
Jesus in the Dojo

A Christian Pedagogy of

Martial Arts

__________

––––––––

Father Daniel Duplantis

[image: A picture containing diagram

Description automatically generated]

[image: ]

Copyright © 2023 by Fr. Daniel Duplantis

All rights reserved.

Published in the United States by Metacortex Publishing House

––––––––

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

is available upon request.

––––––––

ISBN 9798379312381

KDP Publishing Paperback Edition

––––––––

Printed in the United States of America

10 | 9 | 8 | 7 | 6 | 5 | 4 | 3 | 2 | 1

First Edition – First Impression

––––––––

Available in Hardcover, Softcover, and Mass-Market Paperback

Also available in eBook format and Audiobook.


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Jesus in the Dojo

Dedication

Foreword

Preface

Introduction

Part One

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Part Two

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Part Three

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Epilogue

Nihil Obstat

The Very Reverend Patrick John Madden, Censor Deputatus

Imprimatur

The Most Reverend Timothy P. Broglio, J.C.D.

Archbishop for the Military Services, USA

Washington, D.C. 20 March 2023

The Nihil Obstat and Imprimatur are official declarations that a book or pamphlet is free of doctrinal or moral error. No implication is contained therein that those who have granted the Nihil Obstat or Imprimatur agree with the contents, opinions or statements expressed.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Dedication






[image: ]


This book is dedicated to my wonderful family, friends, and teachers over the years. Without you all, I would not be the man I am today.

In a special way, this book is also dedicated in loving memory to Nikki Fields, a matriarch of our Taekwondo family in Houma-Thibodaux.

“Blessed be the LORD, my rock, who trains my hands for war, and my fingers for battle...”-Psalm 144:1
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“Martial arts without spirituality is just violence.”

– Steven Hatfield
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Since the introduction of codified fighting systems, especially those of Eastern origin, spirituality has been intertwined in their practice. Spirituality, in and of itself, is simply the belief in something greater than ourselves. It is the idea that our lives have more significance than simply the mundane daily tasks that occupy our existence.

The warrior class, from which these codified fighting systems derive, is not immune to spirituality and so often has sought to find justification for the horrors of combat, as well as define certain core values to be upheld amongst itself. One of the most common examples of this is the philosophy of Bushido, “the Way of the Warrior,” and its seven virtues including:

	Integrity

	Respect

	Courage

	Honor

	Compassion

	Honesty

	Loyalty


From Ancient Greece to feudal Japan, to die on the field of battle, to sacrifice oneself in the service of protecting one’s family and loved ones, was the greatest honor a warrior could achieve. To rephrase, there is no greater love than to lay down one’s life for one’s friends. I’m pretty sure I’ve heard that somewhere...

One of the common terms for martial arts as a whole is Budo 武道, literally translated as “Martial Way.” When we break down the etymology, it is comprised of two separate characters. The first, Bu 武, means “war” or “combat.” The second, Do 道, is much more complex. While literally translated as “way,” it describes a spiritual path or journey one takes in the pursuit of self-realization. Put together, we can capture the essence of Budo by describing it as “the path to enlightenment through the study of combat.” While the study of martial arts often begins with learning the physical techniques of self-defense against another person, over time we learn that the true enemy we’re training to defeat is the false identity we’ve created for ourselves. Essentially, it is the hardships of training that chip away at the outer shell of our being to reveal our true self.

As Christians, our daily lives are often guided by similar virtues as those listed above. As followers of Christ, we are called to be compassionate, to love our neighbors and treat everyone with respect. We strive to be honest and do the right thing, even when no one’s around to hold us accountable. We are called to be courageous, even in the face of persecution (and we have certainly received our fair share throughout history). We are compelled to honor God, and Jesus Christ, His only begotten Son. Upholding these values is just the beginning of living a Christ-like life. So 

how then, does a true Christian reconcile the study and practice of fighting systems designed to maim and kill our fellow man? 

In his writings to Timothy, Paul asserts that, “Anyone who does not provide for their relatives, and especially for their own household, has denied the faith and is worse than an unbeliever.” (1 Timothy 5:8 NIV). While providing for one’s household is often interpreted as food and shelter, security and safety are also paramount concerns. Being able to protect oneself and one’s family is of such importance that Christ Himself commanded His disciples to sell their cloaks to purchase a sword if they didn’t already have one (Luke 22:36).

One of my favorite quotes is from Jordan Peterson, who states, “A harmless man is not a good man. A good man is a very, very dangerous man, who has it under voluntary control.” A man who is not skilled in violence has no power or authority to protect those he loves. He is simply an unwilling participant to the circumstances of his life. However, by becoming proficient in the ways of war, we are more adequately prepared to defend those we love. The goal of martial arts training is not to maim and kill our fellow man, but to give us the tools and skills to survive someone trying to maim and kill us. Through training, we have the power to exercise the free will given to us by God. When Christ spoke about laying down our lives for our friends in John 15:13, He did not intend for us simply to be cannon fodder for our enemies. Christ entered willingly into His Passion. He wasn’t dragged there against His will.
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Now, understanding our duty to learn how to protect ourselves, how does one further decipher through the minefield of spiritual teachings often intertwined with the study of Eastern martial arts to determine what is in line with our Christian beliefs?

That is the question Father Daniel Duplantis has chosen to tackle in this book, and I believe “Jesus in the Dojo” is a novel text that should be mandatory reading for all Christian martial artists regardless of where they are on their martial arts journey. His unique experience as both martial artist and ordained priest allows him to provide an in-depth perspective supported by Scripture and doctrine, putting to rest any concerns a Christian might have about training in martial arts. He provides solid parameters for us to filter our training and experiences through, and addresses widely misunderstood and mistakenly esoteric aspects of the martial arts culture with scientific foundation. I cannot recommend this book enough, and I hope you enjoy it as much as I have.

Yours in the Arts,

Bret Gordon, Kyoshi

Founder of San Budo Sogo Bugei

Inheritor of American Yoshinkan Aiki Jujutsu

President of the American Jidokwan Association
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I remember when my mother told me she and my father were enrolling my twin brother and me in Taekwondo classes. They had previously tried having us play baseball and soccer (neither of which we really took to). My brother and I simply had an aversion to games that required us to run around outside in the humid Louisiana heat. Hoping to keep us physically active, mom and dad enrolled us at the same school where our cousin recently started training: Martial Arts Academy in Houma, Louisiana.

I remember showing up to the studio for the first time to watch a class. What I observed was a very stern instructor running a very ordered and structured class. His black belt was so worn that it was severely frayed on either side of the knot with the white core protruding beneath the black cotton. While I was slightly intimidated by both the intense demeanor of the instructor and the rudimentary nature of the class, I was very excited to begin training. Little did I know that day that Master André would become one of the most influential mentors of my childhood and early adulthood, and that martial arts would remain with me to the present day.

This was the beginning of my martial arts journey, which, praise God, continues more than twenty years later. At the same time, another very important journey was in its infancy: my path to the Catholic priesthood. In fact, the initial desire to become a priest preceded the beginning of my martial arts journey. 

As I made my way through the different color belts of Taekwondo, my faith life was also growing and maturing. I earned my Cho Dan (first degree black belt) smack dab in the middle of my preparation for receiving the Sacrament of Confirmation. Ironically (or perhaps providentially), it is at either point for both the martial artist and Christian where “the journey is just beginning.” As expected, my receiving the sacrament and earning my black belt began the real training in the practice of virtue, discipline, and so many other areas common to the martial artist and the Christian.

When I entered the seminary in the fall of 2013 and could no longer attend formal classes off-campus, I sought to teach my own class on-campus. With the help of a mentor priest, I presented martial arts to the seminary formation staff as a pedagogy for fostering growth in the Christian life. With the seminary rector’s approval, I began teaching about a dozen other seminarians. I continued training with other seminarians throughout the rest of my time in priestly formation. As a priest, I continue to practice and teach martial arts. It is amazing how my martial arts training influences my ministry and vice versa.

Self-defense is an extremely important subject in my ministry for another reason as well. I grew up in a family of veterans. Both of my grandfathers served in the U.S. Air Force and my uncle served in the U.S. Army. Naturally, the idea of serving my country in uniform crossed my mind several times. When I entered the seminary, my uncle was still on active duty. At that time he said I should consider becoming a military chaplain since the priest shortage across the country was hitting the military hard. Taking him at his word, I met with my bishop and he allowed me to pursue chaplaincy in the Air Force. I entered the Chaplain Candidate program with the agreement that I would serve on active duty after completing my first three years of priesthood in my diocese. As a military priest, the legitimacy of self-defense is a recurring topic for me, and there are many gray areas to navigate. Military chaplains are non-combatants, so I will never handle weapons myself. However, as a part of the Profession of Arms, I work with those who are combatants. 

As you can probably imagine, I get asked a lot of questions as a priest. When people hear that I practice martial arts and serve in the military, I am often asked how this is compatible with my vocation as a priest. Aren’t you condoning violence? What if you accidentally kill someone? Are martial arts religion? Isn’t that idolatrous? In light of these questions, I have always sought to demonstrate that not only is it permissible for the Christian to practice martial arts, but martial arts training can help deepen one’s lived experience of the Christian life. It is my hope that this book bears witness to the fruitful relationship between Christianity and martial arts as Jesus walks with us in the dojo.
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In ancient Greece, young boys attending school were customarily accompanied by a family slave. This guardian was referred to as a pedagogue, literally someone who led the boy on his educational journey. From this is derived the concept of pedagogy in English. Pedagogy is often understood to be either the profession of teaching in and of itself or a particular method of teaching. 

In my pre-seminary days as a collegiate instrumental music major, one of our professors specialized in “woodwind pedagogy.” In other words, her profession centered around teaching others to play woodwind instruments. In music school, we would schedule regular private lessons with these professors to help us learn to play our instruments better. It helped us achieve levels of proficiency beyond what we could reach on our own.

I approach my practice and teaching of martial arts in the same way. I noticed during my time in the seminary that when I was not regularly practicing martial arts, other areas of my formation suffered. I had far less energy, less control over my emotions, and less discipline in my studies. Returning to formal training as a priest was an absolute game-changer, and my superiors have noticed this. Quite simply, I rediscovered my pedagogue. 

The bottom line is that practicing martial arts has always helped me to be a better Christian. Perhaps there is no greater example of this in our time than Sister Linda Sim, a religious sister from Singapore who won the World Taekwondo Poomsae Championship in April 2022 for her age class. Vatican City is even a member state of World Taekwondo, the international governing body for the competitive side of Taekwondo. In addition to this, Pope Francis was awarded an honorary 10th Dan (degree) black belt for his support of Taekwondo’s efforts towards world peace.

At this point, we are left with several questions with quite a bit of weight to them. What is it about martial arts training that nourishes the life of the Christian so well? How can a Christian perspective of martial arts training put together the puzzle pieces of eastern spirituality? It is necessary for a Christian martial artist to ponder these and many more questions so that our growth in either area is not compartmentalized. The idea is that the Christian faith should give direction and purpose to our training, but the training itself leads us ever deeper into the mysteries of that faith. 

As we begin this study of the relationship between martial arts training and the Christian life, I would like to take this opportunity to explain our roadmap. First, we must understand what we are dealing with when we use the term “martial arts.” Defining terms is the first step in Socratic logic, so we will begin by exploring the origins and aspects of east Asian martial arts. From there, our study will be more conceptual as we will need to understand Christian philosophies regarding self-defense, war, etc. The final part of our study will be more practical as we dive into the various ways martial arts training accompanies us into a deeper experience of the Christian life. With that, let us take our first step with our martial arts pedagogue. Welcome to the Christian dojo! Your training begins now.
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