What Are Your Odds of Becoming a Black Belt?
“I don’t like setting goals at this time of year.  Why bother, if I don’t set them then I won’t end up disappointed in the end,” stated my Brooks Brothers clad client.  “Even my company sets unrealistic goals each year.  We over perform, but end up feeling let down over not achieving all of our objectives for the year.  It’s a trap that I can never win, so I don’t bother.”
People frequently ask me to evaluate their odds of success in a particular area of life and profession: Do you think we can reach this level of sales?  What are my odds of success in changing this approach?  We all assess our odds of success before establishing goals and in doing so, we often fail before we even begin.  We gather statistics, consult our advisors and research the victories of others to evaluate our chances of success, or more telling, our chances of failure.
To me this is like asking, “What are my odds of becoming a Black Belt?”  In martial arts if you are committed, devote time to your training and learn from others, you will eventually rise in the ranks.  But if you are looking for a fast and easy path to success, you will only find disappointment.  Success is a choice, not a random act.  You will only achieve your goals and find success by defining what it is you want and by committing yourself whole heartedly to it.  
The world is full of dabblers but lean in those who are truly committed to the mastery of personal change, growth and achieving the goals they set for themselves.  Many develop a fear of failure and therefore don’t challenge themselves to climb the mountains of life.
Failure is a part of everything we learn for the first time, we must fall hundreds of times before we can walk.  An English proverb states that “He who never makes mistakes, never makes anything.”  Failure also has deep roots in American history and culture.  In our unique land of opportunity the mark of failure itself is not losing, but in failing to rise up and fight again.  We root for the competitor who rises from the canvas time and again, but quickly forget those who remain face down. 
Like any success in life, earning a Black Belt requires hard work, resolve, patience, self-discipline, and a long-term perspective that will carry you through frustration, failure, and injury.  When you first begin a new endeavor you are going to screw up, that is why the first things you learn in martial arts training are the fundamentals of how to stand, breathe and address your instructors.  An aspiring student lacks balance, coordination, flexibility, endurance, speed, timing and most importantly, confidence.  
In martial arts training everyone begins as a White Belt, but you train with all ranks.  On any given day you may find yourself practicing and competing with much more experienced individuals who sometimes knock you on your butt and leave bruises.  It feels totally unfair and in fact, it is.  But, it is this unfairness that provides the challenge and makes the whole process fun and rewarding.  A Black Belt is not earned alone, but is forged through not only your own effort, but through the effort of others.  No success in life is achieved in isolation.
In martial arts we talk about “sharpening your sword,” which emphasizes the need to invest part of each day in the pursuit of your goal.  When you eat fast food, skip a workout and take short cuts in life, you dull your sword.  When you eat healthy foods, make time to exercise and patiently navigate challenges, you have sharpened your sword for that day.   
So you train. You fail. You rise and continue training.  And if you stick to it long enough, you will find success and everything will come to you much easier as your sword becomes sharp.  With patience you will achieve your goals and most importantly, your skill level will reach a point where you can begin to train others.  
You see, in martial arts it is the obligation of higher ranking students to devote some of their time to training students of lower ranks.  I was once taught that the definition of intelligence does not rest with ones I.Q., but is truly demonstrated when someone can teach what it is they know to others.  Thus, this practice not only benefits both the teacher and student, but also insures long term consistency in the schools leadership and practices.  This philosophy also applies to the structure of every organization, but is often ignored.
People often misunderstand the true meaning of earning a Black Belt and believe that it is an end of a journey.  People often make the same mistake in setting goals for themselves.  A Black Belt represents not the end, but the beginning.  It is actually the start of a never ending journey of discipline and just another step towards an ever higher standard.  Such as it is with setting goals and finding true success in life, where the process is ongoing and in the end you discover that the reward is not in achieving success, but in the journey you took to get there.
