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Empty your Cup!

“Education consists mainly of what we

have unlearned.”

—Mark Twain

There is a well-known anecdote
among Bruce Lee fans about how
he emphasized “emptying your
cup” to his students. I had
originally heard this story
attributed to the Meiji era Zen
monk Nan'in about when he was
visited by a university professor
asking about Zen:

“Nan’in served tea. He poured his
visitor’s cup full, and then kept on
pouring. The professor watched
the overflow until he no longer
could restrain himself. ‘It is
overfull. No more will go in!” ‘Like
this cup,” Nan'in said, ‘you are full
of your own opinions and
speculation. How can I show you
Zen unless you first empty your

cup?”’

This holds true, not only in the
worlds of Zen and martial arts, but
in language study, also. We're
stuffed full of information and
habits that get in the way of really

breaking through to becoming
truly communicative in English.

Some of these barriers are easy to
identify. One of the most obvious,
yet difficult to overcome in Japan,
is “katakana English.” To the great
detriment of the Japanese student,
the powers-that-be have insisted
on using katakana to express the
pronunciation of foreign
As has

commented on so many times

languages. been

before, this is utterly hopeless.
Many of the myriad sounds
employed by the other languages

of the world simply cannot be
duplicated by the Japanese
syllabary. Stubborn insistence on
doing so for whatever reason is a
lost cause. Yet this fantasy
continues to be imposed upon
generation after generation of
diligent Japanese students of
English.

Regrettably —and painfully —the
resulting Japanese-English
pronunciation must be completely
unlearned to make real progress in
learning communicative English.
The cup must be emptied to fill it

again.

Other barriers are more subtle.
Why is it that two different
individuals can spend years
abroad, but one comes to speak
very effective, communicative
English while the other never
really improves? Take the example
of a foreigner who, although living
in America, doesn’t go out to
explore much and insists on eating
his own country’s food, socializing
in his native language with other
ex-patriots, watching his own
country’s media on his TV and
computer, and listening exclusively
to his favorite music from his
country. Compare him with
another who explores the outside
world often, actively socializes
with everybody—and usually in
English, eats everything, immerses
himself in English media, and
listens to music in English. Is it a
big surprise that the former’s
English never improves much,
while latter’s progresses by leaps
and bounds?

All too often we hear people say
that, unlike some 1ucky others,
they simply don’t have the talent to
learn foreign languages. Could it
be their reluctance to empty their
cup? Learning a new language
requires changing your world
view. Your brain will be working
in new ways, making new
connections and filtering data from
the world differently. If you're
stubborn and inflexible in your
world view, you'll surely have
trouble with this.

This problem is not limited to
learning English. Sadly, there are
many Westerners in Japan who
make very little effort to learn
Japanese. They enjoy life here
without it, as they benefit from a
positive prejudice toward
Westerners. Learning  Japanese
would require them making a
profound effort to not onl_y stud_y,
but to more deeply understand
Japanese society and culture.
Consequentl_y, they would have to
take more responsibility for their
behavior. Why bother? Ignorance
1s bliss.

To truly learn, empty your cup!

1 Paul Reps and Nyogen Senzaki, Zen Flesh
Zen Bones: A Collection of Zen and Pre-Zen
Writings (Tuttle, 1957), 19.
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