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Introduction: The Assault 

“Victim” -- the word victim conjures different emotions for everyone. I find the 

word victim repulsive. It’s personal.  At fifteen years old I was attacked when I was 

walking to school.  A very large man grabbed me. First he grabbed me from behind with 

one hand between my legs. When I turned, screaming, he grabbed me from the front, 

with one hand clawing at my chest.  He continued over powering me, grabbing and 

pushing. All the while he was violating very private places on my body. He ended by 

trying to drag me down an alley and push me into the large bushes. I realized that if I 

didn’t fight back that was exactly where I was headed. Fortunately, it didn’t occur to me 

to be scared. It actually didn’t occur to me that this psychopath in a suit was planning on 

raping me. Righteous indignation and fury were the only emotions that were coursing 

through my veins at the time. My anger gave me the fuel I needed to fight hard. I had no 

training, but instinctively I knew how to rip his shirt, slam my knee into his groin, and 

run… fast!  

Following the shock of that event, I remember feeling terrified that any man could 

over power me at any time simply because he was larger or stronger than I was. 

Fortunately, outrage quickly triumphed over terror. It took about a week before I made a 

resolute decision that I would never be a victim, or at least I would never act and feel like 

one. I may not be able to control being attacked. But I made the decision that I would 

absolutely have control over my response. I began training so my body would be strong. 

While my friends were dieting to look like Victoria Secret models, I had pictures of Ms. 
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Olympia taped to my mirror. I wanted nothing to do with the image society was shoving 

down the throats of young women to be impossibly thin.  My template was set to value 

physical strength and agility.  

What I never anticipated was the attack that came quietly eight years later, with 

no fanfare. With no warning this perpetrator knocked me flat on my back. It was a sucker 

punch I never saw coming. In fact it came from inside my own cells. I felt totally 

betrayed by my body when I was diagnosed with thyroid cancer that had metastasized 

into my lymph nodes and recurred multiple times. For the next eleven years, while my 

friends were graduating from college and getting married, I was undergoing surgeries, 

radiation treatments and dealing with a multitude of other health issues that followed as a 

result. For the first time I knew what it felt like to be a victim and I despised it. I became 

so depressed I literally prayed that I would die. I thought, “If there is a God, He has given 

up on me”.   

But God hadn’t given up on me. Somehow I managed to summon every ounce of 

power in my being and with God’s help I transformed my anger and fear into a positive 

energy that fueled a phoenix-like rise from the ashes of poor health. What does being 

attacked on the street have to do with being attacked by cancer? More than you might 

think.  

Using the experience I had gained, I decided to help others learn to transform 

their health and I became a nurse. I also became a martial artist. When I found Kenpo, I 

was home.  

Initially I thought of nursing as something I did for other people and Kenpo as 

something I did for myself. I love Kenpo. It enhances every part of my life. As a forty six 
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year old mother, I don’t practice to enter tournaments. I practice for the love of the art. It 

empowers me! I want to be an example of strength for my daughter and my patients.  My 

passion for Kenpo quickly began spilling over into everything I did. I realized that Kenpo 

isn’t a sport, it’s a mind set. I’d find myself using it as a teaching tool for people 

struggling with their health programs. Here are a few examples of the metaphors I use in 

coaching patients:   

• PMS- Every Kenpo practitioner remembers how awkward it felt when they first 

started learning complex moves. Most of us felt like our bodies would never 

cooperate. However, over time the moves became smoother, until eventually it 

felt natural. When someone is first starting a health program they are 

overwhelmed. I tell them not to worry because they are in the “primitive phase”. 

Soon they will transition to the “mechanical phase”, and then the “spontaneous 

phase” will kick in and they won’t have to think about it at all.  

• Get Your Black Belt In Health- Using this framework I can give people a 

metaphor for ranking the advances they make. It’s also psychologically 

empowering. Explaining that being a black belt doesn’t mean you are tougher or 

stronger, or that you don’t get scared. Being a black means you never gave up, 

you faced your fears, you persevered, and you ALWAYS get up one more time! 

This gives people permission to fall without “failing”, as long as they get up and 

do it again.  Most importantly, you pass on the information you gain by becoming 

a mentor to someone who is struggling. For it truly is in the giving that we 

receive.  
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• Preparation, awareness, avoidance and deflection is the framework I teach for 

avoiding a “fight” with someone larger than you. Depending on the client I’m 

working with, this could be the food industry, pharmaceuticals, mental illness or 

even cancer.  

• Kenpo means law of the fist.  If you have to fight, hit hard without getting hit and 

get out fast. It’s not about being tough, it’s about winning.  In other words, know 

when to speak up and be your own advocate, and when to stand firm. This could 

be at your child’s school, the medical system, etc.  

• Build your reserve by being a well-conditioned athlete.  Fighters don’t show up 

on fight day and expect to win if they haven’t been training all year. You build 

your reserve by living your message and practicing every day. When “fight day” 

comes and you’re hit with a crisis, you have the physical and mental reserves to 

manage it. If you’ve been eating well, sleeping and exercising, you’re more likely 

to reign victorious!  

• “Fighters fight and writers write”- This is a personal favorite of mine. By focusing 

intensely on the things that I do very well and not trying to do everything, I’ve 

become much more successful. I surround myself with people who support my 

weaknesses. This concept is transformational for many patients.  

It didn’t take long to realize that my training in Kenpo was the perfect framework 

for teaching people how to be their own health advocates. Many of the patients I work 

with are women who have been victims of sexual abuse or domestic violence. At the very 

least, they’ve never been taught to embrace and nurture their core power. The idea of 

being a “warrior” strongly resonates with these women. It’s an empowering concept. 
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In part because of my love of Kenpo training and personally having a “warrior” 

mentality, we have developed a new program, “The Brain Warrior’s Way” that we use 

in our medical clinics, Amen Clinics.  Let me explain how the concept of brain health 

intersects with my training in Kenpo:  

At Amen Clinics we use a sophisticated brain imaging study called SPECT to 

help us understand and treat our patients.  My husband, psychiatrist Daniel Amen, often 

says a picture is worth a thousand words, but a map is worth a thousand images. A map 

tells you where you are and how to get to where you want to go.  Using the brain scans, 

we teach people to care about their brains.  After looking at 110,000 brain scans on 

patients from 111 countries we firmly believe that with a better brain comes a better life.  

Though some patients will always benefit from medication, “skills not just pills” is a 

concept we take seriously. We start with least invasive, most effective treatment first. 

Daniel and I both trained at Christian schools where the focus was on the whole person. 

We believe it’s critical to carry this philosophy into psychiatric care and brain health. We 

use a model of four circles. This is analogous to the four wheels on a car. If one of the 

wheels is out of balance the car will crash. In this case, the four wheels, or four circles 

are:  

 Biological: how your physical body functions (body) 

 Psychological: developmental issues and how you think (mind)  

Social: social support and your current life situation (connections)  

Spiritual: your sense of meaning and purpose (spirit) 
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Amen Clinics 4 Circles Treatment: Biological, Psychological, Social, and Spiritual 

Our treatment plans are directed toward optimizing these 4 circles.  For example: 
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Biological interventions may include diet, exercise, supplements, medication, 

neurofeedback, transcranial magnetic stimulation, sleep apnea evaluations and treatment, 

hyperbaric oxygen, and others.   

 Psychological strategies may include different forms of psychotherapy, including 

cognitive therapy, or not believing every stupid thought you have, hypnosis, meditation, 

interpersonal psychotherapy, and dealing with past traumas or other emotional issues.   
Social interventions may include appropriate school or work accommodations, 

relationship counseling, parenting classes, and social skills training. 

Spiritual inventions include an in-depth conversation on what your life means, 

why you are here, and major life goals.  In addition, it may also include discovering 

connections to past and future generations and the planet. 

As a speaker and a coach, I began to see and feel the power that my martial arts 

training has in each of these areas, so I was elated to discover that research supports my 

beliefs. In fact I was surprised by the extent of the findings the science revealed. With 

such a powerful tool at our fingertips, I strongly believe we should be encouraging far 

more women, children and “at risk” adolescents to practice Kenpo. It’s important in my 

work to have scientific data to establish credibility. With 126 scientific articles readily 

available, the “Brain Warrior’s Way” was born!  

Following is the four-circle model we use at the Amen Clinics, adapted to show 

how Kenpo contributes to people becoming warriors for the health of their bodies and 

brains.  
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Circle One 

The Brain and Body of a Warrior 

“Your brain controls everything you do.” 

 

The intense regular exercise associated with Kenpo is typically aerobic type 

training with short bursts of anaerobic training interjected. This type of training is perfect 

for increasing blood flow to the brain which increases focus, mood and energy. The 

endorphins generated with short bouts of intense exercise are one of the few things 

known to increase both dopamine and serotonin, neurotransmitters in the brain that 

improve mood, energy, motivation and focus. The physical improvements to the body 

almost seem too good to be true. In fact, if there were a drug with as many known 

benefits as martial arts training provides, people would be in a frenzy to take it. I’ve often 

referred to my weekly lessons in the dojo as “therapy”. It’s very satisfying to finally have 

the documentation to validate my claims. Apparently, it’s not far-fetched to think of my 

professor as a therapist after all.  

Martial arts training has been widely accepted as a form of therapy (physical and 

psychological) in Asian medicine for over 5,000 years. While the ancient Asian cultures 

didn’t have the ability to see the brain changes that occur with martial arts training, that 

we see in our clinics, they were acutely aware of the benefits manifested in their health as 

a result of regular practice.  

Let’s start with the body of a warrior.  One of the hurtful things for your brain and 

your body is also one of the most preventable - excess body fat. There are over 200 
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studies that show that as your body fat goes up, the physical size and functioning of your 

brain go down!  In other words, being overweight or obese is associated with increased 

risk of Alzheimer’s disease, diabetes, heart disease and cancer. While it’s very confusing 

and frustrating to hear the constant barrage of information fired at us about these 

illnesses, it’s a relief to know there is really only one path to wellness. Yes, that’s correct. 

The same plan that prevents heart disease also prevents diabetes, and cancer… which 

ultimately prevents Alzheimer’s disease. How do you prevent Alzheimer’s disease? You 

prevent the risk factors associated with it. Translation, become a warrior for your brain 

and your body!  

Of course, you can’t exercise your way out of a bad diet. However, regular Kenpo 

workouts are great for helping practitioners to lose excess body fat and maintain a healthy 

body weight  

Regular exercise is one of the few prescriptions known to prevent or reverse 

nearly every disease of lifestyle. So why do so many people resist exercise? Because it’s 

boring! But if they are learning a skill and have the knowledge that they are improving 

brain function at the same time, more people would partake. Kenpo does exactly that!  

When people begin to identify themselves as an “athlete” or a “warrior”, they 

think differently and behave differently. Studies show that having people identify with 

being an athlete changes the food choices people make. For example, if you had a million 

dollar race horse, would it feed it junk food? Only if you were an idiot! Likewise, if you 

were told you were qualified to be paid millions of dollars as a professional athlete, 

would you make different food choices? Of course you would! If you believed you were 



12	  
	  

a warrior, wouldn’t you make different choices? Warriors are trained, empowered, brave 

protectors! 

Learning bilateral complex moves is associated with “neuroplasticity”, which is 

the brain’s ability to make new cells and increase the amount of gray matter. The more 

involved and complicated the learning process is, the better it is for your brain.  Anyone 

who practices Kenpo remembers how awkward and silly you felt first learning the 

foreign moves. It’s challenging to master the individual moves as well as the various 

aspects of Kenpo. The individual moves, thought of as the alphabet, are complicated 

enough, but as the practitioner begins to advance through the alphabet and form 

“sentences”, the challenge increases. Independent thinking is encouraged as the 

practitioner progresses to more advanced levels. As the many layers and levels of Kenpo 

continue to progress with Katas, Mata, and Kumite- or forms, techniques and fighting, 

more and more brain power is required.  

Another benefit of complex learning combined with exercise is the number of 

neural networks that increase in the brain. In other words, you form more nerve cell 

connections, which increase the overall functioning of your brain. Cognitive function and 

recall speed up, and memory improves. An article from Scientific American says it 

perfectly, “The evidence suggests that the activities that show the strongest and most 

widespread effects on cognitive functioning are those that target the “whole person,” such 

as traditional martial arts training and enriched school curricula.” Scott Kauffman- 

Scientific American 

At the Amen Clinics head trauma patients are a regular part of our practice. We 

use multiple modalities to help patients achieve optimal quality of life, and always look 
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to promote what works for individual patients. A study published in 2001 showed that 

martial arts training, when done at a slow and therapeutic pace has been shown to 

improve balance and coordination by improving muscle tone and decreasing muscle 

spasticity. These patients also benefit from decreased risk of falls. Slow meditative 

moves, as done when learning a kata, help improve posture.  After 2-4 years all of the 

patients in the study reported that they rarely fell, felt more secure walking, and could 

walk without assistance. While the report didn’t mention anything about how martial arts 

improves function to the cerebellum (the lower back part of the brain that’s responsible 

for coordination), the SPECT scans we do, and other research verifies that these complex, 

focused moves indeed increase cerebellar activity.  

As a clinic that sees many troubled children from around the world, probably 

the most exciting research I discovered was related to how martial arts training like 

Kenpo is beneficial in the treatment plan for ADD (attention deficit disorder), autism 

and general learning disabilities leading to poor grades. By increasing neural 

networks, and improving blood flow to the frontal lobes, which are responsible for 

judgment and forethought, martial arts training done in traditional fashion, as very 

intense exercise, has been shown to help children and teens demonstrate more self-

control, make better decisions and improve grades.  Dr. Dunlop, a school psychologist 

who practices Tae Kwon Do strongly advocates the practice of martial arts for 

children with ADD. She states, "At its highest and best, taekwondo not only improves 

the physical skills of the practitioner but, also, elevates both the mind and the spirit”. 

While she refers to one style of martial arts as a personal preference, it isn’t the style 

that matters. In fact, another study shows that the most important aspects of martial 
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arts training for determining the benefits to the practitioner are: the character and 

attitude of the master, his influence over the other black belts, the culture of the dojo 

and values that are enforced.   

In a recent study from the University of Isfahan in Iran, thirty kids aged 5-16 

who had been diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder participated in a study to 

determine if the traditional martial arts training of doing katas could have a positive 

affect on behavior. The children were divided into two groups.  Both groups 

participated in physical activities for three months. One group was the “control” group 

and engaged in general activities unrelated to martial arts training. The second group 

participated in traditional martial arts training, primarily focusing on katas. The kata 

training lead to a significant reduction in stereotypical behavior that was maintained 

even one month after the training had stopped!  “This was a very clear result and is the 

best scientific evidence that martial arts training could be an effective method for 

positively affecting motor activity in the autism spectrum.”  

One reason that complex, repetitive movements may be helpful for improving 

brain function in children with autism is because of the increased cerebellar activity, 

which is generally low with autism. The repetitive movements seem to be comforting to 

this population who often have trouble with novel, new or frequently changing routines.  

  Multiple studies have also shown the benefits of light to moderate martial arts 

training for elderly people. In one study of over 2,000 people, martial arts training 

improved flexibility, strength, balance coordination and stamina in elderly 

participants. Ultimately, this leads to less risk of falling and an increase in confidence 

and independence.  
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Circle Two 

The Mindset of a Warrior 

“From Victim to Victorious” 

 

As I stood, presenting to the 185 recovering drug and alcohol addicts at the 

Salvation Army’s largest chemical addiction recovery center, a truly terrible feeling 

crossed my mind, pure disgust!  Several of the “beneficiaries” (patients) had run up to me 

with tears in their eyes, holding gigantic pants and huge belts that no longer fit. Many of 

them had lost 85- 100 pounds using the training I had given their director. This was quite 

a sight to see considering that the majority of them were court ordered criminals with less 

than stellar backgrounds. They were exuberantly describing dramatic improvements in 

brain function, memory and focus. Yet, as they expressed gratitude I was filled with 

contempt and judgment. Considering I had recently committed to coaching the 

beneficiaries for the next year, this was a serious dilemma.  

My husband was stunned when I told him that I couldn’t follow through with my 

commitment to help the Salvation Army transform their nutrition program. When he 

probed deeper, I burst into tears. I had never realized just how judgmental I was toward 

“people like them”.  

In an instant I was taken back to feeling like the four-year-old girl who still 

remembers clearly the day my uncle was murdered in a drug deal gone wrong. I had one 

uncle who was a heroine addict and another uncle who, in a loving gesture, attempting to 

help his brother get clean, found himself in the wrong place at the wrong time. Which one 



17	  
	  

do you think was murdered? Yes, the innocent, educated, loving man who tried to help 

his brother was killed that day. In my mind “they” would always be monsters that should 

pay dearly.  

Understanding this new revelation, my husband simply smiled in the annoying 

way that only psychiatrists and husbands do, and said, “I think this is perfect. This is 

God’s design”… And he was right. I’ve never done anything as rewarding, or as healing 

as the work I did with “those people”, those terrified souls who took the first step toward 

recovery. I never imagined the “recovery” in store for me.  

By coincidence (if you believe in coincidence), I ended up working closely with 

one of the worst offenders, who turned out to be our greatest champion.  

Tomas was a gang-banger who had his door bashed in by the DEA, with the gang 

squad close behind. He was no stranger to doing hard time in jail, but this time he was 

court ordered to eighteen months in the Salvation Army’s chemical addiction program 

following his sentence. Without knowing his story, the shaved head and tattoos were 

enough to intimidate me. However, when Tomas heard me speak, and heard about the 

power of food, mindset and lifestyle changes, something resonated with him. Initially it 

was simple desperation. He felt that if he didn’t do something radical to change, he was 

doomed, but eventually it blossomed into a warrior mindset- unshakable!  

Tomas lost 85 pounds over the next six months and dramatically improved his 

focus, energy and memory. He finally passed his GED after failing it THREE times. He 

told me he always thought he was “stupid” until he changed his lifestyle habits and diet. 

Suddenly he realized he had always had brain fog along with his untreated ADD, and 

finally he felt free. He said he no longer felt hopeless, depressed and like he had no 
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future. Instead he felt like “empowered”, focused, energetic, motivated and hopeful about 

the future. Tomas told me he wanted to be a “WARRIOR” for his family. He ended his 

beautiful testimonial to me with these words:  

My life was a mess, now it’s a MESSAGE! 

I’ve been tested, now my life is a TESTIMONY! 

I was a victim, now I’m VICTORIOUS! 

I’ve been through trials, now I AM TRIUMPHANT! 

This is a warrior cry if I’ve ever heard one. We have hundreds of warrior success 

stories like Tomas’s. The common denominator with all of them is empowerment 

through strengthening and balancing all four circles.  

Over the last decade I’ve met many people who started the martial arts journey for 

similar reasons to my own. Men and women alike have shared stories of assault, rape and 

varying degrees of abuse. In spite of trauma and fear, these are the survivors who refused 

to be called victims. Instead they chose a path of empowerment.  

On the opposite end of the spectrum I deal with patients like Tomas, often thought 

of as the “victimizer”, “bad guy” or “trouble maker”. Whatever your opinion, they are on 

the other side of the law.  No matter how hard they try to avoid trouble, it just seems to 

follow them. And everyone knows they can’t resist a good fight.  

As someone who rarely felt safe as a child growing up in a chaotic home, I found 

it nearly impossible to work with people who had broken the law or caused harm to 

others through the use of violence, assault and bullying. However, using the very 

strategies that I teach, I transformed my thinking. Ultimately, I realized that for every 
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person I help to transform from “bad guy” to “warrior”, there would be one less scared, 

abused child in the world. It is often when we help others that we find healing.  

When I set out to discover what sets martial artists apart from other people who have 

experienced similar trauma in their lives, as well as those who feel the need to victimize 

others as a measure of self worth, I was surprised to discover how much research has 

been done on the subject. Here are few of the benefits discussed in scientific articles 

pertaining to the psychological benefits of martial arts training (references listed in the 

bibliography):  

• Complex moves leads students to focus on solving problems, which leads to 

feelings of increasing self-efficacy and internal motivation 

• Helps to focus the conscious mind on something other than internal chatter and 

personal problems 

• Anger management 

• Assertiveness training 

• Focuses energy in positive direction 

• Developing skills through positive competition can lead to a sense of purpose and 

self-confidence 

• Total focus leads to “flow state”  

• Learn to accept mistakes as part of the process, giving up the need for perfection 

• See mistakes and losses as learning opportunities 

• Self learning and responsibility increase confidence 

• Trade victim mentality for empowerment and problem solving  

• Delayed gratification improves self concept 
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• Seeing oneself as an athlete translates to behaving like an athlete 

 

You don’t have to be a martial artist to realize that this list is of major benefit to 

people on both sides of the “victim” line. Individuals with a need to overpower, control 

or victimize others often benefit from having a positive outlet, anger management, focus, 

responsibility, improved self-concept through small wins and learning to deal with 

disappointment. Likewise, those who have been victimized soon begin to walk taller with 

assertiveness training, learning to be present and focused, with improved self confidence 

and better problem solving skills. It’s interesting that the same solution benefits both 

groups.  

 Additionally, many people who feel the need to control or overpower or victimize 

others are manifesting a pathology related to the very same root cause that they are 

expressing. In other words, they were victims themselves, and are now expressing a 

learned behavior. Therefore, learning the new positive template, skills, assertiveness and 

anger management training that often works for “victims”, will often benefit these 

individuals as well. Being submerged in a new “culture”, where respect is demanded, and 

is mutually expressed is something many of these people have never experienced.  

The controversy over whether teaching martial arts, which many people consider 

“fighting” skills, to volatile or psychologically imbalanced individuals is not a new issue. 

Many studies have been done to determine whether it’s a good idea to teach juvenile 

delinquents and “high risk” adults an art that could give them a new tool for bullying. 

While the studies have shown pros and cons on both sides of the argument, a closer look 

reveals interesting details worth noting.  
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The primary determinant in whether martial arts training has a positive or 

negative affect on anger management and aggression is the character of “sensei” or 

“master” and the culture established in the dojo. Closely paralleling the cultural aspect is 

the art itself. It turns out that martial arts that focus solely on fighting skills and lack the 

traditional aspects of martial arts actually have a negative impact on anger management. 

However, martial arts that incorporate the meditative aspect of katas, as well as the 

intense discipline and respect associated with “rank” and achievement have a positive 

effect on anger management as well as other behaviors. Several studies specifically 

compared karate to judo. In all studies they found karate to improve focus, impulse 

control and anger management. Judo was found to have a negative affect on anger and 

impulse control. It is suspected that the difference was the focus on traditional aspects of 

the art of karate, versus pure fighting skills in judo.  

According to an article in Adolescence Magazine (2001), 60 juvenile delinquent 

children who were put into a martial arts program three times per week at school showed 

improvement in tendencies toward violence, impulse control, focus, resistance to rules 

and inappropriate social behavior. Their behavior continued to show increasing 

improvement over a six-month period. Additionally, there was a significant self-reported 

difference between the martial arts group and the control group in happiness, schoolwork 

and ability to pay attention in school.  

In another study with juvenile delinquent children from 34 schools (M E 

Truelson, 1986) three groups of juvenile delinquent children were tested: a) traditional 

martial arts training, b) nontraditional martial arts training- just fighting skills, c) no 

martial arts- just exercise. The traditional martial arts group showed significant 
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improvement in anger management, focus and positive behavior. The nontraditional 

group showed signs of increased aggression and lack of impulse control. The control 

group showed no change.  

From a psychological and medical perspective, at Amen Clinics, we would add 

that it’s likely that the practice of martial arts also had a positive impact on the four 

circles: it improved physical function of the brain and body, increased social interaction 

(and gave a sense of meaning and purpose), increased self confidence, and incorporated 

the “spiritual” component of meditation related to katas.  

It’s very clear in my mind why practicing karate has a positive impact on 

psychology. Since I can’t convince all of the patients I work with to join a dojo, I bring 

what I learn to them, at least in philosophy.  

In my work with psychiatric patients, there is often a strong correlation between 

psychological and physical health. Many if not most of the people I work with have been 

abused, victimized or suffered some form of trauma. The visible manifestation of this is 

often a decline in physical health. Sometimes it’s related to impaired brain function, 

leading to poor decisions; other times it’s related to depression or anxiety; most of the 

time it’s a combination of all these factors.  

As a coach, it’s natural for me to find a common denominator and speak a 

language I’m fluent in: Kenpo. It’s incredibly rewarding to see the faces of patients who 

have suffered as “victims” suddenly light up when I begin speaking to them with the 

language of a warrior. Relying on my own training, I use the Kenpo model to help these 

broken souls rebuild and transform their bodies and minds into powerful tools.  
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One of the most dangerous weapons of mass destruction is an unchallenged, 

undisciplined mind. It’s not guns, knives or fighting skills that hurt innocent people. It’s 

people with twisted minds who hurt innocent people. Hurt people, hurt people.  

Likewise, when a person has been victimized, they in turn often become their own worst 

perpetrator. The event that happened to them may have only happened once. The person 

who hurt them may have only hurt them one time. However, they have played it over in 

their minds thousands of times, reliving the victim role almost daily. I would argue that 

many people do more harm to themselves and have been more cruel than the perpetrator 

ever was. While this doesn’t initially make me popular, it does get peoples attention. 

Unfortunately, I learned this by experience. My monkey mind continually replayed the 

horrible experiences from my youth like a broken record. In each replay I would see 

myself as a helpless victim. It wasn’t until I learned to discipline my mind that I had the 

power to re-write my own story and began to see myself in an empowered light. On the 

rare occasion when I think back to the past, I no longer feel sorry for myself. I see myself 

as a survivor, a student, a warrior!  

This doesn’t mean that I no longer struggle with monkey mind. In fact, one of the 

few times that I am able to completely shut off the endless chatter in my head is when 

I’m practicing Kenpo. The intense drills, complex moves and laser focus required, make 

it impossible to think about anything else.  

I advocate martial arts training to nearly all the patients I work with. However, for 

those who are unable or unwilling to experience the satisfaction of pounding pads, I teach 

intense mind training exercises to help them kill the automatic negative thoughts (ANT’s) 
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that rob them of joy and keep them behaving like victims. Here’s an idea of how ANT 

therapy works: 

1. Scan for approaching ANT’s- quick identification is critical to survival. Think 

of each ANT like an attacker, there to destroy peace and happiness. ANT’s are 

often sneaky and stealth, jumping out when you least expect them.  

  

2. Assess the environment and identify the ANT’s: What kind of ANT’s are 

coming? How dangerous is the situation? Are you prepared or are you fighting in 

a weakened state: with low blood sugar, lack of sleep, excessive stress, or 

intoxicated?  

Also Assess how the ANT makes you feel and what negative behaviors to 

you engage in? For example, “When I am a victim to these thoughts, how does it 

affect me and the people I love? I’m depressed, angry and withdrawn and I 

overeat and drink alcohol. I push people away from me…” 

 

3. React appropriately to the situation:  

-If possible avoid the ANT by replacing it with a positive thought, or healthy 

activity. If avoidance is impossible…  

-Deflect the ANT by using gratitude, prayer or meditation. 

-If necessary, be ready to battle the ANT.  

To do this you must realize that you don’t need to believe every stupid thought 

you have. You can talk back to your thoughts. Clearly you are stronger than an 

ANT! 
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-Ask yourself if the ANT’s are deceivers, like a spy or double agent. Usually they 

are. But if your mind insists that the ANT is telling the truth, question it.   

-Then move in and contradict (block) the ANT with the opposite thought. For 

example. “He is a jerk” turned to its opposite becomes:  

-“He’s not a jerk”  

-“I’m a jerk”  

-“I’m a bigger jerk to myself than he ever was when I allow ONE incident from 

the past to dictate my future happiness”  

 

4. Assess your mind for evidence that support these opposite thoughts. For 

example: “Even though he hurt me, I know he did the best he could. He had a 

terrible role model and was abused himself”, “I am often a jerk to people I love 

when I allow these ANT’s to infest my thinking and affect my attitude”.  Evaluate 

one last time to be sure the environment is safe. Notice how it feels to fracture the 

thought. Even a small injury to the ANT is often enough to chase it away and 

allow for a safe escape.   

 

This is the single most powerful tool we have found for killing ANT’s and 

transforming victims into Brain Warriors! 

 
 

 
 
 
 



26	  
	  

Circle Three:  

The Warrior Tribe 

“People get sick together or better together.” 

 

From the beginning of time humans have banded together to form tribes. The 

obvious reason was, and still is, related to survival. People couldn’t endure the harsh 

terrain of the world as lone warriors. According to current science, lone warriors don’t 

fare much better in today’s modern world than they did during the Flintstone era, even 

without the threat of T. Rex. popping his head in for a midnight snack.  In addition to the 

need for safety, current research has shown that humans are hard wired to be social 

creatures and need bonding.  According to biologist, E.O. Wilson, people, all people (no 

exception), need a group to belong to, to show loyalty, jockey for power, and even to 

demonize the enemy.  

Belonging helps people make sense of chaos in the world and gives people an 

identity. It gives people a sense of meaning, purpose, and literally makes the world less 

dangerous.  This need is so ingrained that people that they are often likely to join a group 

and do things contrary to their own personal interests, simply because it’s what their 

family has done for generations.  They believe that the duties they have been charged 

with will benefit the group, in spite of the inconvenience to self. One of the primary 

drivers of groups throughout history have been to go to war for a cause, defeat injustice 

or conquer more territory for survival and growth of their own tribe.  
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Many psychologists believe this to be one reason that organized sports play an 

important, healthy role in filling the need for men to belong, and express their need for 

competition, fighting the enemy and “hunting” in the absence of war. This need is so 

deep that it simply can’t be removed, any more than the need to “mother” (or shopping- 

the modern day version of “gathering”) is ingrained in most women. This knowledge may 

help women give up the fight against Monday Night Football, turn over the remote and 

send their men up to the man cave, roaring the war cries of victory or defeat for their 

favorite team. If you’re thinking that people are more evolved than this, or at least they 

should be, think again.  

The “tribe versus tribe” mentality is such a deeply ingrained characteristic that 

many scientists believe it’s an instinct that can never be changed. This drive is a major 

part of the success of humans to survive and thrive throughout history in order to pass on 

their genes. Scientists and historians alike agree that it brought about some of the greatest 

thinking, inventions and survival skills. The need to conquer will never be tamed. People 

will always need a war of some kind to fill that instinctual need. When there isn’t a fight 

over religion, politics or territory, people begin wars on cancer, poverty or some other 

injustice against humanity. But the need to fight remains.  

 

The key characteristics of any tribe are:  

• The need for strong leadership 

• A distinct culture  

• A clear value system  

• A code of honor that is to be enforced 
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• Intense loyalty from all warriors 

• Tribal warriors fight for a cause 

• Tribal warriors value the capacity to endure hardship and become stronger as a 

result 

• Tribes are ruled by a “warrior ethos”, which demands respect for the enemy 

(terrorist organizations are not considered warriors because the do not follow this 

ethos - in fact they use it against their enemy, considering it a weakness) 

• Tribal warriors find inspiration in hero’s or strong leadership (often one in the 

same)  

 

Community and the deep need to belong to a group often brings out the best in 

people… And it has brought out the worst. If individuals don’t belong to a tribe that has a 

strong sense of purpose, and instills that sense of purpose along with the value system of 

the tribe, an individual is prime for recruitment by a tribe with opposing values.  Such is 

the case with cults, or even more ominous groups, such as terrorist organizations. In 

today’s chaotic world, belonging to a warrior tribe, a group of people with strong values, 

helps make sense of the chaos and disorder we see every time we turn on the television. It 

solidifies our commitments and helps give us a purpose.   

The Kenpo community is a unique community that demonstrates tremendous loyalty. 

Even more unique is the community Mr. and Mrs. White have created within “Bob 

White’s Karate” studio. Through their mentorship, they have not only helped to develop 

some of the finest martial artists in the world, but these warriors fight for a cause beyond 

self glory. They come together in support of their leaders, using their skills to help with 
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noble and charitable causes.  Many of the students and instructors have been attending 

and teaching in the “Bob White” community for decades. It’s more accurate to describe 

this tribe of warriors as a family. One of the primary characteristics of success in any 

long-term tribe is “community”. There is no denying the strength of the “Bob White” 

community, which can be felt internationally.  

According to a study conducted by Cranfield’s Doughty Centre for Corporate 

Responsibility and The Financial Times’ FT Remark, published by CCE, 80% of CEO’s 

interviewed believe in a new paradigm for business. Profitability is no longer the sole 

indicator of success. These cutting edge leaders believe that the future success of any 

business is connected to the proactive steps a company takes to impact social or 

environmental issues.  As a student of Mr. White’s, it’s my personal belief that a 

significant part of the bond that forms the “White” family is a result of the selfless, 

meaningful charity work they do for others. Mr. and Mrs. White spend their lives doing 

heroic acts of kindness for others. As a result, they draw others who wish to be better and 

learn from them. In turn, they’ve created a community of people who are focused on 

being better and doing positive things for those in need. By any definition, Mr. and Mrs. 

White are hero’s, and they have created a community of people who are giving away not 

only the knowledge of superior training, but selfless giving. By definition, this tribe is a 

group of warriors.  

I’m very clear about the kind of person I wish to be- and I’m also VERY clear that 

I’m not naturally hardwired to be that person left to my own devices. Therefore, I’m 

conscious about who I spend time with. I think of time like currency, and people like an 

investment. I invest my time with people who share my values and who challenge me to 
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be better. Included in the second group is a sub-group of people who I believe God has 

called me to help. These are people who are also seeking to improve. Part of the formula 

to success is to give away your knowledge. In my coaching I tell everyone, first seek the 

best mentor you can find to help you achieve your goal, then become the best mentor you 

can be to someone else. Kenpo (and most martial arts styles) embody this philosophy. 

Every martial artist knows that the core meaning of “black belt” is teacher.  

My two modern day hero’s are everyday citizens. One is my uncle Bill. The other is 

Todd Beamer, who you may remember as the man who said the famous line, “let’s roll”, 

as he encouraged a group of innocent hostages on flight 93 to charge the cockpit and take 

control from the terrorists who had planned to crash the plane into the White House. In 

his final moments on earth, rather than freezing and giving in to fear, or the terrorists 

demands, he fought for his country and what he believed was right. Talk about tribe 

loyalty!  

 My uncle Bill is also a warrior. At seventeen years old he lost his leg in a 

motorcycle accident. Instead of giving in to the depression, anger and victim mentality 

that threatened to take over his life, he fought back. He never allowed what happened to 

him to define what kind of man he would become. In spite of his lost dream of becoming 

a police officer or soldier, he came up with a new plan. He is now a ninth degree black 

belt in Kenpo and was inducted into the Karate Hall of Fame in 2004. In fact, his love of 

Kenpo is what first prompted me to seek out my journey, and choose my tribe at Bob 

White’s Karate studio.  I was looking for a tribe to support my value system. As I go 

through the checklist above, it’s clear that I made the right choice.  
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The Black Belt Model for Health 

On my journey to becoming a Kenpo black belt, there are several times that I 

nearly gave up; once as a result of a health crisis, and a couple of times because of 

injuries. When I left my Kenpo tribe, to return to my home tribe, there would often be a 

familiar diatribe waiting for me at the door. Since my loved ones don’t speak the Kenpo 

language, share our values or understand our culture, they think we are more than a little 

crazy. They can’t understand why anyone voluntarily practices a sport or art that 

repeatedly leaves them with injuries- and keeps them going back for more. If their  

influence, and opinion of my “sadomasochistic” practice was the only voice I had to 

listen to, I’d likely have given in at some point.  

Fortunately, I had my Kenpo tribe to keep me focused on the goal. The language 

they speak is empowering and encouraging. Bruises became “Kenpo tattoos”, “warrior 

art” or “badges of honor”. They shared their stories of similar injuries, making it seem 

natural, and ensuring that it would heal shortly, and I’d be stronger as a result. 

Expressions of “Injuries are part of the territory”, or “injuries help you learn what not to 

do next time” replaced the rebuking comments and questions like,  “Are you crazy?”    

As a coach it became blindingly clear to me that the same thing was happening to 

the patients I work with. I was giving them information that would save their lives, only 

for them to return to their tribe and have their fragile, new health beliefs demolished with 

a few words. That’s when I realized that the power of a tribe was never more critical that 

for people on a health journey. In fact, I believe we are in a war for the health of our 

brains and bodies. We need WARRIORS! That’s when we began forming tribes, training 
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warriors and giving them armor against the life threatening propaganda. We began 

teaching the Kenpo principles of training together, banding together, fighting together!  

 

If the training is hard, the battle will be easy! 

 

We train and arm the people we serve to know how to deal with the weapons of mass 

destruction:  

! genetically modified,  

! pesticide sprayed,  

! sugar laden,  

! hormone filled foods and  

! environmental toxins.   

They have a plan. They can quickly assess, know how to avoid, when to deflect, and 

how to fight. They have responses ready for their well meaning, but sabotaging family 

members. They have specific strategies for social gatherings with hostile tribes (parties) 

and deployment (traveling).  

It’s easier to elicit tribe loyalty once they discover the current scientific 

information showing that the people in your community (tribe) are contagious. Numerous 

studies have been done showing that people tend to behave like their peers. One study 

published in the New England Journal of Medicine (2007) showed that obesity is an 

epidemic that is contagious. Another study published by the National Institute of Aging 

(2009) demonstrated that happiness is spread through social groups. In other words, you 

become like the people in your group.  Clearly it’s important to choose your friends 
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carefully. While this doesn’t mean that you need to disown all of your unhealthy family 

members, it may mean that you will need to step up and “be the change you want to 

see”.  And friends are a choice, so choose your tribe wisely. Your life may depend on it!   

As a health coach, Circle Three is one of my favorite circles to focus on – tribe is 

critical to your survival.  Getting a black belt sounds hard.  I’m very honest in telling 

them that if they want the easy short cut, they should find a new coach. However, if they 

want to become empowered, know the truth, gain long term skills that will last a lifetime, 

and be a WARRIOR, we can get to work. We will teach them, and they WILL succeed if 

they want to! 

Professor Bob White says it best, “Fighters fight, and writers write”. Spend time 

doing the things you want to be good at, with people who are the best at what they do. 

There is no better way to insure that you will achieve the desired outcome. If your goal is 

to be lean and healthy and have a loving marriage, but you’re hanging out at bars getting 

drunk and eating pizza every night, you’re delusional and you’re headed for trouble! 

To get a black belt you don’t have to be smarter, stronger or braver than anyone 

else. Being a black belt doesn’t mean you have super human strength. It means you faced 

your fears, persevered, overcame the obstacles in your way, never gave up just because it 

was tough… and you always get up one more time! One more thing…  black belts don’t 

whine about the amount of hours they put into training.  The same is true in creating a 

community of Brain Health Warriors striving for a black belt in health. It’s not as hard as 

getting a black belt in Kenpo, yet I’ve had 8th degree black belt champion fighters tell me 

they are afraid to talk to me because they know “it will be hard” to change their health 

habits.  It’s everything I can do not to laugh out loud at the image of these warriors 
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whining about making some lifestyle changes. It’s not hard, but it’s a new paradigm for 

many people. As they break away from their unhealthy lifestyle, people are afraid of 

losing the comfort and security of the rituals they have created with their unhealthy tribe. 

They are likely to give into the pressure and norms of the tribe they’ve been associated 

with unless they find a new tribe. It will feel chaotic, scary and difficult as you start your 

new Brain Warrior journey (just as Kenpo did initially), but your fellow warriors help to 

add a layer of safety, comfort and purpose to each step, and they will enforce the 

standards of the community, making it more likely that you’ll succeed.   

Finally, a black belt, is by definition is a teacher. I teach my patients that in order 

to keep their knowledge and skills, they must give it away. In Kenpo, one is expected to 

help others striving to become black belts. The same philosophy applies to our Brain 

Warrior tribe. Mentoring is crucial to the tribe and the individual warrior for many 

reasons. Mentoring helps to improve your own skills, and takes your knowledge to a new 

level. It’s through mentoring that the culture of the tribe is passed down to future 

generations and maintained. Mentoring increases engagement of younger warriors and 

promotes loyalty to the tribe.  There is no way to measure the satisfaction that comes 

from seeing a young warrior grow and thrive under your guidance.  

To recap why having a tribe is so important to being a Brain Warrior and get your 

black belt:  

1. Humans are social beings and need to belong. We will choose an unhealthy tribe 

if a healthy choice isn’t available. 

2. Brain Warrior tribes help create safety and give identity  
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3. Belonging to a tribe that is striving to help others creates a sense of meaning and 

purpose in your life 

4. Every community has a leader and a hero. Warriors first find a strong leader, then 

strive to become leaders and mentors. Acts of heroism can be seen in every act of 

kindness and selflessness. This is the spirit of a Warrior. 

5. Tribe members offer support and accountability to one another.  Where your 

focus goes, your energy flows. Your Brain Warrior tribe will keep you focused on 

the long term goal. 

6. Brain Warriors are committed to helping you win the war against Alzheimer’s 

disease, diabetes, obesity, depression and other illness 

7. You can be an everyday hero by getting your black belt in health and giving your 

knowledge away.  

8. Warriors never fail! They only learn from mistakes, get up and try a new strategy.  

9. Warriors don’t whine about training. They relish the bruises and think of them as 

badges of honor on the way to greatness!  

10. Having a mentor and being a mentor is crucial for life long learning and success.  

11. Oh, and one more… The “Warrior Tribe” is the cool tribe to belong to.  

 

Master Bob White often says “if you don’t see a target, create one”. This 

philosophy can be expanded to the idea of community, and it’s one I teach to patients.  If 

you don’t belong to a healthy community that is helping you to become a better person 

and achieve your goals, find one that supports you. Don’t make excuses, just make it 
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happen. If you can’t find a warrior tribe, create one. Warriors must not compromise on 

training standards or they lose the war.  
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Circle Four 

The Spirit of a Warrior 

“Why is the world a better place because you breathe?” 

 

The Warrior Cry 

When a warrior cries it is from deep in his core being.  Warriors are passionate 

about what really matters. My friend Rabbi Elimelech Goldberg has a warrior cry that 

can be heard around the globe.  

“Rabbi G.” held his tiny daughter, limp and lifeless in his arms as she passed 

away at two years old from leukemia. Though his heart was broken, he took comfort in 

the wisdom she spoke, well beyond her earthly experience. As her skin sloughed off her 

body each day, she would politely tell the nurses, “no medicine today please”. She 

comforted her father, lying on him and telling him, “Don’t worry Abba. I’ll be fine”. In 

her final hours she smiled and looked at her devastated father and described the angels 

she saw beckoning her home.  

Rabbi G. couldn’t possibly make sense of this horrible event with his earthly 

wisdom, but his deep and abiding faith in God gave him strength. He believes in a 

purpose much greater than himself, and certainly much greater than the senseless cancer 

that took his daughter away from him, to live with angels in heaven at two years old. He 

believed that God had a job for him. God had a plan for his life and it wasn’t for him to 

argue or question. His plan soon became crystal clear.  
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Rabbi G. founded a nonprofit organization called “Kids Kicking Cancer” in 1999. 

In addition to being a deeply spiritual man, Rabbi G. is a black belt. He decided to use his 

martial arts training to empower children who were suffering and experiencing mind 

altering pain. Rabbi G. began training children to be martial artists. He teaches them 

meditative breathing techniques to help them breath in light and breath out pain. He puts 

tiny gi’s on these pint size warriors and has them do empowering moves to the best of 

their ability. Instead of screaming when the health care professionals come in, many of 

them begin to refuse having their hands and feet tied, and sometimes they even refuse 

pain medication. Their new declaration is, “I’m a martial artist! You don’t have to tie me 

down. I won’t cry! I’m powerful!”  

Rabbi G. now travels the globe training as many black belts as he can enlist for 

his mission. He’s been featured on “Good Morning America” and the “Today Show”, as 

well as many others. His warrior cry is changing the world.  Rabbi G. is one of my 

personal mentors because he used his gift to turn his personal pain into a tool of 

empowerment for people in need. 

Martial arts have been viewed as a spiritual and even mysterious art form for 

years, with the focus being on rituals and meditative practices. This idea is likely a result 

of the deeply spiritual practices of the monks who were often the keepers of the arts. For 

example, the roots of American Kenpo can be traced back to Bodhidharma and Shaolin 

Kung Fu in 520 A.D., practiced in the temples as a form of exercise and self defense. 

Since Bodhidharma is also the father of Zen Buddhism, practiced in the temples, the art 

and those connected to it, took on a spiritual perspective early in history. Unfortunately, 

many martial art forms have discarded the spiritual and meditative components 
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completely. Research shows that the meditative practice of visualization and katas help 

improve brain function, decrease stress and increase the overall sense of well being.  

In our clinics we see patients on a daily basis who lack a deep sense of meaning 

and purpose, and who lack a relationship with God. Regardless of religion, denomination 

or even personal belief in God, a lack of meaning and purpose in life spells disaster for 

the toughest individuals. As part of our treatment plan, we help people to connect to their 

deeper purpose and realign with something greater than themselves.  According to the 

nursing model I studied in school, the meaning of spirituality is “that which gives 

meaning to one's life and draws one to transcend oneself.” Spirituality is broader than 

religion. Prayer, meditation, giving-back and relationship with God or a “higher power”, 

are the expressions of spirituality. The simple act of practicing these strategies on a daily 

basis can give people clarity, decrease anxiety and help people to see their greater 

purpose.  In new research, having a deep sense of meaning and purpose is associated with 

a longer life. 

Purpose and spirituality are closely related. The meaning of purpose is defined as, 

“the reason something exists”.  We like to redirect our patients to think of it a bit 

differently. Instead we ask them, “Why is the world a better place because you breathe?” 

In this way, purpose becomes inextricably connected to something higher than self. The 

simple act of planting that thought, can direct people’s actions outward.  

Through my Kenpo practice I’ve been fortunate to be part of a tribe with a strong 

sense of purpose and meaning. The fruit of their spiritual convictions and commitments 

can be seen in their relationship with Royal Family Kid’s Camp and other charities Bob 

White Studios support. 
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It’s interesting to note that chi or ki, common terms in martial arts are defined as 

“the harmonious joining of body, mind and breath”.  Chi means spirit.  The practitioner 

learns to focus on chi to obtain maximum power.   

“Kiai”, the shouts warriors make in fighting, literally translates to “expression of 

spirit.” It reminds us to breathe.  It expresses our spirits. It has a psychological effect on 

ourselves and the attacker. It boosts our confidence, while intimidating the attacker.  It 

gives us energy. And, when you breathe deeply it settles down the stress hormones.  At 

Amen Clinics, we use deep breathing exercises to induce relaxation and self- control for 

patients, so they can defeat their enemies -- the attacks of anxiety and fear. In this way, 

breathing exercises, like the kiai, helps people to realign the mind, body and spirit.  
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Conclusion 

Understanding Kenpo within the 4 circles of health and sickness gives one a 

completely new perspective on this very special martial art form.  No longer do I feel a 

victim of my attackers, from the outside or inside.  I practice a discipline that feeds my 

body, mind, tribe, and soul.  Kenpo is symbolic about winning the war against my health 

and the health of my loved ones. Kenpo is an empowering model for teaching patients the 

four circles of health, and how to win the fight against chronic illness. How you train is 

how you fight, and untrained warriors do not win. Sun Tzu said, “The supreme art of war 

is to subdue the enemy without fighting”. No one wants to fight an army of warriors that 

are unbeatable! 
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