
studies@email.arizona.edu. Enjoying the newsletter? Hit the buttons
below and share it with your network.

Sincerely,
Jiang Wu
Director, Center for Buddhist Studies
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BUDDHISM AND SPORT

In popular culture and
contemporary sports circles,
much is made of the
connection between Buddhism
and Asian martial arts. From
the Bruce Lee movies of the
1970s to the more recent
Kungfu Panda movie franchise,
martial arts movies have
captured the public’s
imagination and interest with
internationally popular
blockbusters starring Jet Li,
Jackie Chan, and Michelle
Yeoh. A typical “best of”
article from 2021 articulates
the close connection between
kung fu and Buddhism in the
modern imagination:

“Grounded in the pacifist, naturalist worldview of Buddhism, [kungfu]
requires discipline, patience and most of all, strength—mentally, to know
when to use it, and physically, to act effectively when the time comes.” 

The history of Buddhism’s influence on the martial arts in Asia is more
complex and varied than such reductionist statements might imply. In this
issue of the Community Wellness Newsletter, we will explore the influence of
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Buddhism in the history of sport, including the adoption of Buddhist and allied
techniques by Western athletes and sports psychologists. 

MARTIAL ARTS TRADITIONS IN
ASIA

Although today the term
martial arts is mostly
associated with East Asian
fighting traditions, the word
“martial” itself derives from
the Roman god of war, Mars.
The close association between
Asian Buddhism and the martial
arts also presents a paradox, as
one of the central precepts of Buddhism is "to not take life." However, many
of the Asian martial arts, especially the older ones, adhere to the principle of
using force only in the case of self-defense. While many Asian countries have
developed martial arts traditions, we will focus on China (specifically on
Shaolin kung fu) and Japan.

Shaolin Kung fu and Buddhism

Shaolin kung fu originated at the Shaolin Temple in Hennan province in
Central China and has evolved over its 1500 year history. It holds such
influence that in popular Chinese folklore, all martial arts are believed to
have originated from Shaolin. The Shaolin Temple is said to have been
founded in 495 AD by an Indian Buddhist monk Buddhabhadra (Chinese Batuo),
three decades before the arrival of Bodhidharma, the famous Indian monk
who is considered the first Patriarch of Chan Buddhism.

The precise origins of Shaolin kung fu are still debated among scholars.
Although some historical accounts show the existence of martial art forms
during the time of Batuo and his two disciples, Sengchou and Huiguang, most
legends point to Bodhidharma’s training of the Shaolin Temple monks to
protect them from bandits as the origin of Shaolin kung fu traditions. The
strength conditioning exercises associated with Shaolin practice are contained
in a manual called Yijin Jing (Sinews Transformation Classic), attributed to
Bodhidharma according to legend. Modern scholars have shown that the
manual was likely composed in the 17th century by a Taoist priest (see
Shahar 162).

Shaolin kung fu has been popularized in modern times by wuxia novels and
blockbuster movies like The 36th Chamber of Shaolin (1978) and Shaolin

https://www.amazon.com/Shaolin-Monastery-History-Religion-Chinese/dp/082483349X


Temple (1982) starring a young
Jet Li. Shaolin teachers have
built a network of 126 centers
around the world, including 23
in North America, 9 in Africa,
14 in South America, 10 in Asia,
3 in Pacific Oceania, and 66 in
Europe. In recent years,
through the efforts of the
Shaolin Temple, Chan Buddhism
and the martial arts have
become even more closely

connected. 

Venerable Shi Yongxin, the abbot of Shaolin Temple for more than 20 years,
stresses the unity of Chan Buddhism, kung fu, and traditional Chinese
medicine. In a talk at UC Berkeley on March 19, 2014, Ven. Yongxin
elaborated upon “Kung Fu and Shaolin Chan Culture in Buddhist Practice.”
Our Center Director Prof. Jiang Wu was honored to serve as translator for the
talk and shares some of the abbot’s insights. 

In contemporary practice, kung fu is seen as more than just a martial art.
Chan practice leads to “immanent transcendence,” or transformation via
inner development, that can be experienced through real life practices like
walking, doing the dishes, or martial arts. According to ancient teachings
followed at Shaolin, "martial arts is but lesser Chan, while Chan is superior
martial arts."

Explore:

Shaolin Temple USA (Bay Area)
Shaolin Temple Cultural Center of Arizona
The extraordinary final test to become a Shaolin Master (BBC Sacred
Wonders Series)

Martial Arts of Japan

In Japan, Shintoism was the predominant religious tradition until the
introduction of Buddhism directly from China and also via Korea in multiple
waves between the 6th and 13th centuries. While some martial art forms like
sumo wrestling are predominantly based on Shinto traditions, a majority of
the older martial arts traditions show the influence of Buddhism, particularly
Zen Buddhism. The newer forms like aikido and judo incorporate both Shinto
and Buddhist elements.

The martial art most associated with Japan in the West is karate, popularized
by movies such as Karate Kid. Originating in the Okinawa Islands, karate was
influenced by Chinese martial arts, particularly the Fujian White Crane. It
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evolved after moving to
mainland Japan from Okinawa.
Aspects of karate that borrow
from Zen traditions include the
use of a dojo (which was
traditionally the Zen
meditation hall) and the use of
force exclusively for self-
defense.

Martial art forms like kyudo
(archery) and kendo (sword
fighting), while popular in
Japan, are only slowly gaining
recognition in the West. Both
kyudo and kendo evolved
following the collapse of
samurai culture during the Edo
period, transforming into non-
lethal forms. For example,
kendo uses body armor and
bamboo swords (shinai) instead
of the famed katana swords
used by the samurai warriors
and immortalized by Akira
Kurosawa movies like Hidden Fortress and Yojimbo. 

Other martial art forms like aikido and judo are more modern, but all of
these martial practices incorporate aspects of mindfulness and breathing
practices directly borrowed from Buddhist meditation traditions. In fact, the
suffix -do means “way,” indicating that the practices teach a way of life that
incorporates a philosophy rather than just physical exercise. 

The notion of an ancient and close connection between Zen Buddhism,
bushido (the samurai code), and the martial arts was popularized by Suzuki
Daisetsu in Zen and Japanese Culture, Eugen Herrigel in Zen in the Art of
Archery, and various movies. Some scholars argue that the influence of Zen
on the martial arts was exaggerated by writers in the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries to serve various ideological purposes, often nationalistic. 

The complex interplay of socio-cultural influences with later myths and
narratives notwithstanding, it remains clear that Buddhism has influenced the
martial arts in myriad ways in Asia and around the globe.
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LONG DISTANCE RUNNING
AS SPIRITUAL PRACTICE

In Buddhism, as in many other
traditions, devotees practice a
special form of walking
meditation called
circumambulation, or walking
clockwise in a circle around
shrines, objects, or sacred

mountains. One famous route is a 52-kilometer path around Mount Kailash in
Tibet, sacred to four religions: Hinduism, Buddhism, Jainism, and Bon. 

In the mountains outside Kyoto, Japan, the monks of the Tendai sect practice
another form of circumambulation called kaihōgyō, or “circling the
mountain.” The “Marathon Monks” as they are known embark upon 100 or
1,000 days of walking meditation along a 30 kilometer route circumnavigating
Mt. Hiei, wearing only straw sandals and simple white robes.

Since 1885, only 46 people have completed the 1,000 day kaihōgyō,
considered one of the most grueling mental and physical challenges in the
world. As the monks offer prayers at shrines and temples along the route,
they engage in a practice of renunciation, devotion, and reflection. They also
train in meditation and calligraphy whilst performing general temple duties.

A Tendai monk who spoke to writer Adharanand Finn described his
experience: “All humans are asking the question: ‘Why are we alive?’ The
constant movement for 1,000 days gives you lots of time to think about this,
to reflect on your life. It is a type of meditation through movement. That is
why you shouldn’t go too fast. It is a time to meditate on life, on how you
should live…The 1,000-day challenge is not an end point, the challenge is to
continue, enjoying life and learning new things.”
 

https://tricycle.org/beginners/buddhism/buddhist-circumambulation/
https://www.theguardian.com/lifeandstyle/2015/mar/31/japanese-monks-mount-hiei-1000-marathons-1000-days


Watch: The Monks Risking Death On An Extraordinary Journey
 

MINDFULNESS IN WESTERN SPORTS

In modern times, Western athletes, coaches, and sports psychologists have
turned to meditation and mindfulness to prepare for the mentally challenging
aspects of training and competition. Mindfulness can help athletes increase
concentration and focus, develop perspectives on pain and failure, and build
resilience. For teams, the act of practicing meditation in community also
increases the individual’s sense of interconnectedness and solidarity with
others.

The legendary head coach of the Chicago Bulls and later the Los Angeles
Lakers, Phil Jackson brought in meditation coach George Mumford and
applied the Zen concept of “one breath, one mind” when preparing his
basketball teams for competition.

As Jackson once told Oprah, "As much as we pump iron and we run to build
our strength up, we need to build our mental strength up...so we can
focus...so we can be in concert with one another."

The mental focus and preparation paid off for players like Michael Jordan,
whose mastery of technical skills and ability to enter “the zone” propelled
him to the top of the game. “The minute you get away from fundamentals –
whether it's proper technique, work ethic or mental preparation,” says
Jordan, “the bottom can fall out of your game, your schoolwork, your job,
whatever you’re doing.”

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=S06oMxdt40A
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=S06oMxdt40A
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/phil-jackson-meditation-coaching-tactics_n_3606632
https://condorperformance.com/best-sport-psychology-quotes/


In sports, as in life, preparation
and concentration will only get
you so far. Canadian climber
Alannah Yip, a competitor in
sport climbing in the 2020
Summer Olympics, uses
meditation and visualization
to help her deal with
distractions from the crowd,
unexpected challenges, and failure. “I worked a lot on mindfulness and
resilience,” she says, “and I’ve been able to turn it into one of my biggest
strengths — performing under pressure.”

Her coach Andrew Wilson says, “We have to find this really cool balance
between being prepared and planning, but also being adaptable and being
okay with not knowing.” The mindset Yip learned from meditation helps her
to view failure as part of a bigger picture, and to improvise and get creative
when faced with unfamiliar holds and unprecedented physical challenges.

While not directly influenced by Buddhist teachings, the concept of “flow,”
coined by psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, has been studied extensively
in elite athletes. Csikszentmihalyi defines flow as “a state of mind when
consciousness is harmoniously ordered” and “a person’s body or mind is
stretched to its limits in a voluntary effort to accomplish something difficult
and worthwhile” (Flow 3). In this flow state, people lose a sense of time,
become completely absorbed in an activity, and feel a sense of mastery,
exhilaration, and enjoyment.

Flow states as defined by Western researchers bear some resemblance to the
state of mind achieved by meditators, especially the state of calm,
concentrated serenity called samatha. Buddhist meditation and mindfulness
teachings, however, affect a person’s experience beyond concentration and
conscious control of the mind and body. Meditation helps practitioners to
develop presence, poise, and acceptance in the face of suffering and
impermanence. By watching their thoughts and letting go of their attachment
to worldly achievements and specific outcomes, meditators can calm their
minds and enter into deep states of flow.

Csikszentmihalyi viewed the martial arts as a specific form of flow: “Those
who perform [martial arts] well claim that fighting becomes a joyous artistic
performance, during which the everyday experience of duality between mind
and body is transformed into a harmonious one-pointedness of mind” (Flow
106).
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Recommended Reading/Watching

Flow and Satisfaction With Life in Elite Musicians and Top Athletes,
Katarina Habe, Michele Biasutti, Tanja Kajtna

Flow: The Psychology of Optimal Experience, Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi

In the Zone: The Zen of Sports, Andrew Cooper

Intercultural pedagogies: experiencing the kungfu teaching methods
at the Shaolin Temple, Marta Nešković 

The Kaihogyo Practice of Mt. Hiei, Robert F. Rhodes

The Marathon Monks of Mount Hiei, John Stevens

Master of Zen (1994 movie), directed by Brandy Yuen

The Mindful Athlete: Secrets to Pure Performance, George Mumford

Reconsidering Zen, Samurai, and the Martial Arts, Oleg Benesch

The Shaolin Monastery: History, Religion, and the Chinese Martial
Arts, Meir Shahar

Shaolin Temple in My Heart, Ven. Shi Yongxin

Warrior Origins: The Historical and Legendary Links between
Bodhidharma, Shaolin Kung-Fu, Karate and Ninjutsu, Hutan Ashrafian
 

Share Twitter Forward

LAND ACKNOWLEDGEMENT
 

DONATE NOW

https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.00698/full
https://www.amazon.com/Flow-Psychology-Experience-Perennial-Classics/dp/0061339202/ref=asc_df_0061339202/?tag=hyprod-20&linkCode=df0&hvadid=270645996404&hvpos=&hvnetw=g&hvrand=7630777451322184947&hvpone=&hvptwo=&hvqmt=&hvdev=c&hvdvcmdl=&hvlocint=&hvlocphy=9030244&hvtargid=pla-395221952060&psc=1
https://www.lionsroar.com/in-the-zone-the-zen-of-sports/
https://ijae.springeropen.com/articles/10.1186/s41257-020-00040-3#citeas
https://ijae.springeropen.com/articles/10.1186/s41257-020-00040-3#citeas
http://nirc.nanzan-u.ac.jp/nfile/2354
https://www.amazon.com/Marathon-Monks-Mount-Hiei/dp/1626549958
https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0109521/
https://www.amazon.com/Mindful-Athlete-Secrets-Pure-Performance/dp/1941529062/ref=tmm_hrd_swatch_0?_encoding=UTF8&qid=&sr=
https://apjjf.org/-Oleg-Benesch/4921/article.pdf
https://www.amazon.com/Shaolin-Monastery-History-Religion-Chinese/dp/082483349X
https://www.amazon.com/Shaolin-Monastery-History-Religion-Chinese/dp/082483349X
https://www.amazon.com/Shaolin-Temple-heart-Shi-Yongxin/dp/7508525035
https://www.amazon.com/Warrior-Origins-Historical-Legendary-Bodhidharmas/dp/0750956186
https://www.amazon.com/Warrior-Origins-Historical-Legendary-Bodhidharmas/dp/0750956186
http://www.facebook.com/sharer/sharer.php?u=https%3A%2F%2Fmailchi.mp%2Femail%2Fbuddhism-and-sport-community-wellness-digest-2022-9
http://www.facebook.com/sharer/sharer.php?u=https%3A%2F%2Fmailchi.mp%2Femail%2Fbuddhism-and-sport-community-wellness-digest-2022-9
http://www.facebook.com/sharer/sharer.php?u=https%3A%2F%2Fmailchi.mp%2Femail%2Fbuddhism-and-sport-community-wellness-digest-2022-9
http://twitter.com/intent/tweet?text=Buddhism+and+Sport%3A+Community+Wellness+Digest+2022+%289%29:%20https%3A%2F%2Fmailchi.mp%2Femail%2Fbuddhism-and-sport-community-wellness-digest-2022-9
http://twitter.com/intent/tweet?text=Buddhism+and+Sport%3A+Community+Wellness+Digest+2022+%289%29:%20https%3A%2F%2Fmailchi.mp%2Femail%2Fbuddhism-and-sport-community-wellness-digest-2022-9
http://twitter.com/intent/tweet?text=Buddhism+and+Sport%3A+Community+Wellness+Digest+2022+%289%29:%20https%3A%2F%2Fmailchi.mp%2Femail%2Fbuddhism-and-sport-community-wellness-digest-2022-9
https://us7.forward-to-friend.com/forward?u=7c7d1e191c40f1f36fc1af10d&id=c641cb4c34&e=[UNIQID]
https://us7.forward-to-friend.com/forward?u=7c7d1e191c40f1f36fc1af10d&id=c641cb4c34&e=[UNIQID]
https://us7.forward-to-friend.com/forward?u=7c7d1e191c40f1f36fc1af10d&id=c641cb4c34&e=[UNIQID]
https://give.uafoundation.org/results?id=21a0122a-2300-48e1-87ca-52801498144f


We respectfully acknowledge the University of Arizona is on the land and territories of Indigenous
peoples. Today, Arizona is home to 22 federally recognized tribes, with Tucson being home to the

O’odham and the Yaqui. Committed to diversity and inclusion, the University strives to build
sustainable relationships with sovereign Native Nations and Indigenous communities through education

offerings, partnerships, and community service.
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