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This book is dedicated to all the people in the future who will benefit
from tai chi, whatever tradition they learn.
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Author’'s Note

My purpose is to share ideas about how and why tai chi works to stimulate thought and further
inquiry. My experience of studying in China for 11 years with masters in tai chi and chi gung
has given me a unique perspective. | hope this book will encourage scientists fo make formal
studies of tai chi's health benefits, inspire people to try tai chi, and provide tools to enable cur-
rent tai chi practitioners and instructors fo upgrade their skills and gain more benefit and satis-
faction from their practice.
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Foreword
Getting Older; Feeling Younger

by Diane Rapaport

Bruce Frantzis’ life story could be the basis of a Hollywood movie. When he was 18, he turned
down a scholarship af Harvard, sold his possessions, and left Manhattan to spend 15 of the
next 20 years in Jopan, India, and China fo devote himself to training in the 3,000year-old
Eastern tradition of warrior, healer, and priest. He already held black belts in karate, aikido,
judo, and jujitsu.

Frantzis frained in arts whose secrets had been kept inoccessible to Westerners and coped
with old and embedded Oriental prejudices. He became fluent in Japanese and Chinese and
eorned great distinction and respect. He tained with championship judo and korate
teams in Tokyo, Japan; earned on acupuncture degree in Hong Kong; worked as a chi gung
therapist in cancer wards in Chinese hospitals; trained with the most highly regarded martial
artists; and eamed three of the highest positions in the Tooist hierarchy: Master of the Taoist
Arts, Formal Disciple, and lineage Holder. In China, these titles are given only to someone
exceptionally skilled ot the highest levels of Taoist martial arts, which include tai chi, ba gua,
and hsing-i, as well as other energy arts, including chi gung and meditation.

The only higher positions are that of Head of a Lineage and Chinese Immortal. Both of these
were fitles held by Liv Hung Chieh, Bruce’s most eminent teacher.

Liu said of Bruce: “When | fell him ‘A" he olready knows "Z." He understands everything from
his heart and soul. He is diligent and proclices hard. He is very humble when he asks ques-
fions. In one day of practice he con go a thousand miles. | am very hoppy that he is a very

special and outstanding student.”

First Encounters

For many, Bruce’s background os a healer, warrior, and priest might conjure up images of the
venerable, softspoken man thot was David Carradine’s teacher in the Kung Fu television series,
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or the lean, handsome bearing of Chow Yun Fat, star of the film Crouching Tiger, Hidden
Dragon. But these images in no way prepared me for the reality of meeting Bruce Frantzis for
the first ime and attending his classes.

My first encounter with Bruce was through my husband Walt, who had been diagnosed with
emphysema. My daughter insisted that he spend an hour talking with Bruce. | was skeptical.
What could anyone do in an houre

Walt described his meeling this way: "I saw this huge guy come lumbering into the room,
swaying from side to side. As he ambled closer and closer, his first words to me were, "What's
wrong with you?' As soon as | got the word ‘emphysema’ out of my mouth, Bruce engulfed me
in his arms. He asked me to breathe. | didn't have time to put up any defenses, so | just did it.”

Bruce told Walt that he was a shallow breather who had only used a small portion of his
lungs for a long fime, which caused healthy portions of the lung to atrophy. “Bruce showed me
how it was possible 1o breathe into different parts of my lungs—lower side right, upper back,
left, etc. He exploined that by learning to reactivate unused portions of my lungs | could restore
functionality and compensate for the domage that had occurred.”

Walt came home a different man. He had lost much of his fearfulness about his illness, and,
though his breath was still shallow, it was not labored and ponderous. “Bruce taught me some
very practical skills to take control of my hedlth problems and do something for myself.”

This was a very different ofnproach from that of the doctors and alternative healers we had
encountered. None had suggested that we could heal ourselves directly, nor taught the skills
that could do so. Instead, they told us that they could heal us with their skills and whatever com-
bination of drugs and vitamins they sold. Later, | learned that the Taoist definition of @ mature
human being is someone who takes responsibility for him- or herself and does not blame some-
one else for their miseries, and, if possible, does not continually seek out somecne that will cure
them of whatever ails them.

| was intrigued. | let go of my skepticism ond decided to check this man out.

The first time | met Bruce was at a Thanksgiving party. Even though Walt had described him
os “huge” | was not really prepared for someone that looked like @ bear. He combined the intel
lectual breadth of a Renaissance scholar with the laid back guilelessness of a child. He spoke
ond ate with gargantuan gusto. But it was his dancing to the music of The Jefferson Airplane
that destroyed my preconceived notions about what wartiors, healers, and priests might be like,
and gave me some insight into less obvious powers. The bear disappeared and Bruce tured
into a butterfly. He had a lightness, speed, and unselfconscious grace that did not at all fit with




his ambling shuffle and size. He changed direction effortlessly with relaxed agility. As though
sensing my astonishment, he suddenly turned to me and with an ingenuous grin said, ‘I was
responsible for starting a tai chi disco craze in China.”

First Class Encounters: Relaxation

| signed up for one of Bruce's week-long tai chi summer retreats in California, which started
three weeks after my 55th birthday. | was recovering from the effects of a bronchial infection
that had kicked my allergies and asthma into high gear and had left me feeling stressed and
depleted. It was my third bronchial illness that year and | had been taking strong antibiotics,
using inhalers twice daily to restrain the asthma, and using antihistamines for the allergies. | had
virtually no sense of smell or taste. | had bursitis in my left shoulder and arthritis in my finger
joints. Old age seemed 1o be coming on fast and | was quite motivated to learn something that
would help me feel better.

After Bruce walked into closs, he looked for a few moments at the 90 students, who had
come from a great variety of countries. “Now,” he announced with no fanfare, “one fundo-
mental principle of tai chi is to relax the mind and body; and the way fai chi accomplishes this
is fo train you to use energy, not muscles, to move your body. Stretch out your arms,” he said.
“put them as far out chead of you as you can. Stretch, Stretch more. And hold your arms in that
position for o few moments.” When he asked us to drop our arms, there was @ unanimous sigh
of relief. “Tensing the muscles tenses the mind and the body and fires you out. It decreases cir-
culation, especially to the internal organs. That's why stress is killing us. Ever hear of anyone
going fo the hospital for a relaxation attacke”

Then Bruce introduced an exercise that showed us how easy it was to stretch our arms out
even farther when they were relaxed and emply of tension. In this simple and direct way, Bruce
immediately focused our attention directly on our bodies. His goal was to get us out of our
heads into the reality of what we were doing and feeling. “From the outside in," is an old
adage of the ancient Chinese book of wisdom, the Tao Te Ching. It is one of the fundamental
underpinnings of fai chi. The body is the point of entry that takes us deeper and deeper into

our minds and spirit.
like many people, | had ignored my body. It was just a piece of battered luggage that |
carted around. | did not like to lock at myself. | did not feel the distinct parts of my body, much
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less my internal organs and nervous system. | had never tried. | did not think it was important.
And it was a long time into my tai chi practice before | came to understand the deep connec-
tions between places that were tense in my body and emotional blockages and disecse.

Alignments

All my lite, wellkmeaning parents and teachers told me to stand up straight. But no one ever
taught me what standing up straight meant. Did it mean tucking in the belly, or thrusting the
chest out2 Did it mean locking the joints of the knees and hips? By the time that | was 55, | had
very poor posture. | had pigeontoed feet and walked with a stooped, forward thrust that had
arched my back into a light scoliosis. My friends called it my “chicken walk.” The posture
locked up my shoulders and neck so that headaches were commonplace.

In his classes, Bruce systematically taught the components of good posture, joint by joint,
and showed how to apply them to each movement of tai chi. He would demonstrate a partic-
ular movement and then in precise, clear detail break it down into all its components: how to
hold the wrist and elbow; how to keep the shoulders from rising; how to correctly bend at the
hip; how fo shift the weight from the back foot to the front foot. In one class, we studied the
proper alignment of the ankle joint, and learned how collapsed arches could be slowly cor-
rected; another was on the correct alignment of the hip, knee, and ankle joints so that no weight
and strain would be put on the knee.

Bruce taught many supplementary exercises and gave demonstrations that boggled cred-
ulity. In one, he asked a petite young woman fo lie flat on her back with one leg in the air. He
put his hand on the bottom of her foot, manipulated her leg from the hip in a variety of posi-
tions, and asked her to move his hand. In incorrect positions, she would feel a twinge in her
knee when she pressed against his hand and she could not move it. With the correct alignment,
she could easily use her leg to shift any pressure he applied.

Once she felt where the correct alignment was, Bruce asked the largest man in the class to
put his full weight on the bottom of her foot. She easily pumped him back and forth with
absolutely no sirain on her knee. Then he asked a second man to lean on the first. She easily
moved two people. By the time she had six men putting their full weight on the bottom of her
foot and was moving all of them back and forth, we were totally amazed.

“Are you using any tension fo move them?" Bruce asked.
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“No.*
“Is there any pain?”

"None.”

"Is it difficulte”

“Hardly ot all,” she said with a big grin on her face.

Teaching Style

Bruce's classes are 8O percent physical and 20 percent theory and philosophy. His is a down-
to-earth teaching style with a lot of hands-on work among the students. Nothing is made 1o seem
esoteric, unusual, inaccessible, secretive, or mysterious, including the flow of energy, or chi. He
did not try to motivate us with pep falks. He did not opprove or disapprove when moves were
done poorly or well. He showed no favoriism or bios toward any students, even those who
were the most gifted.

“Everyone has different aptitudes ond leorns at different speeds,” Bruce said. “You are not
in compefition with anyone in this class. Thinking about how you look and comparing yourself
with others sefs you up for frustration and emotional pain. Toi chi isn't something that you can
learn by walching or thinking about it; true transformation is only attained with effort. If you
practice, your body will lose tension and gain health, stamina, and vitality."

This is not fo say that Bruce taught everyone the same way. His classes were filled with
students who were working aof different levels of practice. There were people that were learn-
ing the physical movements—the basic alphabet of tai chi; intermediate students learning
how to feel and relax deeper layers inside their bodies; and advanced students who were
discovering the subtlefies of how energy could be directed in the body for healing, selfdefense,
or meditation.

Bruce has a remarkable gift for being able to hone in on what each student needs to
advance to the next stage of their practice, and makes sure that he gives them that missing
piece. Sometimes he would make a very slight adjustment of a student’s head or gently twist
their arm fo release tension. Sometimes he would demonstrate o self-defense maneuver to help
students remember @ move or make an energy transmission to help them understand what to
feel inside their bodies.
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| did not know how unusual Bruce's teaching style was because | had nothing to compore
it with. But during the last seven years, | have heard many of Bruce's students say, ‘| learned
more in one class here than | did in the past twenty years.” Cerfainly, few Westerners have the
comprehensive knowledge of tai chi that is needed to explain its complexities, and many
Chinese practitioners don't have the language o moke what they know comprehensible, and
are reluctont to impart what they consider secret knowledge. Bruce shares his knowledge openly,
contravening the normal practice of withholding secrets except fo @ chosen few. His teacher Liu
understood that the days of needing fo protect martial orts secrets were over and that those
same secrets could greatly benefit the health of millions.

Bruce's gift is that he has the expert knowledge and intelligence to translate the Chinese concepts
into English and bridge the EastWest gop, making this subject comprehensible to everyone.

Feeling Younger; Getting Older

Tai chi is low-impact exercise done in slow motion. Its effects are as gradual, natural, and inex-
orable as water etching out a canyon. Tai chi's gentleness and lack of pain and sirain mean
that everyone can do it and gain benefits. In Bruce's words, “Even the poorest quality tai chi
practice, done steadfastly, will nourish the body and mind and give you one of the most
inexpensive and satisfying meals you'll ever encounter.”

Because so much of my focus during the first year of proctice was taken up with remem-
bering—and being tustrated at forgetting—the moves and basic alignments and weight shifts,
| did not notice a major change in my health right away. But one night as | prepared for sleep
| realized that | was not putting on woolen socks to keep my feet warm. Then | remembered
that | hadn't been putting on any socks for weeks and thot my feet were seldom cold anymore.
“Right,” | thought, “tai chi improves circulation.”

The second marker wos when | noticed that | had developed enough body consciousness
to tune into a headache coming on, and relox the muscles around my head and in the back of
the center of the eyes to stop it. Bruce would say in class, “Tai chi makes the body conscious.”
| did not know what that meant when | first heard it.

The third was an emotional breakthrough. | understood that the weakness in my lungs was
due fo some deeply embedded constrictions that were slowly choking me to death. During my
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month-long tai chi instructor training, a great deal of energy got turned loose. It was as though
a rollercoaster was free inside my body and | could not guard against its steep pitches. Grief
and sadness were dominant and | could not push them back with my usual defenses. Early
memories of being forced to eat foods | did not like, my father's anger when | gulped too loud-
ly at dinner, and the deeper grief af my father's abandonment of my mother led me to adopt
the defense mechanisms of locking my throat against taste, constricting my lungs instead of
crying, and using my allergies to get sympathy.

Over time, | layered those mechanisms with what | thought were more positive ones—charm,
intellect, and skill at helping others solve business and aesthetic challenges. But cll of these were
methods fo shelter my emotions and lock people out. | wanted approval for my good deeds
ond | did not want others to see my emotional weaknesses. | kept myself hidden—not only from
others, but from myself. With these discoveries came the tears that | had held back for many
years, which | let run until they were truly spent. Then began the much harder work of focusing
on my weaknesses, not my strengths, ond releasing tensions that remained in my body, which
were the remnanis of those illconceived defenses.

When | told Bruce what had happened, he simply said with a wry smile, “Denial is not just o
river in Egypt.”

At 63, | am o different person than | was ot 55. | haven't had bronchitis for three winters
now. My allergies have all but disoppeared. | can go for months at o time without using
inhalers. | no longer have that stooped chicken walk. And | have the energy and stamina | had
in my early thirties. | can work seven hours at my computer, come home, do a few tai chi sets,
lose the day’s tensions and feel energized. | can go river raffing, and row five or six miles with-
out feeling totally wasted at the end of the doy.

The effect on my mind and spirit is equally dramatic. | feel a new approach fo life opening
up, one based on freedom from competition, approval, and aggression. | have an easier, less
judgmental approach to myself and to others. Most astonishing, the more relaxed | feel, the
more clarity and energy | have. So many of the conditionings of upbringing and society are
slowly peeling away os | practice these graceful, slow-motion movements. | am drawn deeper

and deeper info selfexploration and discovery, and feel my spirit and heart opening up.

Yes, I'm getting older, but I'm feeling younger.



Tai Chi and the Health Crisis

Bruce Frantzis teaches tai chi to help people achieve health, relaxation, and longevity. He is o

teacher with a mission:

Tai chi is the one exercise that can universally help solve our growing health
crisis. It has stood the fest of thousands of years. We have a generation of baby
boomers with increasing health problems; old people who are sick, in pain,
fearful, ond cranky; a middle class that is increasingly becoming incapable
of affording most of the drugs thot are prescribed for their ailments; children that
are flaccid, diabetic, and asthmatic. People of all ages are addicted to drugs, alco-
hol, sugar, cigarettes, and coffeine. Stress follows almost everyone like a shadow.

But ot the very base of this health crisis is the cancerous spiritual malaise in the
Wesl, a fundamental disharmony that keeps people from positively engaging with
life and relaxing in virtually any circumstances that life can throw.

Tai chi is about changing our infernal environment so that life becomes a joy
to live and not a burden 1o drag into old age and death. It is about helping your
body fo let go of the past and your mind to slow down and cease churning. Toi
chi encourages your internal focus to shift toward cherishing and remembering oll
that is wonderful in your life. It predisposes you to lock forward fo ways to make
life better, rather than remembering how unsatisfying it has been.

Most importantly, tai chi gives us the ability to reclize a greater human poten-
tial in ourselves and to have genuine compassion for others. Tai chi, with its gen-
tle strength, moves us closer fo feeling more tuly alive.

This seminal book explains in detail how and why tai chi con help you experience tull alive-
ness in your physical, emotional, intellectual, and spiritual life.
Is there anyone that doesn't need to feel more alive?

Diane Rapaport is the author of How To Make and Sell Your Own Recording and A Music Business Primer, published
by Prentice Holl. She has been studying wilh Bruce Franizis since 1995 and has been trained by him os o tai chi and
chi quna instructor.




What is Tai Chi?

Tai chi is practiced by millions of people every morning in public parks throughout China

D
Caroline Frantzis
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This is because fai chi was developed in China as a very effective martial art. Disfinct styles
were developed within specific families as o means of protection and were named after their
founders: Wu, Chen, Yang, Hao, etc. Each style has a series of distinct choreographed move-
ments called forms, with short ones lasting only for a few minutes and the longest ones up to
an hour. Each slyle has many variations.

Today, millions of people in the Western world practice tai chi to gain ifs practical benefis:
reduced stress, improved health and longevity, ond lifelong vitality and stamina.

In China, tai chi is the national health exercise. Over 200 million people practice fai chi
daily, more than any other martial art in the world. Everyone has a relative, triend, or cowork-
er who regularly does fai chi. Everyone knows it is really good for health; no one has to tell
them. While living in Taiwan during my twenties, | often encountered older Chinese people who
politely asked what | was doing in China. When | told them | was practicing tai chi, there was
usually a concered look as they solemnly asked in broken English, “What kind of sick have
you gote”

However, as most Chinese martial artists know, the tiny percentoge of people that practice
tai chi for self-defense are not to be Iaken lightly. Nevertheless, you do not have fo be o
martial arts master o gain toi chi’s benefits. Nor do you have to be classically fit, athletic, or
intelligent. Unlike many exercise systems or sports, one valuable aspect of tai chi is that it
can be done by anyone who can stand up; and it has specific adaptations for people confined
to wheelchairs. You can do tai chi if you are fat or thin, healthy or just out of bed after major
surgery, young, middle-aged, or very old.

In China, half of all participants take up tai chi between the ages of 50 and 80, or even
older, when the need to overcome the polential negative effects of aging cannot be denied.
Others practice to enhance their physical and intellectual capabilities. Competition athletes use
tai chi o improve their reflexes and reduce the time it takes to heal from sports injuries. Tai chi
helps middle-aged people to cope with the everincreasing responsibilities of life, reduce stress,
and get a competitive edge in business. Still others use fai chi to develop inner discipline, open
their heart and mind, and unleash their spiritual potential.

like anything that has really stood the test of time, there is a lot.more to fai chi than first
impressions. Tai chi contains important parts of the accumulated wisdom of the ancient world,
and can help everyone overcome the everpresent difficulties of the human condition and
engage with life positively.
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The Meaning of Tai Chi Chuan

lai chi chuan is the full name of what many people simply refer to TAI
os “tai chi.” It is composed of two separate ideas. The first, tai chi,
encompasses philosophical and spiritual conceplts; the second, chuan,
which literally means fist or boxing, encompasses its martial arts or

warrior aspects.

CHI

The Meaning of Tai Chi

Tai (pronounced like the tie in bow fie] literally means large or great. The
word chi [pronounced like the gee of gee whiz) connotes the superlative
ot @ word, such as biggest, richest, deepest. So fai chi literally means
“the maximum biggest,” and is often translated by variations on the same
theme such as “the supreme ultimate,” “the grand supreme,” or “the great
terminus.” The mispronunciation of the word chi in tai chi has become

widespread and is responsible for the confusion between the word chi

in tai chi and the chi that means sublle energy (described on p. 7).

Chinese Pronunciation and Spelling

For complicated reasons that would require many longuage lessons to explain, many Chinese
words are not pronounced the way they are spelled using the English alphabet. In fact, most
non-Chinese still find pronouncing the language a thankless task even after taking lessons.

None of the major systems for transliterating Chinese words into the English alphabet is very
accurate. The same Chinese word or expression, such as fai chi chuan, may be spelled in sev-
eral different and commonly accepted ways using different translation methods. This is very
counterintuitive, as in English we expect the exact same word to be spelled in only one way.
Chinese is different.

This is confusing to everyone except Chinese scholars who are familiar with the three most
common fransliteration systems—pinyin of mainland China, Wade-Giles of Taiwan, and the Yale
system. For example, chi gung in the Yale syslem is chi gung; in pinyin, it is gi gong and in Wade-
Giles, it is chi kung. The way the Chinese pronounce this is closest to chee goong—the “00” is
a sound in between the “o" and “u” of “song” and “sung.” To add more confusion, neither the

chi, nor the chuan of the phrase tai chi chuan is correctly pronounced the way it is spelled.
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According to these systems, tai chi chuan is correctly spelled either as tai ji quan or faiji-
quan (pinyin), tai ji chuan (Yale), or t'ai chi ch'van (WadeGiles). However, this book will use
tai chi chuan, which looks the least strange to Western eyes and for several decades has been

the version found most commonly in print.

As a philosophical term, tai chi implies the opposite forces of yin and yang, as well as the
balance and integration of the two. From many Western perspectives night-day, up—down*

strong-weak, right-wrong, man-woman, efc., connote pairs that are in opposition to each
other. For them, something must be either “this” or “that.” From an Eastern perspective, these
opposites naturally complement each other, rather than oppose or conflict, and have a common
source that is beyond dualistic opposites. This source is called tai chi. The invisible quality of ‘
tai chi integrates and balonces any set of opposite qualifies, so they work with, rather than |
against, each other.
|

Chinese Cosmology |
According to Chinese cosmology, in the beginning was the undifferentioted void called wu chi.
Wu chi held within itself all possibilities but was beyond needing fo take form. However, in
order for creation to come into existence, there needed fo be o creative force. This force was
called tai chi.

Tai chi is inherently complete within itself, but for any manifestation of existence to function
and interact with the rest of creation, tai chi needs to separate and differentiate into the oppo-
sites of yin and yang [night-day, man-woman, matter-spirit, efc.]. All yin and yang pairs can
be perceived either as opposites or as a complementary flow. However, both elements are part-
ners within an interconnected continuum, with many gross and subtle relationships between
them. The inferploy of yin and yang was called liang yi by the ancient Chinese.

At a deep human level the idea of tai chi represents the capacity fo balance and integrate
everything within you—from the mundane to the spiritual. To implément the possibilities of tai
chi you need o method—hence the fluid movements of tai chi. Philosophically and spiritually,
fai chi represents personal enlightenment, a part of the universal enlightenment of wu chi.

The Meaning of Chuan
Although the term chuan literally means fist or boxing, by extension, it also means martial arts
techniques, or anything to do with self-defense, warfare, or strategic encounters of any kind. At
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IS hlgh-est levels, tai chi chuan is an exceedingly eftective Oriental r’::,'jhhng art that was

originally adapted from some of the best techniques of kung fu

The word chuan also implies the extraordinary physical and mental abilities that Oriental

martial arts en r and are justifiably famous for. Chuan, when it appears at the end of a

enerically |r‘1p::»‘-_~'. the specific T'.;_“\"h!‘ri:_'_]ij"?j and abilities that each ditferent

martial arts name,

._CI

martial art can pour into its followers. In tai chi's case, its specific abilities come from Taoism's

chienergy tradition, the 16-part nei gung sys

1 [this is explained in delail on pp. 226-31)

sendently of sell-defense movements. They equally apply to

These energetic abilities exist inde

success in sports or any competitive environment, physical or intellectual

The chuan of tai chi chuan means fist or fighting. Techniques include punches, kicks, throws, joint-locks and
hitting with almost every part of the body. Here a throw and a kick are demonstrated

The de

(North Atlantic Books, 1998)

i chuan as a martial art is described in detail in my book The Fower of Internal Martial Arts

Craig Barnes
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Tai chi chuan's training methods are different from most ordinary martial orts, or ordinary
sports for that matter. They are systematically based on the mind, energy, and intenfion, not
muscles; sensitivity, not speed or brute force; relaxation, not tension; and a calm, still mind,
rather than a violent, aggressive one. In the martial arts world these qualities give tai chi a
more spiritual tone than many other martial arts. This aspect of fai chi molds and mitigates the
aggression inherent in the word chuan.

The Integration of Tai Chi and Chuan

To implement and integrate tai chi and chuan principles, you must focus on how to optimize
hundreds of important yin—yang relationships within yourself. You do this by using standing,
siing, and moving techniques in order to:

® make the body conscious. By putting the mind inside the body, you tune the mind so
it becomes conscious of all the gross and subtle movements of energy within it

® separate any pair of specific yinyang relationships into their constituent parts. This
develops the potential of each part and coordinates and moximizes the smooth flow
between each individual pair of opposites. The yin-yang functions are then integrated
within your entire body and being, which empowers you to grow sironger and healthier
as a whole, rather than just having a technique you can perform (such as chopping a
brick in half with your hand)

® comprehend how internal energy or chi and the physical tissues of your body work with
or against each other

* navigate the relationships between intent and manifesting chi or physical movement.
Thus, the words fai chi chuan have three basic implications:

1. It you only practice the movements to develop internal power (which derives from
Taoist chi gung, see p. 15) without engaging its self-defense aspects, then it can
be said you are doing tai chi, not fai chi chuan. From this perspective tai chi is
a Chinese form of moving yoga, which is one reason for its growing appeal.
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2. If you only practice self-defense techniques that do not deliberately train internal
power, you are doing chuan, but not fai chi. There are about forly to fifty differ-
ent Chinese martial art styles that end with the word chuan.

3. When both the self-defense aspects and the methods of training internal power
are seamlessly integrated, you are doing tai chi chuan.

The Meaning of Chi (Subtle Energy)

Put simply, chi is that which gives life. In terms of the body, chi is that which differentiates a
corpse from a live human being. To use o Biblical reference, it is that which God breathed into
the dust to produce Adam. It is the life-energy people try desperately to hold onto when they
think they are dying. A strong life force makes a human being totally alive, alert, and present;
a weak life force results in sluggishness and fatigue.

The concept of “life force” is found in most of the ancient cultures of the world. It underlies
Chinese, Jopanese, and Korean culfure, where the world is perceived not purely in ferms of
physical matter, but also in terms of invisible energy. In India it is called prana; in China chi;
and in Japan ki. In some Native American fribes it is called the Great Spirit. For all these
cultures, and others as well, the idea of the life force is central to their forms of medicine and
healing. For example, acupuncture is based on balancing and enhancing chi to bring the body
info a state of health.

Energy can be increased in @ human being. Consequently, the development of chi can
make an ill person robust or a weak person vibrant; it can enhance mental capacity too.

The concept of chi also extends beyond the physical body, to the subfle energies that
activate all human functions, including emotions and thought. Unbalanced chi causes your
emotions to become agitated and distressed. Balanced chi causes your emotions to become
smooth and more satislying. From the perspective of thought, when your mental chi becomes
more refined it enhances your creativity ot all levels—art, business, relationships, child rearing,
efc. Spiritual chi makes it more possible for us fo personally enter into higher states of con-
sciousness, which lie at the heart of religious experience.

Toi chi, and other forms of Taoist martial and healing arts, help you develop subtle chienergy.
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Taoism—the Original Religion of China

Toi chi's parent is Taoism. Over 5,000 years old, in its oral fradition, Taoism is known for
its emphasis on nature, harmony, balance, chienergy, magic, and mysticism. Although it has
fewer adherents than Christianity, Islam, Hinduism, or Buddhism, Taocism is @ major world
religion that confinues to nourish the deepest needs of the human intellect, heart, and soul.

However, not all religions specifically heal and maintain the body’s physical health or
balance the energies of the body so that it does not become stressed. The Taoist tradition
does—not by its poetic, inspirational texts, but through ifs timetested practical applications,
such as tai chi chuan, designed to implement Taoism'’s basic tenets.

Taoism is unique in that it is probably the only major religion in the world whose practition-
ers as a rule have not sought great secular power. In the past, Tooists took on such power only
out of necessity to correct specific abuses. Afier these excesses had been corrected, they were
always ready to relinquish the power and fade away, or “leave no footprints” as they put it.

Taoism has many sides to it: practical, religious, mythological, scientific, magical, and mys-
fical. Taoist philosophy considers the outer power structure of civilization, including ifs politics,
military power, and economics, to be fleeting and of no assistance to people in their spiritual
search 1o find the essence of their nature. The structures of outer power simply allow us to go
about the business of practical daily living with a minimum of chaos, with adequate food,
shelter, and clothing. Taoists were also known as the scientists of ancient China. At that time,
they were responsible for most of the nation’s major scientific breakthroughs.

Being useful is a central value of Taoist philosophy —how something is useful, why it is use-
ful, and tor what. The context could be anything you could possibly conceive of, regardless of
perceived value, including health, wealth, social interaction, morality and ethics, spirituality, or
a fai chi movement. Practicality is the mantra. Instead of asking if you ought to be convention-
ally moral or if it doesn't matter, Taoists would ask “is it useful to be moral2” The answer would
be yes. Rather than focusing on your narrow seltinterest or the wroth of God, Taoists genuine-
ly consider what the natural consequences are to yourself, human relations, the entire society,
and spirituality if you are not moral.

The outer branch of Tooism is called fao jico. Practiioners pay homage to one or many
gods, visit temples where they pray, seek protection from spirits, bury their family, seek indul-
gences, consult mediums (especially about their ancestors), have their fortunes told, or receive
other services expected from various non-Abrahamic religions worldwide. Tai chi comes from
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the inner or esoteric branch of Taoism, called tao jia. Followers of esoteric Taoism do not
believe in or worship any God or gods but instead focus purely on the internal spiritual unfold-
ing of the individual. They put the emphasis on individuals personally finding within themselves
the Tao, the Body of Light, or God within. This inner esoferic tradifion sees Creation’s source
and all its manifestations as contained within each human being. Part of the Taoists’ spiritual
investigation seeks to understand the ways in which the energies that compose the universe are
revealed. They also believe that the mystic consciousness that underlies the universe can only
be found within, by exploring the deepest esoteric and mystical possibilities of the human con-
dition. In this sense, Taoism, by its very nalure, has always been, and still is, primarily a living,
esoleric mystic religion.

Taoism's Literary Traditions: the | Ching,

Lao Tse, and Chuang Tse’

Most people know Taoism through its ancient literary works—The | Ching, commonly used as
a divination, advice, and mathematical tool, and the elegantly written philosophical works of
Loo Tse and Chuang Tse. These inspirational works also lay the practical foundations for tai chi

chuan and other Taoist energy arts.

The | Ching

The | Ching, with an oral fradition going back 5,000 years, is considered to be the Bible of
Tooism. It is concerned with the underlying nature and functions of all change. It also happens
to be the mathematical basis of computer code, and a divination tool that untold millions of
people have used to decide which way to go in uncharted waters.

Using obscure coded language, many passages in the | Ching are the direct source for an
immense amount of technical details within tai chi. These include all its yin and yang principles,
techniques from the simple to the complex, and strategies for all kinds of flow patterns within
it. Equally, from the | Ching's viewpoint, tai chi is a way to embody and actualize the | Ching
within the human body, mind, and spirit.

Lao Tse and Chuang Tse

Tai chi's technical details come from the | Ching and the classics of traditional Chinese medi-
cine, such as The Yellow Emperor's Classic of Internal Medicine. Tai chi's underlying philo-
sophical context, however, derives from the texts and oral traditions of the oncient Chinese

? Allernately spelled | Jing or Yi Jing, Loozi or lao Teu, Juang Zi ot Chuang Tsu. | Ching is pronounced “ee jing™ as in
“jingle.” The tse (or zi) of Loo Tse and Chuang Tse is a sound not found in English or most Westem languages
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sages Lao Tse and Chuang Tse. Both followed the same mystical principles of the Too, but in
very different ways.

loo Tse was the lofty, deep, and dignified soge, while Chuang Tse was the earthy, irever-
ent, enlightened hippie. Loo Tse had a very dignified demeanor; Chuang Tse was more like o
character out of an unconventional hip television comedy with @ wild and sharp theaterofthe-
absurd personality and perspective. Both Lao Tse and Chuang Tse lived in o time and place
where everything that comprises what we call life, be it sublime or from the gutter, was seen in
the context of the sacred. Both were non-moralistic and mystical. Through the lens of what
is useful, both constantly looked for emptiness and the Tao in the actions of life, rather than
purely focusing on the results of specific actions.

Lao Tse wrote the Tao Te Ching, called in English “The Way and its Power [or Virtue).” After
the Bible, it is the second most translated book in the world. Although lao Tse passed down the
broad tenets of Taoism, the oral tradition from which these principles came existed for thousands
of years before his birth. His book was written 2,500 years ago during China’s Warring States
period. like the world today, at that time China was in a very confusing state, well described
by the famous Chinese curse, “May you live in interesting times."

Loo Tse's ideas give tai chi its incredible emphasis on the power of yin, sofiness, and return-
ing to the natural easy power of a child. His timeless words are a profound vision of life on
many levels. He advocated returning o a natural way of life. He saw incessant competition
as damaging to society, the environment, harmonious relations, and spirituality. He looked at
human conflict and war and how leaders could smooth, mitigate, or circumvent potential
damage. He offered gentle antidotes fo pervasive anxiety and the effects of stress on every
level. He investigated the roots and proposed solutions for the lack of personal morality, and
insight into loss of faith in corrupt and ineffective political, religious, and economic insfitutions.
He expounded on the qualities of a teacher or leader and the path of patience and integrity.
He felt that the more human beings want, the less they spiritually have.

lao Tse's philosophy had a strong emphasis on personal health, longevity, and spirituality.
He saw neverending striving and not following the natural ebbs and flows of life as corrosive
to health and peace of mind—especially as we age. He saw tranquility, naturalness, modera-
ion, and keeping the innate soft quality of an infant as the foundations of health and healing.
Lao Tse advocated allowing things to happen, rather than making or forcing them to occur. He
likened the Tao to the empty nature of water that can be everywhere, and yet assume virtually
any shape or quality while maintaining its essential nature.
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Chuang Tse wrote The Book of Chuang Tse, the third seminal work on Taoism, and anoth-
er of the major underpinnings of tai chi. While both Lao Tse and Chuang Tse emphasized the
power of yin—softness and returning to the natural siate of a child—Chuang Tse also empha-
sized developing the quality of spontaneity until it infuses all actions and becomes natural, even
under the most challenging conditions. Spontaneity and naturalness are the qualities that tai chi
practitioners attempt to achieve in the tai chi form and in their daily lives.

Chuang Tse's writing encompasses the most sublime mystical viewpoints, contained within a very
downrtoearth style. His writing is full of anecdotes and toles, and o wicked sense of humor that
strongly influenced medieval Zen Buddhists in Japan and Western hippies of the twentieth century.

Chuang Tse took the process of spirituality and the Tao very seriously, without taking the
spiritual process, its followers, or himself seriously ot all. He irreverently poked fun ot everyone’s
beliefs and judgments, spoken and unsaid, spiritual and seculor, Why? To help people avoid
the consequences of becoming self-absorbed and rigid. Chuang Tse saw the overly serious or
inflexible approach of his Confucian contemporaries as creating all-pervasive judgments that
could suffocate the humon spirit and sidetrack deeper spiritual possibilities, and would not
reflect the true needs of life’s spiritual or pragmatic situations.

As an antidote, Chuang Tse emphasized the higher calling of spontaneity and pure aware-
ness over rigid conduct and belief, with its attendant investment in “political correciness” and a
fendency fo repress those who disagreed. However, his sponfaneity was not based on license—
do what you feel like no matter who gets hurt, and damn the consequences. Rather it was based
on the spontaneity of a child, but, unlike childishness, it was rooted in deep awareness.

Taoist Energy Arts

Tooist energy arts are practical chi applications from the Taoist esoteric meditation tradition for
living a better life.

The Taoists recognized that most people are not truly interested in anything beyond surface
spirituality. However, many people care about things they want and perceive as useful. The
Tooists reasoned that if you gave ordinary people practical chienergy techniques that would
get their needs and desires met, they would use them.

You could call these chi practices “energy arts” for living well in the world. They are termed
arts because, as in all arts to varying degrees, your chi is being directed outward to produce
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specific effects, whereas meditation is primarily an inward-directed experience. These arts
create balance within you and allow you the opportunity to gain health, peace of mind,
wealth, success, and personal power. These are useful, worldly qualities that most people
want.

Taoists also compassionately hoped if you practiced energy arts long enough a “wonderful
accident” or event might occur where you would gain a direct spiritual perception of the
potential depths of your heart and the Tao. Even if this experience was only fleeting, it still
might awaken in you a real passion for spiritual realization and balanced compassionate
human behavior—not because you were told 1o behave in this way, or because a motivation-
al speaker charged you up, but as a result of a deeper and more genuine spiritual need that
could be realistically sustained long term—medifation through the back door, so to speak.
The wise Taoists said, “Give them what they want, so they will ulfimately wont what they
truly need, realization of consciousness,” whether its name be Tao or God.

After the wonderful event happens, and you delve into spirituality and meditation, the outer
structure of the energy arts continues as you learn 1o experience ever more profound internal
levels. Eventually, stepby-step, the arts lead you to what is called internal alchemy. Here the
Tooist energy arts reveal their fullest possibilities.

Taoists also reasoned that even if the “wonderful accident” never occurred, at least those
who engaged in the energy arts would become healthier and more balanced individuals, and
live better lives. Benefiting humanity is a cornerstone of Tacism, and Taoists believe that bal-
anced people are better able to provide long-lasting solutions to the world's real problems. They
considered the time and effort spent on spreading Tooist energy arts to be well used whether
or not they furthered spiritual realization.

The Taoist meditation tradition helps people attain spiritual realization by working with and
balancing chienergy, both personal and universal: hence the term energy or chi arts,

Tooist meditation has various stages and progressive energetic practices including the high-
er transformational practice known as “internal alchemy.” These practices lead you fo fully
understand how within you is a finy seed that is identical to the underlying essence of the whole
universe. They allow you to realize in your entire being, rather than only intellectually, how the
universe exists inside you and you inside the whole universe, and how to free your spirit from
the limitations of the human body. It is said that through meditation you can achieve spiritual
immortality in which you awaken and become fully conscious of your own soul or being.
Most people, however, aren't quite ready for this. They are not willing to commit fo a task
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equivalent to finding the Holy Grail. When | asked my teacher Liv Hung Chieh why he didn't
teach Taoist alchemy more openly, he said, “Not many people want to learn.”
Taoist energy arts fall into three comps.

1. Aris that enable you to access and personally experience chi within yourself.
These include:
® chi gung
® infernal martial arts—such as tai chi, ba gua, hsing-i, and livhe bofo
® TJaoist meditation.
2. Arts that enable you to feel chi within yourself and to perceive and work with the
chi of other people, for example therapeutic energy massage, called chi gung tui
na in Chinese.
3. Arts that do not require you to have ever directly experienced chi yourself, but
which are more powerful and effective if you do. These were originally based on
people’s capacity to feel chi, but most practitioners today have litile experience of
it. Included within these categories are:
® Chinese medicine, including herbs, acupuncture, bone setting, and ordinary
therapeutic massage (tvi na)

e fine arts such as painting and calligraphy

e feng shui (literally “wind-water”), known in the West as geomancy. This is
concerned with how the positions of the external energies of the earth, sun, sky,
landscape, physical materials, color, and time con affect people, animals, and
possible events. This enables you to mitigate problems, promote harmony, or
create advantagecus conditions in either natural or man-made structures

e politics, war, science, astrology, and mefaphysics.

The question naturally arises, why so many Taoist energy arts? The answer is that a lot happens
in this world and different people have different natural aptitudes, interests, likes, and dislikes
which can be used to make the work of learning about chi a pleasure rather than a chore. You
might want to heal but not fight, or vice versa. You might easily become drawn to and fully
engaged in martial orts and painting but not feng shui or astrology, or vice versa. The more
you become involved with your own natural interests, the more easily you can delve into and

understand how your own energies work personally and universally.
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Chi Gung

Chi gung is alternately spelled gi gong (pinyin), ch’i kung

(Wade-Giles), or chi gung (Yale), depending on the trans:
lation system that is used

Chi gung literally means “energy work.” It is the practice
of learning to control the movement of the life force inter-
nally, by using the mind to direct energy in the body
Physical movements may be used but are not necessary,
with standing, sitting, lying, and sexual techniques com-

monly utilized. Chi gung practices include many of the

ancient Chinese techniques for increasing life-energy

Increased life-energy manifests itself in o variety of ways,

from improved physical health to greater mental clarity and

spiritual awakening. Regular practice of these exercises will

lead lo a body and mind that are ful'mchor'l{]”y younger, so

i i _ Standing chi gung with the weight on
that one’s “golden years” are truly golden rather than rusty

the back leg

For more than 3,000 years, chi gung'’s lite-giving med-
ical and meditative techniques have benefited hundreds of millions of people by helping them
achieve physical health, emotional wellbeing, longevity, and peace of mind. This “new dis:

covery” is now being reawakened to help people in the West, just as it has for millennic in

(..l'lll’li.l. n our new "L-’ZJTT'ip'-ir'ifF age '\f\«"”’"n everincreas ng mental x-\-r:-rk|n:>c:c:5 and nme pressu

we may need soff, revitalizing chi gung exercises even more than the ancients.

The Different Branches of Chi Gung
There are five major branches of chi gung in China: Tooist, Buddhist, Martial Arts, Medical

and Contucian. Each branch has various sub-schools, commonly called systems in English, and

each system has subcotegories called styles, each with specific names and histories and
related movement forms

Separating out the different schools of chi gung is not 5o easy. In order to 'I.I.!y understand

th

e tunctions, underlying rationa

8

es, strong and weak points, and benefits or potential down:

sides of most ch

ing systems you are likely to encounter, it is helpful to understand clearly both

the essential philosophies and methodologies of the Buddhist and Taoist systems. Often the

classitication and name of a ch gung method —Taoist, Buddhist, or Family system, etc. —doesn’t

Guy Hearn
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actually describe what it does. The name in the advertisement does not guarantee its authen-
ficity, or indicate what you will go through if you learn and proctice. The words and the real
goods may be different. Mixing bits and pieces of different systems often creates specific chi
gung styles. The pieces of a “new style” may successfully fit together and integrate in a coher-
ent and complete manner. Or they may fit together in a mediocre hodgepodge, which is con-
fused or ineffective. Many “family chi gung systems” that claim to go back hundreds of years
may in fact have been recently created. The story, myth, or history any given chi gung system
says about itself may or may not be true. This situation is common both in China and the West.

Taoist Chi Gung
Over 3,000 years ago, meditation adepts discovered and systemized Taoist chi gung, the
progenitor of all the different forms of chi gung and tai chi. They did so by going deep inside
themselves. Using their powers of inner awareness, they became able to directly perceive the
body's energy flows—energy channels, points, and interrelationships between the internal
energy systems of the human body and its physical fissues, including internal organs, glands,
sphincters, bodily fluids, soft fissues, bones, and bone marow. These some adepts created
traditional Chinese medicine, including acupuncture, healing with herbs, bone sefting, and
therapeutic “chi” bodywork.

Taoist chi gung is based on softness and is valued for its ability to regenerate the body,
allowing you to feel and function as a young person when moving into middle age and beyond.

It is composed of 16 irreducible components, called nei gung by the Chinese, which means
inner or infernal power work [see pp. 226-31). Its methods help open the mind and calm the
heart by emphasizing inner stillness, letting go, softness, and relaxation.

Although its work can be subtly intense, the trademarks of Taoist chi gung in its purest form are:

e complete relaxation of the body’s muscles, tendons, and ligaments

e smooth, even, silent breathing and never holding the breath

e movements that are soft, smooth, fluid, and circular with a sense of ease and comfort

e total utilization of effort, but only to the point of not creating internal strain

e physical streiches that are accomplished by release, relaxation, and letting go of tension

in the nerves and mind, instead of relying on force or willpower to push the muscles.
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are robust and painfree, excellent blood circulation, and no internal organ or central nervous
system problems. They may also be emotionally balanced, have the stamina to be able to do
all of life's normal activities comfortably, enjoy a full sex life, and be able to handle immense
amounts of stress in a reloxed way.

From the Chinese medical perspective, the first goal is to become healthy, and only then
to work harder o achieve fitness, maximum competence, and opfimal physical and mental
performance.

In the West, health and fitness are considered synonymous. In China, health and fitness are
clearly separated, especially in terms of exercise methods like tai chi and chi gung. The
Chinese recognize that health is easily achieved by regular exercise done continuously for half
and hour or less at a time, and at relatively low intensity. High-level fitness, on the other hand,
requires @ minimum of one fo two hours at a session, with top performers commonly training o
least four to eight hours daily.

For the Chinese, the goal of health is useful and accessible to everyone and requires less

work than becoming fit. Toi chi and other branches of Chinese medicine help people of all ages

to be healthy and live well to an exiremely old age.

The Internal Organs of the Body

Lungs

Heart

Diaphragm
Spleen

Liver

Stomach

Gallbladder
Kidneys
Large Intestine

Small Intestine ” \/ﬂ;/
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How Traditional Chinese Medicine
Defines Health

Traditional Chinese medicine sees health as more than just the absence of obvious disease.
Rather, health exists when all aspects of your chi are in balance— physically, emotionally, psy-
chologically, and spiritually. Health includes two parts: being free from organic illness or injury,
and experiencing wellness—strong vitality, stamina, and a sense of wellbeing—with a clear,
emotionally balanced mind. The goals of Chinese medicine are os follows:

® to achieve optimum physical and mental excellence

* to enhance longevity, so that you stay vital, mentally alert, and full of stomina as you age
and remain functionally independent as long as possible

® o help cure health problems

® to mitigate or reverse the aging process

® to reduce both current and accumulated stress through energetic and meditation-based
approaches to physical, emotional, and spiritual wellness.

Doing tai chi and other Taoist energy practices to achieve good health can give immense bene-
fits to people today, just as it hos done for hundreds of millions of people in China for millennia.

The Primary Importance of Chi Circulation

To maintain pain-free, optimal health, chi-energy should circulate throughout your entire body,
without disruption, in @ smooth, powerful fashion. The classic Chinese medical phrase is feng
jr bu tong. If the circulation of your chi-energy is blocked (bu fong), you have pain and disease
[teng). Conversely, if your chi- or life force energy in your acupuncture meridian lines is fully con-
nected and circulating without blockages (tong), you have neither pain nor disease (bu feng)—
tong. jr bu teng. Making your chi-energy tong is the most basic goal of Chinese medicine and
most apparent with tai chi, chi gung, and acupuncture. Balancing out and connecting your chi-
energy so that it has no blockages will both get rid of the pain of disease and make you feel

a whole lot better.
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The Acupuncture Meridian Lines of the Body and Points
Along Them Through Which Chi Circulates

The Mind and Body are Composed of Chi

In the West, many people think that the body, thoughts, and emotions are separate entities. The
body is real because it is physical matter, but thoughts and emotions are only creations of the
mind and can be constantly changed.

According to Chinese medicine, both the body and mind are composed of chi and are con-
trolled by the state of that chi. Chi-energy operates in the body and mind at ever more refined
levels or, you could say, at higher vibrations or frequencies. Activating chi in one level affects
the frequencies in one or both of the other two.

Through the medium of chi, the mind can affect the physical body for good or ill, and vice
versa. Bolance and smooth flow of chi in one creates balance and health in the other.
Imbalance or agitated, uneven flow in one creates imbalance, discomfort, and illness in the
other. Thus mental and emotional stress creates physical illness.
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Physical Health

From a Chinese medical perspective, physical health begins with a lack of obvious symptoms
such as overt disease, cancers, fevers, swellings, boils, broken limbs, dramatic pain, elc. But it
does not end there. Physical health also requires the chi-energy of your various bodily systems
to be balanced, abundant, and functioning well.

The characteristics of a healthy, energetic person are:

* reasonably rapid healing and recovery time from either health problems or domaging
stress

® a lack of.incipient, or potentially hidden, longterm causes of disease

e the feeling of being fully alive and vibrant during youth, mid-life and, ideally, into
exireme old oge

® strong and wellbalonced internal organs and glands

e flexible and springy joints, muscles, and tendons

® good concentration and mental stamina.

This abundant health and energy needs to be preseni in all areas of your life, so that, as
Chinese medicine puts it, “The chi of your body is full in all respects.”

Making the effort to strengthen and balance your chi over a lifetime will produce vibrant,
energetic longevity and profound wellness throughout your life. VWhen you are younger, strong
and balanced chi will enable you to enjoy life to its fullest and handle the stresses of being pro-
ductive with the least possible strain. From middle age onward, a healthy lifestyle can mitigate,
forestall, and combat the negative effects of aging before they lake root and grow in the body.

Emotional Health

like the weather, your emotions and psychological slotes have many natural environments,
cycles, and moods. Humans have a wide range of emotions, which are appropriate within nat-
ural ranges but damaging when overly excessive or repressed. From the perspective of Chinese
medicine, organic disease, the way your mind operates, and emotional predispositions are all
intimately interconnected. The Chinese have always thought that prolonged excessive emotions
easily lead to unhappiness and allow the mind to fall into morbid or destructive paths, both to

oneself and others.
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Psychological Health
Chinese medicine does not include a specific branch of psychiatry/psychology, whereas this
is an area which Western medicine covers in detail.

For the Chinese, many common problems that we could call psychological can be positively
affected, mitigated, or cured by acupuncture, herbs, efc., because they are considered gener-
ated by energetic malfunctions in the body. Deeper pathologies and malaise have traditional-
ly been considered within the realm of meditation rather than Chinese medicine, although if
severe enough they can cause energies of the body 1o downgrade and become imbalanced.

Spiritual Health

When Chinese medicine and Taoist medilation use the word spirit, they may not be speaking
about the same thing (see p. 146 in Chopter 8, Tai Chi and Spirituality). In Tooist meditation
“spirit” is port and parcel of non-physical reclities rooted deep in the mind, psyche, soul, karma,
or whatever one wishes to call essential spiritual qualities. Spirit's internal sources are not
easily seen. From the meditation perspective, spiritual turmoil may or may not cause bodily
problems, depending on a wide range of variables.

In Chinese medicine, “spirit” reflects the underlying condifions of the body’s acupuncture
channels ond infernal organs. A doclor of Chinese medicine will refer to your general external
physical demeanor, energetic vitality, and the chi that generates it. Diognostically, spirit can be
observed or ascerlained by invesligating questions such as:

® Does the light shine in the person's eyes or not?

e s the person’s energy alive, clear, and vibrant or dull and listless?

® s the underlying mood calm, curious, awake, and upbeat, or moody, dark, agitated,
depressed, or pained?

If it is determined that the problem can be can be solved with simple but wise suggestions, or
by using acupuncture needles, herbs, or chi exercises, the doctor will give them, then wait and
see if this was enough.

If the physician thinks a strong concurrent factor in the patient's poor “spirit* derives from the
deeper levels of the mind, in China he or she will usually consider this to be beyond their expert-
ise, and will then recommend the patient find a reliable meditation master who specializes in
these matters. This situation is similar to the way a Western doctor will refer a patient to o
psychiatrist or psychologist.



Traditional Chinese Medicine 23

The ancient Taoist meditation system has proven ifs effectiveness over thousands of years for
healing both physical and emotional dysfunctions. In China it was not unusual for a meditation
adept fo also be a traditional doctor of one or multiple branches of Chinese medicine. If not,
the adept still usually knew the basic principles of Chinese medicine, and the confinuum
between physical and spiritual illness.

These meditation adepts approached extreme emotional dysfunction in a different fashion
from Western psychotherapy, which traditionally has focused on accommodating the structure
and primacy of the ego. Meditation looked at emotional or mental dysfunction within the con-
text of transcending the ego, and coming into alignment with the deeper underlying spiritual
foundations of the human condition.' Rather than focusing on how someone should behave in
society, they considered how emotions and mental functions either fostered spiritual awakening
or prevented it.

The goal of relieving mental or emotional dysfunction was spiritual health. In this context,
mental dysfunctions were simply seen as impediments within the complete process of becoming
spiritually clear and awcke—enlightened os it were. In o case of severe mental disturbance, @
monastic situation with a large number of personnel was required, not just the services of a single
meditation master. This is similar to the approach in the West, where for severe mental conditions
o hospital with various support facilities is necessary, rother than purely outpatient services.

The Philosophy of Chinese Medicine

For over 3,000 years three words—maintain, enhance, heal—have summed up the philosophy
behind all of China's potent tools for developing health and longevity, including tai chi.

Maintain

Unless you are a genetic superman, health is a gift you need to take care of and maintain if
you want fo keep it. As the old saying goes “an ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure.”
Maintaining your health makes the difference to whether you feel well on o daily basis, or

only so-so.

' The book, Thoughts Without o Thinker by Mark Epstein [HorperCollins, 1996), gives a psychiatric framework for this
proposition from China’s other major meditation tadifion, Buddhism, which is much more widely followed throughout
the West. As yet, most lexts in Western languages focus only on the Chinese medicine perspective of the interplay
between physical and mental illhess. The Tooist medilation opprooch fo issues of “spiril” hos not yel been widely
expressed except in extremely vague metaphoricol language, virtually undecipherable o someone without extensive
practical, rother than only literary, experience
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The better you maintain your body and mind, the longer they will last with litfle or no
trouble, so that they will be a pleasure to use rather than a torment.

Enhance

The next stage of good Chinese medicine helps you enhance all your abilities and achieve
optimum performance in all areas of life. This stage enables you to become exceedingly strong
in all aspects—physically, sexually, emotionally, and mentally. Medicinal programs to achieve
this include the use of tai chi, chi gung, nutrition, and selfmassage, as well as herbs and

acupunclure to strengthen and tone your internal organs.

Heal

Chinese medicine always emphasizes that it is better to keep the barn door closed (maintain
and enhance), rather than chase after the runaway horses (heal). On a cose-by-case basis, heal-
ing may use one or several branches of Chinese medicine in combination over fime. At differ-
ent stages of attempting to reverse a disease, the methods of therapy may change, especially
for chronic condifions.

However, if you wish to be at peace with both yourself and the world, and feel completely
emotionally, mentally, and psychically whole, you must go beyond maintaining and enhancing
health and wellness, and healing yourself from specific problems. To unleash your full human
potential, you need fo turn to meditation and spirituality in some way that is real for you.

The Eight Branches of Chinese Medicine

China has developed eight branches of medicine. Of the eight only two are relatively well
known in the West: acupuncture and the use of herbs, which each have educational institutions
and national certifying boards, both in the West and in Asia.

1. Herbs resolve chi blockages, as they strengthen and nourish the internal organs
and all bodily fluids. Like drugs, herbs are mostly respected for their healing
effects; usually, however, they do not have the more severe side effects of certain
Western pharmaceuticals
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. Acupuncture involves inserting very thin needles into specific points on the body
to relieve chi-energy blockages that cause imbalances in the energy channels
within us. Stimulating these points increases the chiflow where it is insufficient,

or inhibits the chiflow where it is excessive. In the West, acupuncture is primarily
known for its ability to relieve pain. However, in skilled hands it can heal the
internal organs and other bodily systems just as effectively as herbs

. Cupping is the placement of suction cups on the skin and muscles of the back

to rebalance blood flow and correct stagnant chi. Although it is a separate
discipline, cupping is also used concurrently with acupuncture and, in China,
with hit medicine and ordinary massage

. Bone setting is the art of sefting, binding, and healing broken or shattered bones,
usually without relying on the hard plaster casts of Western medical proctice

. Hit medicine is sophisticated first aid to heal the sprains, swellings, abrasions,
and shock thot often accompany cor accidents, falling down a flight of stairs, o
participating in sports, such as boxing or football. Teachers of traditional Chinese
martial arts or kung fu schools are often tairly expert in this field. To heal the after-
math of being “hit,” both bone setting and hit medicine use special Chinese med-
icines that look like mud. These may decrease swelling and restore functionality in
a much more rapid fashion than we are used to in the West

. Massage, which is called tui na ond an mo, has many different schools and an
amazing number of techniques, ranging from pressing acupuncture points to the
manipulations of bone setters fo loosening tendons, muscles, ligaments, and
much more

. Chi gung, energy work, consists of internal exercises (like tai chi), which may or
may not include physical movement, that can be prescribed either to specifically
affect a particular problem, such as asthma or nerve dysfunction, or as a general
health exercise to help you maintain, enhance, and heal your health. There are
hundreds of styles of chi gung, each with different exercises

. Chi gung tui na (therapeutic or chi bodywork) boosts the effectiveness of
ordinary massage (tui na) techniques by adding the use of chi (developed in

chi gung) to ordinary hand massage techniques. It also has other bodywork
methods that are only possible if you incorporate chi gung energy technology.

25
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Although not a specific branch of tradifional Chinese ~ Chinese herbal formula
for hypertension

medicine, education concerning diet and lifestyle may
be commonly incorporated within the treatments of all
eight branches.

Physical manipulation crosses over info bone setting,
massage, and chi gung tui na. Specialists use these
techniques to realign structures that hove been dis-

placed from their natural position either due to accident,

poor posture, shock, weak muscles, or internal organ \A
imbalances. Bone specialists primarily manipulate

spinal vertebrae and joints, while chi gung tui na specialists work with these and other struc-
tures including ligoments and internal organs. In the West, parallel methods are those used by
chiroproctors and osteopaths.

Chinese medicine operates within two very different health paradigms that complement each
other. In the “we-do-itforyou” paradigm, the doctor prescribes herbs, inserts acupunciure nee-
dles, sets a bone, treats sprains and abrasions, puts vacuum sealed cups on your back, realigns
a joint or spinal vertebrae, gives massage regularly, or projects healing energy info you.

In the “doityourself” paradigm, patients either follow the doctor’s advice on specifically
what fo do, such as particular chi gung exercises, how and when fo do selfhelp medical infer-
ventions for themselves, or take up a program that includes nutrition, selfmassage, and thera-
peutic chi-exercises such as chi gung and fai chi.

Tai chi and chi gung, without the use of external aids or subsiances, teach ways to use
your mind o6 move chi-energy inside your own body. Both increase your overall healing rate
(including physical rehabilitation and postoperative recovery), often reducing the time other
treatments need to take effect. These sophisticated therapeutic movements overhaul, relax, and
transtorm your central nervous system. They relieve illness and empower health by developing
and integrating your body, energy, and spirit. This self-reliant approach wonderfully follows the
Bible's maxim “God helps those who help themselves.”

During different phases of resolving a problem, the emphasis may shift between different
branches of Chinese medicine. Even if each of these healing methods independently could
do @ complete job, these shifts take into account the patient’s character, mood, or lifestyle. At

specific points in time some branches may be relatively more efficient, or practical, given time

constraints, inconvenience, patient compliance, costs involved, efc.

Faye Baker
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Chinese Medical Principles and Tai Chi

To fully expound on the principles of Chinese medicine would require several longer and more
detailed books than this one. This section will give a brief overview of those Chinese medical
principles that are directly connected to tai chi. Some of the principles relate to specific pain,
some to healing discernable medical conditions, and others to the general sense of discomfort
and unease we all may feel from time to time.

Balancing Yang and Yin Chi

The essential point of the relationship of yin and yang to health is found in the children’s story
Goldilocks and the Three Bears. Rather than having too little or too much yang or yin, you want
to adjust the mix until it is “just right.”

Yin can be thought of as having the qualities of water and yang those of fire.? Every part of
your body has both a yin and yang chi aspect fo it. Yang conditions are related to dryness and
heat, yin to damp and cold. Symptoms of imbalance for yang conditions can either be caused
by an excess or deficiency, while yin symptoms, are mostly, though not exclusively, caused by
deficiency. Both must be in balance for optimal health and wellness. If yin and yang are not in
balance, the internal organs or other bodily systems progressively downgrade and become
weak, sluggish, or burdened with disease. Deficient or excess yin or yang chi in one part of
the body can also damage chi in other parts of the body.

Like adding or subtracting something from either side of an evenly bolanced scale, prob-
lems in either the yin or yang side con fip the other into dangerous ferritory. Too much [exces-
sive) yang chi weakens or damages your yin chi by burning it up and making yin chi deficient.
Excessive yin can make the supports of yang chi deficient, so you end up becoming low on
energy, weak in general, and prone to feeling cold. Deficient yin can exacerbate excessive
yang symptoms such as a red face, anger, or dizziness.

Most severe imbalances originate with either yin or yang deficiency, for example, people
wearing themselves out. When deficiency occurs, Mr. Spock’s famous salute, “live long and
prosper” from Star Trek, could all too sadly be parodied: “Live long and suffer cruelly” —if you
do live long it is without joy and with much suffering.

Tai chi has many many methods that are extremely effective in helping keep yin and yang
in balance, which, from the position of traditional Chinese medicine, determines the state of

your health.

‘ For a more delailed explanation of the qualities of_ym and yang as related 1o iraditional Chinese medicine, please
refer 1o the excellent book written for the lay people, The Web that Has No Weaver: Undersianding Chinese Medicine

by Ted J, Kapichuk (McGraw-Hill/Contemporary Books, 2000}
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Yang

Yang chi heats you up. In the Chinese view, the stress in people in our industrial, technological
sociely is due fo people having too much yang energy. When yang is out of balance it ages
your system faster and produces excess stress.

Yang chi prepares your sympathetic nervous system to gear up to meet a potentially dan-
gerous or stressful situation. If yang is balanced, you can keep your wits about you and respond
appropriately and effectively. If you overheot [i.e., if you have an excess of yang), you easily
lose your temper or become manic.

If you have deficient yang, you could become incapable of doing what is needed. If yang
is strongly deficient, you could lack sufficient energy to enjoy life and easily become sluggish
ond inert.

At the cellular level, yang heat relates to catabolism, which is the biological process of
brecking down old cells. If yang is in balance, it provides the internal environment required for
cells to regenerate quickly. If yang heat is deficient, the body does not clear away weakened
cells fost enough. However, excessive yang heat will cause the body to break down healthy fis-
sue, infection to flare up, and the body to age more rapidly than necessary.

Metabolic fire breaks down nutrients, either in the form of food or chi. Balanced yang helps
your body assimilate and use the physical or energetic nutrients you have. Deficient yang weak-
ens you, making you starve in the midst of abundance.

Yang heat activates your glands, powerfully affecting your bedily health and emotional
. states. Yang chi activates the thyroid that stokes your metabolic fires, stimulates the adrenals,
which control your unconscious fight or flight response, and turns on the testes and ovaries that
prepare you for reproduction. Sexual energy strongly impacts all kinds of primal instincts, and
at more refined levels affects creativity and spirituality. =

Yin
Yin chi cools you down and allows your body to rest, regenerate, and grow. Yin balances out
the potential imbalances of yang.

Yin chi affects all your bodily fluids. Deficient yin commonly lies at the root of chronic illness.
IF your calming yin is deficient you easily become hyperactive and can feel like you are running
on emply.

Yin chi is connected to your parasympathetic nervous system. It helps slow you down so you
can keep your cool. It balances the chi of the organs so they don't overheat. For example, yin
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chi cools down the liver, which generates anger and is responsible for over 200 known phys-
iological functions.

At the cellular level, yin chi controls anabolism, the process that builds up cells, helping
provide the inner environment for the cells to regenerate. This is the nurturing principle of
water—replenishing and cooling, and out of which all things grow. Too much yin chi and you
retain fluids or become overweight or, if you do weightlifting, it may make you become exces-
sively musclebound.

Yin chi directly affects the healthy functioning of the immune system and all bodily fluids, in
particular the white blood cells, macrophages, and immunoglobins, which circulate in the
blood (and saliva) and reduce or eliminate the heat of infection. The lymph system is the yin
cooling fluid that collects metabolic waste (created by yang chi) and flushes it out.

You need cooling yin to regulate your glands, especially the pituitary gland, the master
gland of the body that prevents many other glands from going info the red zone.

Chi and Bodily Fluids

When a stream moves continuously with o steady flow, the water stays clear and healthy to
drink. However, if water becomes stagnant, sooner or loter it turns putrid and becomes a source
of disease. The same is true of all your body's fluids—blood, synovial (joints), cerebrospinal (ver-
tebrae and brain), interstitial (tissues), and lymph (immune system) fluids.

Stagnant chi and fluids either pool in specific places in your body, or their flow dramati-
cally slows down. This results in aches and pains, sluggishness, and a general sense of
dullness.

Chi moves your blood. When the movement of chi gets weak enough, it causes the more
serious condition of blood stagnation. As blood originates from your liver, stagnant chi and
blood is associated with liver problems, as well as muscular pain and mental dysfunction.

All tai chi is extremely effective in balancing and regulating the flow of chi and the circulo-
tion of bodily fluids throughout the entire body.

The Five Elements and the Seasons

The yin-yang principle and the five elements (metal, water, wood, fire, and earth) underlie all

of tai chi.
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The Chinese believe the human body and the earth itself are composed of five everchang-
ing and circulating primal energies, commonly known as the five elements. The distinct energy
of each one moves in tumn to the next one in the cycle, where it then either kick starts, adds fo,
diminishes, transforms, or transmutes the next element. This process repeats itself continuously,
moving and circulating through all five elements, ad infinitum. The theory and applications asso-
cioted with the five elements are the basis of traditional Chinese medicine, Taoist meditation,
and tai chi.

Traditionally, the way you do the tai chi form is modified to maximize the beneficial effect
of each element on the body during each season. Each element is associated with @ particu-
lar internal organ and a season of the year. Moreover, the chi of certain internal organs are
joined together, for example the kidneys to the blodder, the liver to the gallblodder, and the
heart to the small intestine.

® Metal is associated with your lungs, large intestine, and autumn

® Water is associated with your kidneys, bladder, and winter

® Wood is associated with your liver, gallbladder, and spring

¢ Fire is ossociated with your heort, small intestine, and summer

e Eorth is associated with your spleen, stomach, and the period known as an Indian sum-
mer (the time between the end of summer and the onset of the colder days of autumn).

How each element directly affects you in these seasons is discussed in Appendix 2 on p. 273.

Conclusion

The health benefits of tai chi do not hoppen accidentally. They are based on the broader
principles of traditional Chinese medicine, which has a long and successful track record. It is
especially useful for chronic conditions, currently a relative weakness of Western orthodox
medicine.

Based on different medical models, both the Eastern and Western approaches can com:
plement each other to the patient's benefit. In some of China’s hospitals both often coexist in
the same medical facility and are used to help patients based on their relative therapeutic and
costeffectiveness for specific conditions.
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The Western medical model is based on anatomy, chemicals, and definable biological
agents such as enzymes, genefic material, and neurotransmitiers. The Eastern and toi chi med-
ical approach is based on the primacy of chi-energy. In terms of exercise, tai chi does not con-
travene the principles of scientific Western medicine. It simply goes to the next level of effec-
tively using chienergy, along with sound anatomical ond physiological principles.

Because of many complex interconnections, how individual or groups of tai chi moves cor-
relate to and implement specific Chinese medical principles would merit several textbooks to
give the subject full justice. In the next chapter, however, the specific section, “Give Your Liver
a Helping Hand" (see p. 43), provides one example of these complex interconnections.
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Tai chi practitioners enjoying the great outdoors in Jerome, Arizona

Raven Muehlgay
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Nothing is required except to practice, ideally for between 15 and 30 minutes daily, or at
least on most days of the week. These gentle, nonimpact movements do not generate the
potentially damaging shock, trauma, and injuries often common in more highimpact types
of exercise, sports, and many kinds of dance. Because tai chi is extremely low impact, it con

be done by virtually everyone.

Why Tai Chi is Done in Slow Motion

Although tai chi movements can be done either quickly or slowly, to gain the art's health, relax-
ation, and longevity benefits, they are primarily done in slow motion. There are many reasons
for this. Most people ignore what is subliminally happening inside themselves. They were never
educated to put their conscious intent below the skin and feel deeply within their bodies, much
less the more subtle recesses of their mind and spirit.

Moving in slow motion enables you to consciously and deliberately access how your mind,
body, and energy work. It gives you the needed time to accurately perceive and comprehend
the full ramifications of what you are experiencing as you do the tai chi form.

More importantly, fai chi's slow movements slow down your neurological speed, enabling
you to tain your awareness to notice subtle changes and become conscious of deeper
and deeper levels. Slowing down helps you become aware of and control your monkey
mind—a mind that jumps from place to place without the ability to stay focused for pro-
longed periods in a way that allows deep concentration. As the monkey mind is tamed it
becomes more and more possible for you to be consciously aware of the nuances of your
unconscious mind.

If you are not aware of what needs to change, it is hard to change it. Accessing your uncon-
scious is a first step towards making the changes that bring about the profound benefits
that tai chi can give you. In some ways the human body-mind operates like o computer. Just
as a compuler software program automatically runs a wide variety of applications, so does
your unconscious mind allow the body’s anatomical functions to operate efficiently without
you consciously deciding how your blood should move, nerve impulses should fire, or which
muscles and ligaments to move to efficiently stretch or reach for a book.

But the code of that human software can be influenced relatively easily once you learn to
access what has previously been unconscious and automatic. This is what the slow-motion
movements, combined with conscious infent, enable you to do. As your awareness deepens,
you recognize how to make the changes needed within yourself. You can reprogram your mind,
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body, and spirit fo relax, to become healthy, and to be more mentally alert so that you can gain
your human and spiritual potential.

Moving in slow motion also gives your body and brain the necessary time for these new pat
terns to stabilize within you. This allows your various bodily systems—your internal organs, mus-
cles, fluids, and nerves—to function better. As each internal improvement stabilizes within, the link
between your conscious and unconscious mind is further activated and works more smoothly.

At the basic physical level, tai chi accomplishes nine things.
. It gives the body the movement it needs

. It provides better support fo the body
It massages your internal organs

A WN =

. It stretches everything inside you lengthwise, down to the smallest muscles and

ligaments

Ln

. It loterally twists soft fissues and gives you access to areas of your body, which
may normally be difficult to reach and positively affect

. It makes all the fluids circulate evenly inside your body

. It increases chi flow

. It increases your breathing capacity

O O N O

. It establishes (ond stabilizes) highly efficient biomechanical alignments of the body.

The 70 Percent Rule in Tai Chi:
an Essential Principle

A central principle that governs and underlies how you do all tai chi techniques and enables
you to achieve its benefits is that it teaches students fo practice and live with moderation—the
70 percent rule. The 70 percent rule lies at the heart of the living philosophy of the Tao. It is a
powerful antidote to the oll-pervasive stress that turns so-called success into ashes in our mouths.
Above all else, the 70 percent rule helps condition the mind and body to soften and relax.
This 70 percent rule will appear many times throughout this book. Each time, it will be tolked

about from the point of view of how to use it in a variety of specific contexts.
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The 70 percent rule states thot you should only do a fai chi movement, or any inner chi:
energy technique, to 70 percent of your potential capacity. Striving for 100 percent inherently
produces tension and stress because as scon as you strain or go beyond your capacity, your
body has a natural tendency to experience fear and to begin, even without you being oware
ol it, to tense or shut down in response.

At 70 percent capacity, you can throw 100 percent of your energy and effort into your prac:
tice. And by only going to 70 percent, you still generate 100 percent of the possible chi that
a tai chi movement is capable of producing. Going beyond the 70 percent point in fact drains
rather than increases your energetic reserves.

Staying within 70 percent of your capacities produces optimum physical accomplishment
and, simultaneously, reduces psychological stress. The more you relox, the more chi-energy,
stamina, and strength you will have.

The 70 percent rule powerfully counters the prevalent Western philosophy to never give less
than 150 percent, as embodied in the phrase, “No pain, no gain.” People who don't “give
their oll" are branded as lazy slackers who will never get anywhere, much less succeed.
This philosophy of strain and stress helps keep our generally overscheduled, overwhelmed
society in a state of anxiety. It is a root cause of the stress syndrome, and a contributing factor
to medical illness.

The core of the 70 percent rule is a creative art, not o science. It says you should use your
full effort and energy, but not to the point of strain. Maintaining a natural comfort zone without
using force brings the following benefits:

o |t allows you to challenge your capabilities and progressively increase them without
overexhaustion, damage to your nervous system, or physical injury
You can absorb and integrate inside yourself what you learn more easily, both in tai chi
and in your life, and to build on it, ultimately enabling you to grow and flourish more as @
human being
It enables you to start storing chi, so that you have a reserve of energy when you most

need it. Some stressful situations are unavoidable. Tai chi provides the reserves to cope

with them and maintain that reserve under all circumstances

Moderation mitigates against internal resistance, which is inherently a survival mechanism
against excess. Internal resistance is o major reason why people con't maintain any
regular exercise program, including fai chi
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® The absolute amount (100 percent) of what you are capable of doing at any one time
continues o increase upwards, smoothly and easily. As you reach each new pinnacle of
health, strength, and stamina and continue fo practice at 70 percent of your improved
capabiliies, you will progress in terms of absolute accomplishment, at times exponentially,
without stress on your system. This gives you the will and the courage to set higher and
higher goals for yourself and to achieve them.

As it is in tai chi, so it is in life. Sometimes, the improvements are so smooth and gradual that you
will not recognize them until you find ycurself remembering what your capabilities were like when
you started. You might look back and remember that you do not get sick as often, or that you
can lift heavier objects, or work harder, make decisions faster, and come home more relaxed.

Body Movement

Your body needs to move. In the same way that muscles atrophy, a body that does not move
gradually loses this ability, both externally (muscles and bones) and internally (within and
between your internal organs). The lack of either internal or external movement is a primary
indicafor of functional aging, regardless of your chronological age.

All tai chi movements are circular. They constantly rofate and twist every body part
[a process offen invisible to the untrained eye) in a wide variety of different ways with slow,
consistent, gentle motions. These sophisticated movements continuously pull on and release
structural tension from all the spots where your soft fissues (the muscles, tendons, and ligaments)
insert info or connect externally to your bones, joints, and spine. Subtle, but no less powerful,
pulls and releases also happen internally, allowing more movement inside and between your
internal organs and related structures deep within the abdominal cavity. This improves muscle
use, increases the range of motion in the joints, and gives the body a good workout.

Improved Muscle Use

Good external body movement tones and makes muscles more functional and easier to use in
hundreds of ways necessary to human life. Conversely, o lack of external movement results in
body pain and weakness. Tai chi’s sophisticated external movements not only gently exercise
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the external bones and muscles but also, through subtle pressures, link all the deepest internal

soft fissues inside your body.

Increased Range of Motion in the Joints

Tai chi's turns, twists, and circular movements of the arms and legs provide full articulation (the
complete range of motion) to all your joints. Fully moving the joints prevents muscle pains and
arthritis, improves fine motor coordination, and increases blood circulation, especially within the
finer and smaller blood vessels. If your joints don't freely and smoothly move to all the angles
nature designed them for on a regular basis, eventually you either “use it or lose it" —blood cir-
culation to the joints diminishes, deposits accumulate within them, and attached muscles weak-
en, thereby causing weakness, pain, arthritis, and diminished mobility. Although tai chi is
known to prevent, help, or reverse theumatism and arthritis before the joints have fused, | have
never known fai chi alone to completely reopen the joints after fusing has occurred.

A Good Leg Workout

Tai chi gives the legs a superb workout, increasing their circulation, flexibility, strength, and bal
ance. Tai chi is done with your hips lowered in a slight crouch, and most movements ask that
you shift weight back and forth slowly from one leg to another. This can challenge your leg mus-
cles, increase your balance, work your lungs, and pump a lot of blood through your body.

Working the legs is crifical to overall blood circulation. Upper body exercise does not cause
increased blood flow in the legs as much as working the legs causes increased bloed circula-
fion in the upper body. For similar reasons, Western aerobics and other cardiovascular exer-
cise emphasize leg over arm movements.

Tai chi uses gravity's effect on your torso like a natural weightlifting device for your legs. This
is because as you move in slow motion, ene leg is continuously supporting the body's entire
weight, as the other foot leaves the ground o take a step, kick, and so on. The continuous turn-
ing of the legs and waist increases blood flow fo the pelvis, which enhances overall sexual
capacity and stabilizes your body's center of gravity.

A Two-Stage Tai Chi Exercise for Working the Legs

In the West we often do not fully use our legs, resulting in a severe lack of strength, flexibility,

and blood flow fo the hip, knee, ankle, and foot joints. This couses them to prematurely stiffen
or become brittle, and become incapable of providing good balance—a major problem for
the elderly.
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The following two-stage exercise will help you fully engage your legs. The second stage uses
footwork and waist turns that are fundamental to many tai chi movements.

Stage One: Shifting the Weight Back and Forth

1. Place one leg in front of the other, with your feet wide enough apart so both
could stay comfortably flat on the floor for the entire exercise. The weightless front
foot will face directly forward, toes raised. The rear foot will be on a 30-60
degree angle to the foes of the front foot.

2. In slow motion shift your weight completely from the back leg to the front [and
from the front leg to the back, over and over again for five minutes).

3. From fime to time, progressively lower your center of gravity by letting your
buttocks go down another inch or so, but do not go beyond 70 percent of your

range of molion. Before the five minutes are up, you could easily be sweating.

These deceptively simple-looking movements can be quite o workout!

Stage One: Shifting the Weight Back and Forth
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Stage Two: Adding Waist Turning and Stepping Forward to the Weight
Shifting Exercise

1.

Continue to shift your weight according to the three previous steps described in
Stage One.

. As all your weight shifts o the back leg, turn your waist completely to the side.

figs. b and g). When you finish, your belly button is facing at least 45 to 60
degrees to the side of where your front toes are facing.

. As you shift your weight forward, turn your waist forward until your belly button

faces the some direction as your front foot (figs. ¢ and hj.

. If your back leg is getting tired, you can step forward until your back foot is par-

ollel with your front foot, (figs. e and j), and then step forward with the opposite
foot in front (figs. f and a).

. Repeot this entire sequence for about 5 to 10 minutes to get o sense of the kind

of workout a short tai chi form would give your legs. Keep to the 70 percent rule
[see p.35) while doing this exercise.

Stage Two: A Tai Chi Weight Shifting Exercise to Work the Legs
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Body Support

Tai chi's movements give the body better support in three basic ways:

By training the major ligaments which act as the springs of the body. Anatemically, the
human body is kept upright by ligaments, not bones, as is commonly believed. Lligoments
are also critical in keeping your internal organs from impinging on each other and thus
diminishing their functioning

By toning the muscles

By implementing better biomechanical alignments, you are better able fo give the bones
and internal organs the support they need to withstand the forces of gravity that

pull on all the other parts of your anatomy attached to them.

Tai Chi Massages Your Internal Organs

The movements of tai chi confinuously massage your internal organs (lungs, heart, liver, kidneys,
etc.). Constont turnings of the waist and limbs create gentle internal pressures that twist and ben-
eficially massoge these organs.

Taking care of your internal organs is important because your life and health depend on
them. The stronger they are, the beter you can perform in any area of life. Whether you are @
stressed office worker, parent, or professional othlete, having your muscles massaged gives
them better tone, function, and blood circulation, improves the nerve impulses, and makes you
feel a whole lot more reloxed. However, in terms of health, massaging your internal organs is
more important. VWeakness in them and their associated subsystems can land you in a hospital,
threaten your life, and dramatically downgrade what you can do in your everyday activities.

Tai chi exercises and energizes the internal organs so that they can move more freely with-
in their natural range of motion. Tai chi's internal massage improves the movement of fluids with-
in and between the organs and everything inside the torso and pelvis,.and thus helps heal com-
promised internal organs. This internal massage also helps keep your internal organs in their
proper places and allows necessary free movement deep within the abdomen. Otherwise these
important anatomical parts (membranes, sphincters, valves, blood vessels, etc.) can impinge
upon each other, diminishing their ability to function well.
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Chinese chi gung and Western osteopathy share the point of view that individual internal
organs have a subliminal thythm, specific to each separate organ, which is independent of its
proper anatomical placement or anatomical connections to other organs. Osteopaths call
this the motility of the argan, while chi gung medicine discusses the underlying energetic rates
at which body parts open and close.' Tai chi can regulate and positively rebalance the very
subtle but important movements within specific internal organs, and make them stronger and
more vibrant.

Over time, tai chi training dromatically increases your sensory awareness, so you can
concretely feel and use physical tissues far below your skin. This includes ligaments and
anatomical structures deep within the abdominal cavity, s well as feeling your internal
organs and the energies that travel through and power them in ways the average person often
cannot. Increasing your somatic awareness often makes minimal sense from an intellectual
perspective, but it makes complete sense after you have been practicing tai chi for a while.

Many people have never been trained to feel the inside of their bodies. Toi chi enables you
to get a new personal understanding of how your body really works from the inside out. This
experiential understanding is above and beyond what standard or even progressive Western
education normally give us.

Training your sensory awareness is the key to recognizing and then offecting the many ener-
gies that fai chi is capable of producing within the body. For example, the more complete
meanings of “dropping your chi” or “releasing stagnant chi” require this experiential training
and a good teocher to guide you through many levels of complexity until you arrive at a very
simple understanding of what these technical ferms in tai chi mean (see p. 59).

Give Your Liver a Helping Hand

Liver problems are quite prevalent in our society. Disease, side effects from drugs, angry per-
sonalities, excessive drinking, etc., make people prone to weak or strained livers. Even offer
the specific cause sfops, symptoms can linger for quite a while. For example, hepadtitis is
particularly notorious for lingering in the body for years aofter the eyes cease to be yellow. |
personally had this experience after o particularly nasty bout of hepatifis in India.” Of
necessity, | become very familior with how to use tai chi to help a domoged liver, and
practiced the following technique for years. The liver is bigger than most people think and is
your body's largest internal organ. Its general location is on your right side, occupying a fairly
large area under and fo the sides of your middle and bottom ribs [see diagrom on p. 18).

' See p. 231 for more defails.
* See foreword of my book, Opening the Energy Gates of Your Body [North Atlantic Books, 1993
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The technique below for giving your liver a helping hand is explained to give you a sense
of how tai chi can beneficially affect the internal organs. Toi chi beginners are unlikely to
encounter this method unless they are studying with someone who fully understands tai chi’s
health methods. Techniques such as releasing stagnant chi and sinking or dropping your chi are
best learned from a competent teacher. An example of what learning about dropping or sink-
ing your chi, (called chen in Chinesel, involves is found in Chapter 11, p. 225.

Aside from useful but complex energy channel work, there are three essential areas to focus
on when using the tai chi form to heal or strengthen your liver in general. Each mutually rein-
forces the other.

1. Releasing stagnant blood and chi from the liver. Before stagnant chi can be
released, you must first stir it up so it can move and not sit like a giant lump. This
can be done by making small, continuous circulor movements with your arms around
the liver. Do your best to feel each individual joint in your arms [especially the right
one] directly connect to smaller or larger areas within and around your liver.

As your arm joints move in circles, they generate corresponding circular
movements in your liver. large shoulder circles, for example, can move the whole
liver. The elbows create sliding pressures within the liver, back and forth horizon-
tally from the back of the ribs to your body’s centerline. Your palms, wrists, and
fingers can larget progressively smaller individual spols inside your liver that feel
stuck, hard, sluggish, or dead in some hardfo-define way. These actions can get
stagnant liver chi to move. For more information on releasing stagnant chi, see
p. 59 later in this chapler.

The next two instructions are for experienced practitioners of tai chi who have
already learned to feel their liver and know what it means to sink or drop their chi.

2. Alter you become deeply relaxed enough, you can use your intent to release the
stuck parts of your anatomy that are directly connected to your liver and which
impinge or stop each other’s or the liver's movement. These could be fasciae,
ligaments, valves, veins, arteries, or tangential areas, such as other internal
organs. During different movements, different parts of your liver or areas nearby
will feel exceptionally tight. In coordination with the bends and extensions of your
arms, you microrloosen, strefch and separate the fight areas by very gently
pulling on them repeatedly, until a free internal low and comfort returns.
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3. Dropping your liver’s chi-energy down through your body to your feet. \When
you have liver problems, chienergy habitually rises up the body to the head in
unhealthy proportions, often accompanied by a strong sense of heat. This rising
chi can make your head feel as though it is in an angry or dissociated fog,
wanting to hide or deny uncomfortable emotions within.

The remedy is to release and drop your sense of liver chi down your sides,
until it moves down into your lower belly of its own accord. A word of caution:
do not try to forcefully push the chi down, or you may make matters worse by
stagnating your liver's chi even more. Non-orcefully dropping the chi often pro-
duces a feeling as though your belly extends downward and is filling up. As the
lower belly fills, pressure felt inside your liver recedes until eventually it stabilizes.
In the case of a hepatitis hangover this could take a few months of practice; for
lesser conditions, a few days, or possibly just 15 minutes.

After successfully dropping your liver chi down to your belly, the next goal is to
get your liver's chi fo drop through your belly, down your legs to your feet, and
from your feet into the ground.

Besides helping in cases of severe liver disease, these techniques, done within the fai chi form,
often help relieve the symptoms of anger, alcohol hangovers, or severe lack of sleep.

Stretching the Body

In tai chi, stretching occurs by gently letting go of the tension in your muscles, rather than by
pushing or forcing muscle fibers to stretch. Relaxing the muscles in combination with slow-mation
movement gradually stretches them.

What is unique is that tai chi's movements strefch not just the large muscles, but also hun-
dreds of smaller muscles, which most other streiching exercises rarely get to. They do so by
using only normal ranges of movement that mimic activities common to daily life—squatting,
bending down to pick something up, turning, or reaching out. Tai chi strefches your body using
several different, yet exceptionally efficient mechanisms in combination. These include:
® smocth circular motions
e softening the quality of the mind by making the innate quality of the mind more yin.



46  The Big Book of Tai Chi

Although this includes relaxing the mind and its background tension, softening encompass-

es more. The "more” is getting the quieter yin quality of the mind to penetrate your con-

sciousness by seeping through it, and coming forward lo predominate in your owareness
* using gravity to naturally and nonforcefully pull the muscles and fascice of the body apart

* menlally releasing any sense of strength or tension stored in the nerves.

Toi chi's waisHurning movements stretch all the muscles of the hips, especially those around the
hip sockets, the underside of the pelvis, and buttocks, which either hold up or move the spine.
Continuous weight shifts between the front and back leg streich oll muscles of the legs, feet,
and lower back. You can do these stretches in two ways: first externally, by making your stances
either longer or deeper; secondly, internally, by relaxing so deeply that, without increased exter-
nal movement, you can stretch your muscles and ligaments by directly releasing where they
insert into your bones or joints. When these insertion points stretch, the long muscles attached
to them naturally release and stretch.

While your limbs extend and retract, deep relaxation enables the arms and legs to gently
pull ond stretch all the back and associated muscles from the spine to the fingertips and toes.
It also stretches the tissues within the abdominal cavity by working the interconnections between
the ottachments of the spine, diophragm, and internal organs.

Reducing Pain in the Back, Neck, and Shoulders

Tai chi does a wonderful job of relieving back, neck, and shoulder pain by loosening up all
the muscles of the upper body. The emphasis on flowing relaxation is especially useful for soft
ening muscles that become stiff through long hours of working at @ computer, on a factory floor,
or carrying a heavy child around.

Tai chi unbinds the connective tissues of the neck and shoulders through a combination of
energy work and a sophisticated method of opening up the soft tissues around the shoulder
blades and within the armpits. Through all tai chi movements, the continuous motion of the shoul-
der blades also increases blood flow and flexibility to your ribs and upper back. This can help
both your tennis and golf swings and every liffing activity your life requires. Frozen or overly
restricted movement of the shoulder blades directly couses neck and shoulder pain.

The physical movements of tai chi make your back exceedingly strong and help maintain
the elasticity of the deep ligoments and fasciae that hold up your entire body and spine.
Improved spine support helps to relieve the causes of spinal subluxations, i.e., where your ver-
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tebrae become misaligned, causing back pain.

Waisturning actions and deep diaphragmatic breathing soften and relax the hip and pelvic
muscles, increasing the blood flow to them.

This allows the continuous downward pull of gravity to naturally open the hip sockets and
release internal pressure on the socrum (the base of the spine). This helps the entire forso to
release many of the pressures and pulls it exerts along the whole spine and neck, reducing pain
in the hips and lower back and improving general back, neck, and shoulder pain.

The deep diaphragmatic breathing tai chi engenders also loosens the numerous anatomical
connections that extend from the diaphragm upwards to the neck, shoulders, and heod, ond
downwards through the torso to the base of the spine and pelvis.

The 70 Percent Rule for Recovery

Tai chi can help people recover faster from spinal and other trauma, injuries, and operations.
It can help speed up your overall healing rate for torn muscles and broken bones, and is often
started as soon as the body can physically move or when the doctor tells you that you can begin
gentle exercise. During rehabilitation, following the 70 percent rule is absolutely essential.

The 70 percent rule states that you should only do @ tai chi movement, or any inner chi-
energy technique, to 70 percent of your potential capacity. You should only attempt 70 percent
of what you can do before you feel pain, discomtort, or any limitation in your range of motion.
In order physically to heal faster and make pain go away sooner, it is important to stay within
a relatively comfortable range of motion when practicing fai chi. This enables your body to heal
faster and more smoothly. Finding your own 70 percent limit is an art rather than an objective
science. It requires sensitivity to understand your body.

To see how the 70 percent rule works, let's look at a simple example: how far you straighten
or bend your arm (and elbow joint) during spinal rehabilitation.

Spinal Trauma
If uninjured, you normally should only extend and retract your shoulder blades or your elbow
joints to 70 percent of their potential range of motion.

During all connected tai chi hand and arm movements, all bending [retracting or moving
backwards) and stretching (extending or moving forwards) actions, genfly pull and open the soft
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tissues between the spine and the arms. If you are uninjured, a 100-percent extension should
not cause any maijor discomfort, at least not more than that normally experienced by tight

muscles in similar extension movements. However, to benefit fully from tai chi, such extension is

not recommended.

70% adjusted for

The 70 Percent Rule Applied to the Tai Chi Move Press Forward

The situation changes dramatically if the spine is injured or traumatized in any way. Here,
if you retract or stretch your hand too much, immediate pain results somewhere in your back or
neck. If you exceed different ranges of motion while moving your torso or legs in @ multitude of
ways, at a certain point you will experience pain.

Moving beyond your comfortable range of motion (more than 70 percent] can couse pain

for several reasons:

1. excess stretching for your current condition can cause vertebrae to misalign and
pinch nerves
2. blood flow to the spine can become compromised

3. the chienergy of your acupuncture meridians may become yet more blocked.

To heal an injury or trauma to your back, the criteria for determining your 70 percent boundary
shifts. Your new 100 percent boundary becomes the point at which the pain begins (which may
be dramatically less than what your normal, healthy 70 percent body movement would be).
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Your new physical movement benchmark now becomes 70 percent of your potential range of
movement before [not at, or after) you know the pain can start. In severe cases this could make
the absolute size of your extensions and refractions, depth of stance, or height of kicks perhaps
only 30 to 40 percent of normal range of movement before the injury or trauma occurred.

As you stay within the 70 percent rule, your body will:

1. maintain a comfort zone

2. not lock in the nerve and emotional memory of your trouma yet more into your
central nervous system

3. couse traumatized fissues fo heal and revert 1o @ normal pre-injury state in the
same or most likely a shorter time than would otherwise be the case.

Maintaining the 70 percent rule also enables you to turn an unfortunately adverse situation infto
a valuable resource. It gives you practical training in how to mitigate stress, rather than habit-
ually maintaining or creating it by always pushing the envelope and going for 100 percent

or more.

Postoperative Recovery
Likewise, after surgery there are often internal stitches, swellings, and reduced blood circulation
to the site and adjacent areas that were operated on. Here the some 70 percent scenario
applies: not at, or after, but before you feel the pain can start, a point which, after a few moves
and stabbing pains, becomes obvious. The 70 percent rule applies not only to bending and
stretching movements of the limbs but also, especially for abdominal surgery, applies to how
deeply you breathe and the degree of external or internal waist twisting, which causes direct
pressure to the area where you have had the surgical cuts and stitches.

Keeping fo this regimen can make your tai chi movements only 30 to 50 percent as large
as they were before becoming sick or injured. However this will be the fastest way to recover
from the pain’s root causes, allowing you, inch-by-inch, to return to your normal range of move-

ment capacify without pain.

Pain Management
People who have been traumatized or are in postoperative recovery are often in constant,
unremitting pain. Practicing tai chi within the 70 percent rule can help reduce this pain and
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improve recovery rates. In these cases the 70 percent benchmark becomes 70 percent of the

movement range before your pain escalates in a clear quantum leap, for example, from a

groan fo o scream, or from a silent scream to a highly audible one or worse, such as doubling
up in pain. This point becomes the new 100 percent. Again not as, or after, a new sharper
pain level has begun, but before.

It has been my experience as a teacher that for many the 70 percent rule for trauma or con-
stant pain is inherently psychologically challenging. Most egos rebel ot the idea of being dimin-
ished, even if only temporarily, and consciously or subconsciously desire to immediately return
to doing the full range of movements possible before the problem started. However, if this ten-
dency can be recognized and overcome, trealing medical conditions using the 70 percent fai
chi rule can really accelerate your healing rate. The simple motto is “be gentle with yourself and
be aware of your limitations,” until you feel the injured areas of your body opening up and
gradually becoming naturally comfortable rather than strained.

Recovering from Injuries
In Asia and the West, | have repeatedly seen tai chi make o real difference to how people
recover from car occidents, other forms of serious physical trauma, or surgery in significantly
less time than normally projected as being possible. Tai chi can also help increase the healing
rate for domaged organs. However, paying attention to the 70 percent rule is essential.

| personally used the Yang and Wu styles of tai chi to rehabilitate myself ofter o spine-
smashing car accident [the full story can be found in my book, Opening the Energy Gates of
Your Bodly).

Concussion

Concussion can linger for months and cloud mental performance. The body, mind, and mem-
ory can randomly alternate between being consciously present and able to function, and
feeling as though life is a spaced-out dream. For close to six months after my car accident,
for example, | wos intermittently forgetting and searching for information that | felt | should
have known, sometimes not remembering even my own name. Tai chi increases blood flow
to and from the brain, thereby helping to heal frauma there. It often regularizes the disturbed
fluids and anatomical structures that surround the brain and spinal cord, such as the cere-
brospinal system, that contribute to these spaced-out feelings.

The mind can forget how fo focus. Some people try fo tough out confused brain functions
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or apply more mental force fo try and recover concentration. This, however, can simply turn off
brain functions yet more.

Tai chi works in the sense of “softening” the brain. Gentle concentration then restarts the
habit of focusing again. As the brain and head are gradually felt to soften, the acupuncture
channels and points related fo the brain begin to activate and the effects of concussion seem
to temporarily abate. Just as a muscle sprain alternates between being better and worse before
it completely heals, tai chi can get the felt sensations of your head and brain to soften and hard-
en repeatedly, until you reach the point where the softening stabilizes and your recovery begins
to speed up.

Whiplash

Whiplash results from a severe, wave-like shock to your spine, neck, and head as your body
snaps back and forth, usually bound by a seat belt. Powerful shock causes tissues to distort
with pain. Memory of severe shock can be stored either in your soft tissues or nervous
system, only to painfully and repeatedly emerge later, even after specific therapies provide
temporary relief.

Tai chi helps vertebrae knocked out of place to assume their normal positions, and newly
restricted soft fissues to strefch back to their healthy norms. For example, besides overt
muscular pain, shock con traumatize and tighten soft tissues, which can squeeze down and
compromise the neck’s blood vessels, with potentially lethal longterm consequences such as
stroke and heart oftacks. Besides relaxing and positively re-raining the nervous system, tai chi
also reactivates acupuncture channels compromised by the accident. These effects taken togeth-
er slowly release siored body shock, keep the spine’s healing process in mofion, and stop the
body's energy from stagnoting. Otherwise, gravity's natural force can continue to strain hurt

areas and gradually spread the damage.

Twisting, Turning, and Spiraling

In terms of benefits, tai chi's twisting, turing, and spiraling methods offer even more value than
the lengthwise stretches that people are most familiar with. Lengthwise stretches oceur, for exam-
ole, if, with your feet parallel, you extend your arms and fingers far forward to stretch your shoul
ders and upper back. Your legs and back muscles also get o good stretch lengthwise when you
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are bending down fo touch your toes. In tai chi, bending and extending your arms and legs

can cause these same lengthwise stretches.

Twisting, turning, and spiraling continue and omplify the circular motions of lengthwise
stretching. Multiple circles in your movements join into a continuous flow to create spirals.
Everyone knows what it is to twist your muscles from side to side when you use a screwdriver.
Your body can also make similar motions with its soft tissues so that they twist, turn, and spiral
forward, like the red and white stripes of a barber's pole.

With twisling you get o twoforone bargain. Twisting normally occurs in tai chi when you
bend and stretch your arms forward, which simulianeously creates a lengthwise stretch.

Twisting and spiraling fechniques are integral to all higherlevel tai chi practices, from the
gross to the subtle in terms of health, martial arts, energy, or spiritual work. They may be overt
or hidden, but preferably not absent within any particular tai chi movement.

Twisting and spiraling encompass and amplify the more sophisticated body practices of
infernal stretching and circular movement. Twisting is even more important than normal length-

wise stretching for several mojor reasons:

It stretches the soft tissues in o lateral, sideto-side fashion, not just lengthwise as is
common in other exercises. In many ways we use side-to-side turning actions even more
in daily life than simple extension-retraction movements, such as reaching or bending
forward. These twisting actions significantly enhance the ability to turn the waist in

tai chi, and in many sports such as golf.

It separates your fasciae, so your muscles do not unnaturally stick together and lose
their ability to move freely, which results in lost function and flexibility.

It tones muscles in ways that lengthwise movements do not.

It loosens and strengthens the torquing strength of the joints, such as those needed to
open and close a jar or use o screwdriver.

Most importantly, twisting opens, internally stretches, and works the finy anatomical parts
inside the abdominal cavity much more than lengthwise stretching can. This increases
blood circulation within the internal organs, and releases the fascice and membranes
that bind and prevent them from moving properly. This improves the functioning of the
internal organs more than lengthwise internal stretching can alone, especially in the
kidneys, liver, and other organs that deal with digesfion and elimination.
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Regulating the Movement
of Fluids in the Body

One of the major effects of fai chi is to improve and regulate the movement of all the body's
fluids—blood, lymph, synovial fluid [between your joints), cerebrospinal fluid (within the spinal
column), and interstitial fluid (between your cells).

This can be looked at from both a physical and an energetic perspective.

Physically, tai chi moves the different body fluids by creating a series of “pumps” within its
specific movements. The pumps vary from large ones like the entire spine, belly, leg, or arm,?
to tiny pumps within specific internal organs, joints, and between the vertebrae. As your knowl-
edge of tai chi technique grows, your ability to activate these “pumps” becomes progressively
more specific and powerful.

Energetically, the stronger the flow of chi, the smoother and more powerfully your bodily flu-
ids move. Chi is the energetic activator that tells all your bodily fluids when to move and how.
As the fluids move more, the strength of your chi increases and vice versa.

At the most advanced level of tai chi, very sophisticated methods of focusing the mind’s
intent will accomplish the same effects. A frequently mentioned tai chi axiom is: “mind (intent)
moves the chi; the chi moves the blood (and all other bodily fluids); and the blood creates bod-
ily strength.” As you become more and more adept at tai chi, mental concentration alone will
enable you to move bodily fluids in the desired manner.

Most importantly, and counterintuitively, these internal pumps do not use muscular contrac-
tions. Tai chi engages these pumps within the body by inducing continuous compressions and
releases of all body fissues. This process squeezes and releases the blood vessels, enabling
more blood fo be pushed through them, so they can fully fill up (in sports medicine this process
is called “flooding the vasculor beds”). When blood vessels become fully engorged, your
muscles become more flexible. The next time you take a very hot bath or sauna, nofice how
much more flexible you are afterwards.

These gentle pumping actions increase the grip strength—equally valuable, for different reo-

sons, for athletes and the elderly.

Blood Circulation
Although tai chi and aerobics both improve blood circulation and cardiovascular fitness, the
methods used are different. In aerobics, raising the heartbeat increases the volume of blood

! This is referred 1o in foi chi parlonce as “the body has five bows”, i.e., the spine and four limbs
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entering the blood vessels unfil they become flooded and pumped up. The heart muscle must
work hard, often inadvisable for the elderly or those with severe medical conditions.

Tai chi increases the power of the blood vessels to expand and contract. Its internal pump-
ing methods increase the pressure within the body’s blood vessels themselves,* like o water-
pump increases the water pressure inside the pipes of a closed system. Inducing the expansion-
contraction of the blood vessels brings them into sympathetic resonance with other fluid pumps
in the body (in the spine and joints for example]—just as plucking one guitar string can cause
other strings to sympathetically vibrate and resonate. Because tai chi does not raise the heart-
beat significantly, the movements are suitable for all health conditions.

Lymph Circulation

Improving lymphatic circulation helps strengthen your immune system. Tai chi promotes lymph
fluid circulation using two mechanisms. First, deep breathing speeds up air exchange in the
lungs and thereby increases the pulmonary pressure that pumps lymph along. Second, deep
intermusculer squeezing pressures inside the armpits, in the inguinal fold between the hips
and the fop of the thighs (an area known in Chinese as the kwal, and to a lesser degree ai the
back of the knees, mechanically push the lymph along. For @ more detailed explanation of the
importance of the kwa, see p. 58. Pumping actions that move lymph and synovial fluid within
the joints are generated as the arms and legs gently bend and strefch.

Cerebrospinal Fluid

The motion of the cerebrospinal fluid that encases both spine and brain is regulated, main-
lained, and enhanced both by Huid compressions and releases, and by tiny bends and stretch-
es of the spine and the membrane that surrounds it. These methods heal spine and neck
problems wonderfully well, and produce tremendous explosive power for athletes. In order for
these specialized fechniques to work their best, they need to operate in conjunction with
abdominal breathing and expansion-compression of the joints.*

Increased Breathing Capacity

Most people ignore their breath. They do not deliberately exercise to extend its duration and
air intake volume. Practicing fo increase your breathing capacity helps your normal breath to
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become significantly deeper and last longer, putting a lot more oxygen info your system.
Tai chi increases your breathing capacity, regardless of whether you deliberately practice its
specific breathing techniques or not:

® Sooner or lafer, slow-motion, even movements naturally get your breath to synchronize
with them. The slower your movements, the more air you take in

¢ Eventually, while doing the form, your breath naturally slows to help your insides stretch,
in order to bring more oxygen to the specific area being stretched. This slowing of the
breath happens involuntarily. However, you con accelerate the stretching process by
deliberately applying tai chi's specific breathing techniques®

® Your body adjusts to using oxygen efficiently. This happens through the variability of the
movements themselves, which put you in a wide range of natural postures in which
increased oxygen demand occurs. Because you use your natural capacities, you don't
lose them.

Beginners will generally be advised to breathe from the belly and not the chest, and, if possi-
ble, never to hold their breath. Ideally, your breath should be quiet, long, and soft to help your
nerves to relax, chi to flow, and your mind to become calm.

Good Biomechanical Alignments

Tai chi teaches you to align your bones and joints well so that they are correctly balanced, one
on top of the other, from the feet to the head. Good biomechanical alignments enable your
joints, bones, spinal vertebrae, and internal organs to move smoothly in the most efficient man-
ner possible and with the least effort. Gravity can then flow down through them with the least
muscular effort necessary, resulting in less strain on your connective fissues (ligaments, efc.).

The body has two basic mechanisms to prevent gravity making your bones or internal organs
pop radically out of place. In one model, people inefficiently tense and confract muscles to hold
their joints and spine together. Over fime, musculor tension feels normal and relaxation abnor-
mal, establishing a tendency for you to habitually operate in a stressed state. This becomes a
problem as physical inactivity or age causes the muscles to weaken naturally.

The other model allows muscles to relax by using efficient biomechanical alignments.

® The basic breathing techniques of tai chi are fully described in twelve lessons in my book, Relaxing into Your Being
(North Atlantic Books, 2001).
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Biomechanical alignments can be thought of like a series of children’s building blocks stacked
within the body. In an unbroken chain from the bottom to the top, each block both supports and
is supported by the blocks before and affer it. Each block receives maximum support and gives
maximum functionality to the other blocks.

Good biomechanical alignments provide the correct angles that help the feet, ankle, and
knee joints hold up and support the hips, which in furn support the spine. Tai chi works the legs
in most, if not all the angles that the body needs to support the torso’s weight, thereby benefit-
ing the spine.

Good biomechanical alignments:

relieve pain from your muscles and bones by reducing the strain of gravity which can
cause them to inappropriately grind or pull against each other

prevent injuries, by increasing the structural supports of your body's anatomy

heal injuries faster

increase speed and power

stop internal organs from being displaced or dropping excessively.

Tai chi helps improve vertebral alignments. Back pain is often caused when your spinal verte-
brae go out of position. If the spinal vertebrae are in alignment and have an optimum amount
of space between them, normally there is minimal back discomfort and maximum aliveness. Tai
chi’s gentle bending and sfreiching movements create an ideal vertical space between verte-
brae, and, more importantly, subtly activate the spring of the ligaments that hold the verlebrae
up and in place. Advanced tai chi techniques can streich the spinal cord itself ever so slightly.
This can dramatically increase the flow of energy through your nerves to all the other body parts
they influence, from muscles to internal organs.

Tai chi's waisturning actions activate and loosen all the lateral soft tissues that keep the
spinal vertebrae from slipping or misaligning. Over time, the movements sensitize you to where
and how subtle tensions exert pressure on your spine. This enables you to learn how to adjust
your movements very slightly to release them, both when you do tai chi and when you go about
your normal daily activities.
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Back Pain - the Downward Cycle

lack of support pulls and strains

associoted back muscles, causing

them to tense and stiffen

The support of your legs weakens This eventually moves the vertebrae

yet more, which strains the bock out of alignment, which then cuts

and the vicious cycle starts again into your spinal cord

This short circuits nerve impulses,

weakening the signals to your

legs, and causes pain

There are many even more subtle postural olignments in tai chi. The more sublle the
alignment, the more specific anatomical information and sensitivity the tai chi student needs:

e Subtle alignments affect how your head and pelvis connect to your neck, spine, and torso

® The correct alignment of your torso, spine, and pelvis in turn causes your internal organs to
sit in the abdominal cavity so they can most freely move within their natural range of motion

o Alignments from the spine to your toes affect the exact manner in which the bones of the
feet will align with each other, an important issue for people with collapsed arches or
those who wear high-heeled shoes

e The joints of the upper body (hand, wrist, elbow, shoulders, and ribs) and lower body
(sacrum, tailbone, hips, knees, and ankles) correctly connect, interact, and align with
each other and the spine

e Different parts of your body either lift or drop in coordination with each other.
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When tiny anatomical structures are not aligned properly they create internal pressures, which
block blood and other fluids from freely flowing and circulating where they should. When
anatomical alignments are correct, tai chi's movements create tiny undulating actions that relieve
pressure from blood vessels caused by internal structures impinging on them, allowing the blood
to flow better. Increased blood flow to injured areas helps knees, ankles, elbows, and wrists heal
faster. Correct alignments also increase the blood flow within deeper internal blood vessels.

The Importance of the Kwa
The area of the body that the Chinese call the kwa extends from the inguinal ligament through
the inside of the pelvis fo the top (crest) of the hip bones—the area around the hips where you
see the bikini cut. (See the energetic anatomy diagram on p. 228 )

The kwa is important for the following reasons.

1. As an clignment point, the kwa is critical in the rooting of the lower body and
protecting the knees and lower back from shock. It is an essential clignment point
for those with back problems or joints of the lower body.

. It is the main energetic connection between the lower body and the forso, along
the body's left and right energy channels.

. The kwa contains the largest collection of lymph in the body, which is moved by
muscular contractions. Tai chi teaches you fo use the kwa fo move lymph, which
is one of the practice’s most significant and unique contributions to health,
because it helps improve the immune system.

Increased Chi Flow

The tai chi movements generate increased chi flow through the body's acupuncture meridian
lines and through the channels of other energy systems in the body, such as the left, right, and
central energy channels.

As a result, you effectively obtain more chi in several ways. You can unblock it, balance it,
and open the flow of chi moving within and through your energy channels. Equally, increasing
the flow of fluids within your body also increases the flow of chi, as they are inextricably linked.

The movements of tai chi transfer chi between the left and right hands and feet, as well as

” For more information about the kwa refer to Chapter 5, Opening the Energy Gotes of The Body, (North Atlantic
Books, 1993).
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between the body's right and left energy channels. This balances the left and right sides of the
body and aids in left-right brain coordination. This opens up the energy of the legs and arms
more fully and cultivates the ability 1o absorb and discharge energy from the hands to release
stagnant chi.

When a part of your body is ill or hurt, some aspect of its chi becomes blocked or pools
[see p.19), and thereby becomes stagnant. Passing chi-energy through problem areas normal-
ly releases the blocked chi and gets stagnant chi to flow through and beyond its sticking points.
This allows the chi to regenerate whatever damaged tissues it confacts. And as chi moves the
bloed, it improves blood circulation in the alfected region.

China’s experience has shown that using tai chi to unblock stagnant chi has been particu-
larly useful in:

¢ relieving back problems

o relieving all kinds of nerve and chronic pain

® improving sexual stamina and responsiveness by opening up the chi connections between
the kidneys and genitals

¢ helping to stave off heart attacks by freeing up important acupuncture points near the
spine and behind the heart that control heart functions; this occurs through confinuous
movement of the shoulder blades during the tai chi form

e enhancing intellectual functions by regulating and increasing the flow of chi and blood to
the brain and, just as importantly, returning it back to the body, a topic we will cover in

the next section of this chapter.

How to Release Stagnant Chi
Tai chi's techniques for releasing stagnant chi includes many methods from the 16-part nei gung
system, such as sinking or dropping your chi (see p. 225, Chapter 11).

When your chi becomes stagnant it either pools in specific places in your body, rofates in
places where it gets stuck, or dramatically slows down.

The experience of releasing stagnant chi might go something like this. You are doing your
form. Perhaps from the beginning or after a while, you begin fo notice an area of your body
or mind that feels stiffer, more sluggish, heavier, or more tense than other areas. Maybe you
sense something in @ joint, an area of muscle, something inside your pelvis or belly, or you feel
a headache, or @ mood of frustration, anger, sadness, etc. Gradually, as you do the form, this
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area’s pain or discomfort progressively builds, like a movement in a symphony.

This build-up, varying from gentle to infense, is a way of letting you know that your stagnant
chi is working its way through and out of your system. After peaking, the pain or discomfort
subsides. This release may be either sudden or gradual. However, the difference between what
the discomfort was, and the new state of ease is normally quite apparent in terms of how you
experience either your physical body or psychological mood in general.

When the stagnant chi clears, the offected area feels more alive and light, and inertia seems
to leave your movements. Afterward, more blood seems fo flow fo the previously blocked area,
or fangential areas associated with it, moking you feel more alive. For example, a release of
stagnant chi in the hips or knees will move energy and blood down to enliven your calf and
foot. Likewise a release in the neck and shoulders could temporarily cause your body senso-
tions to become more alive right down to your fingertips or chest, and possibly make your belly
feel like something is filling it. This initicl sense of becoming more clive could last from minutes
to hours, or become relatively stable once whatever stagnant chi was blocked has been
permanently resolved.

Maybe your head feels as though it is fogged, stuck, and preoccupied, unable to let go of
some particular uncomfortable or nasty mood or internal dialogue. Here, releasing stagnant
chi in the brain requires a tworpart process.

First, it is common fo notice that one or more of the vertebrae in your neck seem slightly
jammed up. Gently lift them until they separate just a litfle. This makes your skull lift very slight-
ly off your neck and feel as if it is ever so slightly coming off the top of your entire spine. This
will make your neck feel more comfortable and, with luck, light and airy. This will help to raise
chi-energy fo the top of your head, increasing and thereby ensuring an adequate flow of chi
and blood to and within the brain.

Secondly, while simullaneously keeping the spine elongated and head lifted you must drop
your chi and thereby return the chi from the head, down the throat and chest to the belly,
through lai chi’s technique of chen or sinking chi (which is integral to all tai chi fraditions). As
more and more stagnant chi drops from the head down to the belly, you begin to feel better.

Chi and the External Aura

Two basic kinds of chi powerfully offect the body. The first is internal: that which is inside your
body and extends to the boundary of your physical skin. The second, often termed the aura or
etheric body, is an external field in the air immediately outside your skin. If you are healthy, the
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outer boundary of this energetic skin may extend anywhere from six inches to many feet beyond
your physical body's skin. (See the energy anatomy diagram on p. 228.) This external ener-
getic field also is the filter through which the chi-energy of the outer environment—people, ani-
mals, natural events, power spots—affects the internal chi of your physical body. It is also the
medium through which your body's internal chi and presence pushes out and affects others and
the external environment,

Viewing your enfire energetic situation, the chi inside your physical body is like flesh and
bones, and the outer field or external aura the skin. This energetic field has been used and
worked with by natural healers and psychics worldwide for millennia.

Tai chi's hand and foot movements infersect the external aura and thereby activate your infer-
nal chi without coming closer than a few inches to your body. For example, if you trace an
acupuncture meridian line in the air with your hands on the boundary of your etheric, energetic
skin, you activate the corresponding chi moving within that specific meridian line inside your
body (this is fundamental to many medical chi gung systems in Chinal. Every tai chi form has
various specific ways to move the hands in the air, which can positively activate many useful
chi patterns inside the body to maintain, enhance, ond heal your body’s chi, making you health-
ier and stronger in ways that may appear mysterious, yet follow prediciable rules.

Missing Body Parts and Phantom Pain

Sometimes when a person has lost part of an arm or leg, or has something cut out during sur-
gery, they experience varying degrees of pain where the missing part was, as though it were
still there and wounded. By significantly extending energy past an amputated limb or through
a missing lung or kidney, fai chi’s intermediate and advanced techniques have been known to
mifigate of stop phantom pain problems.

From an energefic perspective, phantom pain arises because even though the physical limb
is missing, the energy of your amputated body part is still functioning in your external aura, as
though the limb itself were sfill present. The solution lies in completing the body's full energetic
circulation to the end of its pre-amputation physical and energetic boundaries, which may have
been energetically compromised. Doing so requires very focused and refined intent. When chi
flow is compromised and not circulofing normally, above and beyond pain there is an even
greaier longterm health concern. Chi imbalances caused by the missing body part can negatively
impact the circulation of chi through your body's other energy lines. This can adversely affect your
internal organs and general vitality, or eventually contribute to causing a discernable disease.
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Chi Flow and the Lower Tantien,

the Door of Life, and the Great Meridian

In Tooism, the body contains three energy centers, or fantiens, located in the lower belly, the
heart, and the head. (See diagram on p. 228.) In yoga, these correspond fo the sex, heart,
and brow/crown chakras. Taoism explains the energetic anatomy of the body in terms of three
centers rather than seven or more chakras. The lower tantien is the most important energetic cen-
ter in terms of physical health and vitality. It is located in the center of your abdomen, three to
four finger-widths below your navel. It is a palpable energetic accumulation area and not an
anatomical structure or acupuncture point, and as such it must be felt rather than visualized. The
size of this energetic accumulation varies between a tiny pellet and a grapefruit. In many high-
erlevel practitioners it con create a noficeable “chi belly,” even in extremely thin people with
minimal body fat.

The lower tantien is the only energy center that connecis all the major and minor energy
channels that continuously circulate around your body and that specifically offect every aspect
of your physicality. Ideally, the lower tantien smoothly pulls cll the body’s major energy circula-
tions into itself. Then it unites the chi, speeds it up, and thereby diminishes whatever stagnant
chi is present. Finglly, it propels the accumulated chi out into the body once again to circulate
through all the channels of your system.

The lower tantien acts like o battery or dam, storing energy for future use. When you com:-
plete a tai chi session, energy circulates though all your channels, and refurns to the lower
tantien at the end. There, a drop of chi can be deposited and stored until the chi accumulates
and becomes a great reservoir. If you accumulate more chi through practicing tai chi than you
use in your daily life, you create an energetic “savings account,” which can be drawn upon in
times of emergency, illness, or high stress. Having stored some chi, it is there for you when you
need a boost, and ensures you don't exponentially deplete your energy reserves when becom-
ing exhausted. This gives you a much better chance of returning home neither grumpy nor total-

ly exhausted on particularly hard days. The more chi stored, the more you can maintain a high

level of health, enhance your performance abilities, heal yourself, transmit chi from your body
to heal others, or hit a golf or tennis ball better.

All tai chi practices consider a person's capability to store and generate chi from the lower
fantien fo be key to successfully obtaining the physical benefits of developing chi. The lower
tantien is ot the center of Oriental martial arts, healing, and meditation practices, because prac-
fitioners believe that it is the energetic source that makes us either feel fully alive, vibrant, and
strong, or weak, depressed, and ineffectual.




How Tai Chi Improves Health 63

Directly associated with the lower tantien are two other important energetic components—
the door of life (mingmen in Chinese), and the great meridian (dai mai.

The Door of Life

The door of life is located directly behind the lower tantien on the spine. It is called the door of
life, because it is directly associated with the kidneys, the internal organ regarded as the source
of lifetorce energy [see diagram on p.18). A direct energy channel internally connects the
lower tantien to the mingmen, and as such it is often nicknamed the back tantien.

The Great Meridian

Chi-energy spreads from the lower tantien in circles. The largest circle is called the great (dail
meridion or energy channel (mai)—or doi mai. It is one of acupunclure’s eight extraordinary
meridians. When the lower tantien’s chi connects to the door of life, it starts a powerful ener-
getic circuit that encircles the waist. Equally, the waist turns performed during tai chi serve to

octivate this energy channel.

Lower Tantien

Mingmen
Dai Mai

-~

The Mingmen, Dai Mai, \
and Lower Tantien
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If you consider the tantien as the center of a wheel lying horizontally, the great meridian is
the outside of the wheel. It connects all the vertical acupuncture lines in the body, transferring
chi between them.

There is a connecting energy channel within the body between the lower tantien and the
door of life to the great meridian, and chi travels between them in both directions. This enables
energetic movement in the great meridian fo travel via the door of life through the connecting
channel to activate the lower tantien. Likewise, in the opposite direction, via the mingmen and
the great meridian, the lower tantien balances all the acupuncture lines, which are energetically
responsible for many of the physical functions of the body.

Beside strengthening and balancing many of the primary energies which offect the internal
organs of the body, working the great meridian also helps the lower tantien to siore energy.
Techniques fo develop the great meridian ore an essential component of all acupuncture
meridian line chi gung systems and tai chi.

Conclusion

Few health exercises have stood the test of time for as long as tai chi. The practice of tai chi
has been steadily growing in the West for decades and its benefits are mostly spread by word
of mouth. Those who do tai chi know it makes them feel and function better.

This low-impact exercise can do as much or more fo improve overall health and relieve
stress as aerobics and other exercises. It improves muscle use and the circulation of blood
in your cardiovascular system without generating potentially damaging shocks or frauma to
the joints and organs. It keeps everything inside you healthy, from the smallest muscles to
ligaments, joints, bodily fluids, vertebrae, and internal organs. Besides giving you a good
whole-body workout, tai chi helps you to reduce and manage pain of all kinds, and to
recover more rapidly from trauma.




How Tai Chi
Reduces and
Manages Stress

German executives practice tai chi for stress management

Rolf Werner
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All too often, fatigue and lethargy are confused with relaxation. So many people are
stressed out that most can’t remember ever having felt their body be fully relaxed. Typically,
many top athletes or dancers, when asked fo relax their shoulders, neck, and chest, cannot—
even after a life spent in physical training.

Tai chi trains you to feel progressively more deeply inside your body. With tai chi practice,
you develop an awareness of where your body holds tension within itself, and this gradually
extends into your daily life. You begin to notice how your neck and shoulders tense when work-
ing long hours at your desk or computer, what happens inside your body when you are angry
or sad, or how mental exertion under pressure causes your body to fatigue.

From the perspective of stress, the techniques of tai chi are more about training your central
nervous system than your muscles. It is jangled nerves that lie at the root of anxiety, parficular-
ly in our technological age, with its immense amount of intellectual output. This anxiefy affects
almost every population group—from babies to the elderly. Overloading the brain directly
affects your nervous system, resulting in a fight or flight response that induces tension and caus-
es the nerves to overload. Over time, this can produce @ condition in the brain and nerves,
where almost any thought or decision, no matter how small, causes anxiety.

The regular practice of tai chi teaches you to consciously relox your mind and body before
it starts to tense, and prevents the condition from being painful or chronic. Because chi moves
through the central nervous system, the process of relaxation begins by smoothing out the func-
tioning of the nerves. Relaxing the muscles is only part of this process.

The regulor practice of tai chi trains the body to relax at increasingly deeper physical,
emotional, mental, and spiritual levels through the interaction of five components that are
embedded within its movements. Tai chi:

1. trains the body to practice moderation, by implementing the 70 percent rule
2. increases your level of chi-energy, thereby strengthening the nervous system.
Weakening the body’s chi can cause the mind and nervous system fo become
agitated. Conversely, an agitated mind and nervous system can downgrade the
body’s chi, eventually resulting in physical problems
. empowers your general level of health and stamina. It also releases and flushes
out stress and illness-elated toxins from your body and mind. Whenever you feel

a major release of toxins, be sure fo drink lots of water to help release the toxins
faster, and to help prevent them from being reabsorbed into your system
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4. stretches and elongates fissues which habitually become shortened or congested
due to stress

S. creates an environment where your mind can reduce its jangled, congested, and
churning thoughts and experience a clear, open, and relaxed mental space.

Tai chi practice develops the habit of allowing the sense of inner pressure to pass and be
replaced by a sense of inner peace. It is tai chi's synergistic approach that gradually releases
stress—no one single component is the “magic bullet” for learing to relax deeply.

Practicing Moderation:
Tai Chi's 70 Percent Rule

Tai chi's greatest challenge for Westerners is learning the timeless ort of moderation. Tai chi's
philosophy is moderation in all things: never doing too much or too litle. Moderation allows
your body and mind to relax and easily absorb the fruits of your efforts, to integrate them inside
yourself, and fo build on them. By doing so, you can be as productive as possible without
setting yourself up for chronic stress and all the physical and emotional problems that accom-
pany this. From tai chi’s perspective, moderation is essential for us to reach our full potential —
without burning out, succumbing to internal resistance, ond letting stressful behavior become
habitually ingrained.

Tai chi trains moderation through the 70 percent rule, which was introduced in Chapter 3
([see p. 35).

Striving for 100 percent inherently produces tension and siress because as soon as you
strain or go beyond your capacity, your body has a natural tendency to experience fear and,
even without you being aware of if, begins to tense in response.

Moderation mitigates against infernal resistance, which is inherently a survival mechanism
against excess. As you become more stressed, your nerves begin to develop resistance against
doing what is needed as o biological, seltdefense mechanism. This mechanism is subliminal;
however, when you override it by not adhering to moderation, your level of stress snowballs

exponentially.



68  The Big Book of Tai Chi

High Performance and the 70 Percent Rule

When you are going for high performance, if you push yourself too far from your comfort zone,
al a certain point, even though you feel like you have accomplished more, you actually become
less and less productive. This is very counterintuitive for people who have embedded stress and
“going for the burn” into their lives in order to become high achievers. Convincing them that
moderation will benefit their training sometimes only occurs ofter they have injured themselves
and are in pain.

For example, if you push yourself too far in athletic events, you progress more slowly even
though you feel like you are working harder, and you court more training injuries. Often, the
time it takes to recover from training injuries becomes longer. By working just a little less, your
peak athletic abilities will arrive sooner and be sustainable longer. Moderation will help you
perform better.

High performance tai chi presumes that you have been practicing for more than an hour @
day for over a year, have passed beyond what is required of beginning students, can stay with-
in 70 percent of your physical and mental capacities, and have a dramatically acute sense of
where your limits lie. If you only have average ability and ore practicing for less than 30 min-
utes a day, you must stay within the 70 percent rule.

Once you are willing to practice within 70 percent of your physical and mental capacity,
you can extend that capacily to somewhere between 80 percent or, at most, 85 percent. This
is because you have begun to understand where the fine line is between further productive
gains and starting to reduce performance.

To even attempt going from 70 percent to 80 percent presumes you are extremely fit in your
tai chi practice. If you are going fo go a tiny amount above 80 percent it is important that your
internal awareness of how your body is adjusting fo this extreme strain is very acute and pre-
cise. Otherwise, do not go past 80 percent, and under no circumstances exceed 85 percent,
or there will be a price to be paid in terms of longterm productivity.

The Dynamics of Relaxation

In China, the Taoists discovered that physical relaxation is only the beginning of relaxation’s
potential. There is also the need to relax your chi-energy, emotions, and mental activity and
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discover what it means 1o you to be a spiritual being. Complete relaxation integrates all these
kinds of relaxation.

Working with the body, tai chi uses five outer and inner qualities to encourage relaxation.

1. The outer form movements provide a container through which you can recognize
where tension and stress is lodged inside your body and mind. We have not
been trained to be aware of, nor o consciously relieve, these levels of tension.

2. Slow-motion movements give your mind the time first to recognize, and then to
exert conscious effort to change a host of specific interactions within your body,
chienergy, and emotions. Moving too quickly—physically or mentally—causes
many to miss these interactions.

3. The form helps chi to flow smoothly and powerfully, promoting relaxation with full
awareness.

4. Tai chi trains you to focus your awareness inside your body so that when you fry
to release a specific point of tension with your mind, your body will listen,
oftempt to cbey the suggestion, and finally relax. Most of us have not been
trained to know how fo put our mind and intent deep within our body through to
the bone. Tai chi provides the training environment where this can occur.

5. Tai chi trains you to focus chienergy and the mind’s intent info tense emotions and
thoughts until they relax. The more tai chi has a spiritual orientation, the more this
mindraining process is engaged.

Physical Relaxation

Many people have never experienced deep muscular relaxation. All too commonly, Westerners
are trained to maintain muscular tension. The body has over 600 muscles, with their associal
ed soft fissues. Because the muscles of most people are habitually tense and controcted, we
easily become numb o muscular sensation. We don't even feel our small muscles, and may
rarely use the smallest ones. Even directly after good sex and the release of orgasm, some level
of residual tension remains. If tension does go away, it is only for a few fleeting seconds or at
the most minutes. Although muscle relaxants can help reduce gross tension, many times the
relaxation they produce makes people feel as though their bodies are not really relaxing, only
that the pain is not as bad.
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both physical and mentol stamina, making you more productive than heaps of coffeine
ever can.

As relaxation deepens, your nervous system starts to run more smoothly, making physical
coordination and athletic prowess easier to come by. This wellkept secret lies behind the poten-
tial effectiveness of tai chi as a fighting art, and easily franslates to all high-performance phys-
ical activities. A fast moving, smooth running, fluid nervous system can easily generate physical
speed and power, and franslate thought into action with minimal resistance.

Emotional Relaxation

As your nervous system opens up and loses its resistance to change, tai chi begins to help you
gain access to, and let go of, the nastier emotions that tear up your insides—hatred, jealousy,
sel-pity, greed, inappropriate anger, efc. Maintaining emotional negativity requires tension that
can destroy much of life's joy.

A relaxed muscular and nervous system provides the required support base that your new,
more open and free emotions can live and thrive in. Releasing the physical tensions in muscles,
organs, tissues, and your nervous system provides the support to relax emotionally and main-
tain a tranquil inner world.

The body's most powerful sources of negative emotion reside in the internal organs—the
liver, kidneys, lungs, etc. [see Appendix 2, p. 274). Emotional reloxation requires that you use
your mind and all the chi that you can generate with tai chi movements, to focus your infent and
gradually diminish the binding forces within those internal organs that feed your emotional fen-
sion. Relaxation can now develop varied yet subtle subjective qualities, which both improve
your moods and help turn you info @ more positive force in the world.

Tai chi will help lay o foundation of inner reloxation and stability, from which you can per-
manently release your negative emotions and exorcise your inner demons. Otherwise, out of
habit and lacking any positive alternatives, emotional negativity will simply return,

How Tai Chi Can Help Overcome Anger
Tai chi can reduce the tensions that lead fo outbursts of anger, help you calm down and let go
of your anger, and mitigate damaging physiclogical hangovers.

Getting really angry makes you very tense. In turn, unrelenting bodily tension helps main-
fain engoing anger, leaving your body in @ perpe!ua”y angty slote and ever more prone fo
anger. If you reduce your body's overall tension level, you can overcome many of the major
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physiclogical triggers fo becoming angry in the first place.

Whether you are the person who is angry or the person who is receiving the anger, your
mind races, your heart pounds, your blood pressure rises, your breathing becomes erratic, your
muscles fense, and your stomach clenches. From o Chinese perspective, the consequences of
explosive anger include your acupuncture points becoming blocked, an increase of stagnant
chi—especially in the liver (in Chinese medicine, the liver governs the emotions of anger), and
a release of toxins which makes you feel like your insides are being poisoned. You need to get
rid of these toxins so that they do not continue to overwhelm your body and mind. Tai chi can
help you reduce and clear out the effects of anger by shifting your body out of a fight or flight
response, and allowing the body 1o recognize that it does not have to release siress hormones
any longer. It gives you something fo do that helps you avoid feeling helpless. Focusing your
mind on something that takes up your concentration gives less space in it for anger.

As you do toi chi's rhythmic, slow-motion moves and exercise your large and small muscles,
your physical level of tension drops and allows more blood 1o flow through your body. Your
heart will relox as your blood pressure drops. Your chi starts to flow more smoothly through your
whole body, helping your internal organs to return to a normal state. Your nerves begin to quiet
down and normal breathing patterns resume. Slowly, but surely, your mind begins fo quiet down
as you focus on your movements, rather than on what triggered your anger. Finally, you con-
sciously allow the energy of your anger and liver to dissipate and move down and out of your
body, ensuring that you release fhis energy completely rather than letting it become stored in
your liver, ready fo flare up of the next provocation. (See Chapter 11, p. 225 for an example
of one kind of progression in chi development.) As your liver chi drops, your body begins to
dissipate the chemical messengers inside your system which otherwise leave you feeling
poisoned inside.

For some, visualizing yourself using tai chi’s fighting applications (see Chapter 7) as you do
the form allows you to release your anger safely and helps you feel you are actively doing
something fo release if. This helps you to become progressively more neurclogically reloxed.

Practiced on a regular basis, tai chi reloxes and gives you the equivalent to taking a stress-
reducing vacation. After vacationing on a beautiful, isolated beach, where you experience a
quiet, restful, and soothing lifestyle for a while, you find you don't get tense and angry so
easily. Rather than lashing out if somebody says or does something unpleasant, you tend to

just shrug off the potential slight without it ruining your day. Tai chi can provide a colmer, more
balanced mental environment.
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Doing tai chi affer an outburst of anger can help resolve these problems and flush the
toxins out of your body.

Finally, if you are in the middle of an outburst of anger, practice tai chi and after a while,
as your chi becomes smoother, it will become possible for you to let go of your anger. This is
a better solution than kicking the dog or disturbing the peace of your family and friends. And
if the anger is caused by a nasly tum of events or a seemingly unsolvable problem, by doing
some tai chi you can get some infernal spoce (previously occupied by the anger] to find
creative solutions, rather than rage or brood.

Mental Relaxation
Stress usually causes the mind to speed up, often uncontrollably, and to have jangled, disas-
sociated thoughts—what the Chinese refer o as “the Monkey Mind." The more you relax, the
more your conflicting thoughts begin to slow down and lose their force. You begin to see things
with more clarity and less frustration.
Mental relaxation helps:
® your mind fo seftle and become calm, allowing you to focus on what you are doing
® your mind to multitask without mental fension and distraction
® connect your brain to your body without strain
® you fo retain awareness of single or multiple thoughts without becoming tense and feeling
yourself pulled in different directions
® insights and ideas to emerge naturally.

Tai chi helps you to experience the extremely subtle tensions that exist between your spinal cord,
infernal organs, and brain that produce corresponding fensions in the mind. letting go and
relaxing these fensions requires great sensitivity and starts you down a road where it becomes
increasingly difficult fo blithely ignore your personal self-delusions or those of others. For many,
letting go of the mental fensions that bind is infinitely more useful to everyday life than tai chi's
effects on physical abilities. Being able to think with clarity and not have your thoughts churn
and jangle your nervous system provides a protound sense of mental ease

Doing tai chi to let go of mental tension is also extremely important in terms of health and
longevity.

Mental stress and the desire to be perfect are linked. Many people seek to do tai chi's
movements perfectly. But the Tooist concept of fai chi does not demand that you learn the
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movements perfecrly. It asks only that you opply some effort, learn at your own pace, and
improve. Seeking perfection keeps you stressing about the future, rather than relaxing into
the here and now. Mental relaxation requires you fo focus on the journey rather than reaching
a "perfect” destination.

Many people beot themselves up mentally and emotionally when they invariably fail to be
perfect in what they do. To paraphrase an old Tooist saying, “Gods may be able to be per-
fect, fully grown mortals cannot.”

Energetic Relaxation

Most Westerners do not relate to the concept of energetic reloxation and tension. Relaxation
causes chi to flow smoothly and fully. Tension causes chi to flow erratically, in o jerky, spas-
modic manner and with significantly less power. When chi moves smoothly, it has a natural bal-
ancing quality that helps the body to regenerate. The smoother the chi flow, the stronger and
healthier the body becomes. That is why people can be simultaneously reloxed and strong.
Gradually it becomes obvious that when your chi flows smoothly, relaxation follows it like a
shadow, and vice versa.

According to the ancient Chinese, an overly active or agitated mind “can eat the chi of the
body,” running the system down and potentially resulting in all kinds of disease. Tai chi provides
you with the means to get the buildup of excessive chi out of your brain and back info your
body and internal organs where it belongs. With relaxation, the chi in your acupunciure merid-
ian lines flows smoothly. If the body is tense, you develop blockages.

Energetic reloxation goes deeper than muscular or nervous system relaxation. When it
occurs, it happens in some indefinable way unique to each person, as all of us have a unique
experience of what it feels like to inhabit a body comfortably. When profound energetic relax-
ation happens, your body truly lets go, until, without qualifications, it feels that all is as it should
be. Internally you feel healthy and without blemish.

Understanding the Effects of Tension and Chi Blockage

Some people notice that when they become anxious and stressed, their stomachs clench and
churn or their shoulders and necks become tight. In the West, we commonly say they are
“uptight,” an accurate word for how the tension of the mind and emotions affect the body.
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constriction continues, those weaknesses will increase and move on, attacking the next weaker
place in the body.

An easy way to understand how the dynamics of tension affect the body is to do the
following exercise.

Make a fist with one hand. Tighten your fingers as much as you can. Try to hold this posi-
tion for five minutes, but stop if you feel too much discomfort. Commonly, this is what you
may experience;

. You will feel a certain amount of physical discomfort. It is hard to hold a fist in
tension, for a long period of fime. Tension is uncomfortable and takes a lot of
energy to sustain

. Your fingers and knuckles may turn white. This is because the fluids (blood and
the synovial fluid in the joints| will flow out of them—and so will the chi

. The muscles and connective tissues contract and shorten. Tensing anything tightens
muscles and ligoments and binds fasciae, connective tissue, etc. Over fime,
tension makes it progressively more difficult to lengthen and release the muscles
and connective tissues

. The discomfort in the hand may begin traveling up the arm. The forearm begins

to feel tense, then the upper arm. Then you may feel discomfort in other parts of

your body that you tend to tense up: shoulders, jaw, efc. Tension tightens up the
whole body

. You may begin fo experience negative feelings ("Why did this author make me
do something that feels so uncomfortable?’); or it may bring up other unpleasant
thoughts. Tension causes the nerves to rev and negative emotions to well up

_ If the tension has traveled o o ploce where chi has been blocked for some time,
besides physical pain, you may experience the associated negative emofional
feelings that caused the initial blockage.

So far you are just holding tension for a few minutes and feeling its results, not just in the fist,
but also in other areas of the body, emotionally and mentally. In reality, this is very similar to
what happens inside the body when tension builds up and you do not release it. The chi also
becomes clogged and the fluids stop circulating at particular parts of the body. The part of the
body that is most clogged progressively weakens and can become diseased.
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Now open your fist. You'll feel tremendous relief (“Whew! I'm glad that's over”), and nofice:

1. The discomfort in other parts of your body dissipates

2. Negative emotions dissipate

3. The blood and other fluids flow back into your hands and fingers [though it may
lake up to ten minutes for the hand to feel normal)

4. The fascioe and muscles strefch and you can fully move them again.

Reloxation revives the ability of the body to stretch and retain flexibility.

Spiritual Relaxation

The practice of tai chi may turn you towards meditation and spirituality. You may begin to gain
the true strength and confidence to attempt to relax the obstacles that have bottled up truth,
honesty, faith, kindness, generosity, love, and whatever other qualities may be stunted. These
obstacles prevent the full flowering of your soul.

If your heart is sincere, fai chi can be used as a focal point for relaxing the mind-body
shackles that bind your “soul” or “inner essence” and through which you experience the human
condition. Tai chi at increasingly subtle levels will help you examine your emotional demons,
thought processes, subtle perceptions, and your acceptance of what is possible to change or
not, as well as your desires and afiachments, both posifive and negative, your sense of identi-
ty or selfworth, and your relationship with your innermost essence or soul.

Only you can decide if this may be something good and useful for you. The most useful
potential of spiritual relaxation, according to the Taoist meditation aspect of fai chi, is to relax
into your being, or to relax your soul. To the best of my knowledge, fai chi does not conflict
with the practices or beliefs of any religious faith. Regardless of your specific religious beliefs,
there is an old saying which seems to be universally appropriate: “If you take one step toward
God, God will take two steps toward you.”

The Dynamics of Stress

The ferm “stress” is constantly seen and heard in moder sociely. It means many things and
conceptually is often used to describe multiple scenarios and experiences. It may be caused
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both by external influences and by inner personal, emotional, and physiclogical ones. What

someone feels and means when they say that they are “stressed out” varies greatly from person
to person.

East and West both agree stress is killing us, although each has different perspectives os
to how and why. Tai chi and the Eastern view see the roots of stress lying in weakened and
unbalanced chienergy. Western science views the problem in terms of various destructive
biochemical or genetic interactions.

Few escape stressful situations in the West, particularly in our fast-paced, technological soci-
ety. The common complaint from all seztors of society is the feeling of being overwhelmed —by
excessive information, the strain of balancing fomily and work, and political and financial prob-
lems. Asia’s economic powerhouses are also stresstidden, and people have the same unre-
lenting work pressures as their counterparts in the West. But while tai chi is commenly used in
the East as an effective stress management tool, it is less common in the West.

Eost and West have different ways of locking ot the dynamics of stress. But even though
they may approach stress from different directions, their conclusions are the same: chronic,
unmitigated stress causes the body to weaken and become prone to disease. Both agree that
some level of stress, no matter how small, is unavoidable. Stress is the price we pay for being
productive, for getting the difficult, necessary, things accomplished and for surviving extreme
circumstances.

What is important is how you deal with stress so that it does not become chronic and uncon-
trolled. If you succeed in this, when o real need arises your stress levels rise, but only for long
enough to deal with the situation that is presented, and you recover relatively quickly. Your mind
and emotions then need some quiet and regular infervals of tranquility in order fo rest and heal
your nervous system and thereby allow your body to regenerate.

As mentioned earlier, the ancients found that an overly active or ogitated mind or brain “can
eat the chi of the body,” resulting in all kinds of disease. They found this especially true among
intellectual workers like imperial bureaucrats, who enjoyed a relatively high standard of living
but became burmned out relatively young. In order to recover from stress the Chinese considered

four commonsense pre-conditions fo be necessary:

1. Deal with daily affairs without massive habitual emotional swings, whether overt

or suppressed below the surface
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of your body's chi-energy— physically, emotionally, mentally, or spiritually. The more you are
required fo put out a massive and prolonged amount of energy, the more stress you undergo
and more chi-energy you must expend fo deal with it.

You regularly acquire a given volume or amount of chi-energy daily by various methods, for
example eating, exercising, breathing, living right, doing tai chi, etc. Doing tai chi before your
day begins is a positive way to acquire some of the chi-energy you need, so you feel better
and more energized on a dayby-day basis.

You can also squander and deplete your chi. Examples of squandering chi include engag-
ing in excessive and draining strain [perfectionism, not resting or going to bed when exhaust-
ed), destructive and addictive pleasures, having continuous emotional outbursts [anger, sadness,
etc.), and churning the mind obsessively. You may recognize that these stresses and strains can
wreak havoc and drain you, but you cannot seem to stop.

Your chi reserves were primarily created and accumulated while you were in your mother's
womb, and are called pre-natal chi by the Chinese (or a strong or weak consfitution by the
West). Core reserves are drawn upon 1o provide the chienergy to deal with the most severe
forms of chronic stress: lifethreatening illness, serious physical or emotional trauma, and multi-
year, unrelenting work pressure with intolerable hours. After enough energy has been used up
and some of your core reserves are lost, your normal vitality slips and downgrades, destroying
your quality of life, and making you more vulnerable to illness and injury. Once your body is in
a habitual state of chronic stress, you are required to expend extra energy just to keep the stress
from dramatically escalating and causing breckdowns. Otherwise it is difficult to experience a
fully comfortable and vital daily life.

In the short term, the practice of tai chi helps the body to save and store chi and thereby
mitigates and counters the losses that are activated by chronic stress.

1. Saving chi compensates and makes less disagreeable any potential damage

caused by acule stress factors: missing a night's sleep, shortterm colds or illness,
or bumps and sprains, efc., thereby ensuring these events only cause temporary
grief and suffering, and don't kick off a negative downward siress spiral with
long-term negative health consequences

2. If unused, shortHerm stored chi makes you feel better on a daily basis

3. Whatever chi-energy is unused gets transferred into your core reserves—your

body’s longterm chi-energy savings.
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In the long term, the practice of tai chi will store chi in your core reserves and help you deal
with lifethreatening illness, serious physical or emotional trauma, or unrelenting work pressures.
Core chi reserves are difficult to increase except, for example, by taking a year off, or by delib-

erate training in energetic methods like chi gung or tai chi.

How the Downward Spiral Works

The downward spiral nastily, endlessly, replays the question, “What comes first, the chicken or
the egg?"” If your body's chi-energy weakens, your mind gets stressed out more easily. Agitated
thoughts and chronic stress cause your mind to never completely wind down, which tears your
body's energy apart. As your energetic bank account increases (by doing tai chi for example]
you get fewer symptoms of stress. Conversely, when your internal chi-money supply is depleted
the hard times begin or get worse.

Constantly at work, your mind compulsively and relentlessly churns over various thoughts or
emotions. This causes excessive chi and blood fo get stuck in the head. This in turn blocks the
optimum circulation of chi through your energy channels and the return of blood from the brain
to the heort necessary to re-oxygenate it. Over time you lose your ability fo release your inter-
nal strain.

Internal strain progressively saps your chi, and the loss of vitality and general inability to
cope creates the subtle conditions for physical disease to occur.

In Chinese medicine, psychological manifestations of stress are considered as being either
yang or yin chi symptoms. As your chi further degrades, it first becomes difficult and then near-
ly impossible to control your predisposition toward viclent emotions. These powerful emotions
could have outward yang qualities such as an explosive temper, raving, snapping, greed, anx-
iety, and paranoia. Or they could manifest as inward yin qualities such as depression, lack of
confidence, melancholy, an inability to follow through, a sense of allpervading helplessness,
or feeling a lack of control.

A constanlly emotionally agitated mind unbalances the chi of the body, causing strain to the
internal organs that easily results in different kinds of disease. In the Chinese view, long-held

negative emotions damage specific inlernal organs. For example, fear damages the kidneys;

anger (either active or passive] the liver; giddiness and hysteria the heart; grief and melancholy
the lungs; and worry and indecisiveness the spleen. These in furn result in specific diseases,
which may have the same or different names as those of Western medicine.
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The Negative Stress Cascade
As stress chews up your chi it inifiates a progressively negative cascade of events that deplete
the internal organs;

Your body and nerves seem fo get sluggish. You now have to push and continuously
summon up the effort to accomplish things, rather than it being fairly easy and effortless.
Energetically, your blood circulation and kidneys are coming under pressure

Your nerves and general awareness seem to be engulfed in a cloud that requires real
effort o penetrate. Stress is straining your kidneys (the source of your life force) and dis-
rupting the smooth blood flow to and from your brain. If you become much more easily
distracted and the fog thickens, your spleen is weakening

Your nervous system feels strained most of the fime. You want to rest but can't. You push
yourself forward either with a sense of no joy and drudgery, or by becoming hyper or, in
the worse cases, manic. You now start to unconsciously snap at others, or suffer in silence
with a sense of seething resentment. Your nervous system is beginning to shred, and your
liver and heart chi are taking strong hits

Your immune system weckens. It seems that minor illnesses like flu and colds visit more
often and linger longer. The chi movements of your bodily fluids, including lymph, are
losing their steady, even, regular flows

At this juncture, stress begins to snowball as its effects become chronic. As with any
condition, if you now toke remedial measures you can reverse or prevent the weakening

of your body functions from becoming uncontrolled.
If you do not toke remedial measures, the negative cycle now seriously escalates:

e Your nervous system seems fo progressively speed up and rarely slow down. Inside, there
is a constant internal rev like that of a cor ready to go from zero to sixty miles an hour
in a few seconds, or the jangle of drinking too much coffee. Stress is now beginning
to affect and strain the chi-energy of your glands, especially the adrenals. This internal
rev is an indication that siress is, metaphorically, beginning to harden and congeal

inside your body

Your sleep patterns downgrade and become irregular, so that you never feel fully rested.

Your emotions become more erratic as the fluids of your cerebrospinal system begin to




82

The Big Book of Tai Chi

release all kinds of potentially unpleasant hidden subliminal memories. You may or may
not be consciously aware of them, but you do react to them and often find yourself going
on emotional roller coaster rides for seemingly no reason. The emotional stress adds yet
more strain to all your bodily systems, especially the nerves and internal organs, making
your chi yet more erratic. Thoughts seem to scatter as though they have their own free
will. Your ability to focus plays a peek-a-boo game. Now if's there, now it's gone and
you don't know when or why. You begin to take longer to do the same things. You easily
lapse info protracted internal dialogues or daydreaming without being able to control it.
You begin to explode or seethe at the slightest provocation and often become fixated on
being right. The chi flowing through your nerves is beginning to cause them to no longer
regularly fire smoothly or communicate well with your downgrading internal organs

Sleep becomes fitful. Even after getting a full night's sleep for several nights in @ row, you
still wake up fired and can't shake the feeling all day long. Your kidneys and liver are
under severe affack. Your nerves are now in a constant state of chronic stress, creating
pain in all your muscles, especially in the back and neck. Vertebrae easily go out of
olignment. The rev in your glands rarely turns off, exhausting them further. You sense you
are aging inside, regardless of your actual age or energetic starting point

Vicious reinforcing cycles are now in play. Even ofter a weekend with plenty of sleep you
still don't feel rested. Your kidney chi is severely weakening. Your connective fissues,
ligaments, and fasciae are either becoming too loose or too tight. Soon they may not
provide the necessary full anatomical supports for your muscles, bones, joints, and internal
organs. Your joints may begin to ache as the chi within their synovial fluids ceases to
function and pulse properly. The downgrade of all your internal organs continues. As

a result your glands increase their rev, potentially damaging them, while straining and
draining your internal organs and nervous system yet more

Even if you regularly go to the gym, the weakening of the connective tissue results in your
insides feeling like they are becoming more stiff and brittle, and just waiting for minor
injuries, which begin to occur more often. Parts of your body feel less alive. Blood is
ceasing fo fully circulate to affected parts, which begin fo tire or hurt more easily with
minimal usage. Blood pressure problems commonly follow

Your chi is becoming exhausted. You have trouble keeping things together. If this continues

long enough you may be setting yourself up for severe illnesses, such as chronic fatigue
syndrome, a nervous breakdown, severe chronic back problems, or a heart attack.
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The Western View of the Dynamics of Stress

While the term “stress” is used frequently by the general public, a scientific consensus on the
word's meaning does not exist. Within the scientific community stress has become a very hot
topic of research. The relationship of chronic stress to disease has received a great deal of
scientific atfention in recent years and continues to be actively studied. Considering the con-
stantly stressful lives of many people in the modern world and the links between stress and
disease, it is surprising that most of us are still able 1o function without succumbing fo a stress:
related disease.

According to Western medicine, the body responds to emergencies or stressful situations by
evoking the stress response —a series of behavioral and physiological processes—including the
release of several chemical messengers [hormones) into the bloodstream. The initial stress agent
may have many sources, including physical trauma such as an accident, hunger, extreme heat
or cold; personal endangerment such as a threat of violence; or psychological stress from finan-
cial problems, work-elated pressures, or difficulties in personal relationships.

Within seconds of exposure 1o the stressor, the sympathelic nervous system is activoted. This
component of the stress response is commonly called the “fight or flight” response. This response
is vital to escape from immediate threats and to act quickly and decisively in emergencies.
Activation of the sympathetic nervous system resulls in enhanced secretion of the chemical
messengers epinephrine and norepinephrine [also known as adrenaline and noradrenaline).

There is a second, slower set of events which tokes place within minutes and involves
increased release into the bloodstream of a group of steroid hormones called glucocorticoids
(GCs), primarily cortisol in humans. Glucocorticoids have many actions throughout the body
that are primarily of a catabolic nature.

During the stress response, the heartbeat’s strength and speed is increased to enable enough
blood to be pumped and shunted to the areas that most immediately need it, such as the brain,
heart, lungs, and limbs, and away from less immediately crucial areas. Increased blood flow
helps deliver energy nutrients o essential muscles and organs, and improves mental acuity in
emergency situations. Stress hormones also help increase the amount of glucose available to
meet the body's increased need for energy during stressed periods. Bodily processes such s
growth, reproduction, and digestion are often suppressed during stress. This is because the
body views them as energetically expensive and non-essential to survival in emergencies.

As opposed to the life-saving effects of hormone levels during periods of acute stress, chron-

ic stress and continual hormonal release may have very detrimental longterm effects on health.
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This is the primary reason why chronic stress is often considered fo be the leading cause of
disease in our society.

Many important bodily processes are negatively offected by longderm stress including
(but not limited to) glucose metabolism, musculoskeletal health, growth, tissue repair, and
the functions of the immune, cardiovascular, reproductive, and neurological systems. Chronic
activation of the stress response has been linked to many disease conditions including hyperten-
sion, osteoporosis, ulcers, diabetes, atherosclerosis, impaired growth and development, repro-
ductive dysfunction, and irritable bowel syndrome. Some pecple experience significant amounts
of discomfort or pain without discernable origin, a secondary symptom to muscular fension.

Chronic stress also has psychological consequences, including insomnia and depression.

Here are some other physiological effects of chronic stress highlighted by Western medical

research and science:

The eventual onset of diabetes. Chronic elevation of cortisol results in increased
mobilization of energy stores and increased production of glucose leading to elevated
blood glucose concentrations

Continual mobilization of glucose can also lead to the eventual atrophy of healthy tissues
and fatigue

Stress hormenes, including cortisol, have been shown to cause an elevation in blood pres-
sure and have been clearly linked to hypertension. Hyperfension can in turn damage the
heart, blood vessels, and kidneys

The immunosuppressive effects of stress hormones may result in increased susceptibility

to infectious diseases

Chronically increased levels of stress hormones suppress memory

Muscle weakness. A primary effect of cortisol on metabolism is the reduction of most of
the body's profein stores, except from the liver, both by decreasing the amount of protein
being made and increasing protein breakdown in cells. With chronically elevated
hormone levels, muscles can become so extremely weak that a person may not even

be able to rise from a squatting position

Increased susceptibility to osteoporosis. Overabundant stress hormones decrease the
accumulation of calcium in bones and deplete the bone matrix

Stress has also been linked to stomach and small intestine ulcers. Many ulcers result from
the presence of o bacterium called Helicobacter pylori, which causes inflammation of the
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gut lining, rendering the gut cells unable to profect themselves from ulceration. Many
people have these bacteria, but don't develop ulcers. Stress has been shown to worsen
the ulcer-causing effects of the bacteria because the body's immune defenses are lowered,
thereby allowing the bacteria fo flourish. A group of chemicals called prostaglandins,
which are believed fo help repair damaged gut walls before ulcers develop, are
decreased during stress

Stress can contribute to infertility in women and reduced sperm production, premature ejac:
ulation, and impotency in men, partially through inhibition of the reproductive hormones.

In our fastpaced, high-pressure society, people are constantly bombarded with stress on a
daily basis that can continuously activate the “fight or flight” response. This can lead to
persistently high circulating levels of stress hormones and subsequent pathological conse-
quences. For these reasons stress is often considered to be the leading cause of disease in the
West today.

Type A Personalities: Preventing Burnout
and Increasing High Performance

Many successful athletes, doctors, lawyers, politicians, and indusiry executives, commonly
called Type A persondlities, are particularly susceptible to burnout. These people are highly
competitive, and often aggressive and intimidating. They push hard to achieve their goals and
do not offen slow down. They can be emotionally explosive.

These qualities tend to burn out chi and cause stress to snowball, porticularly as Type A
people get older and their nervous systems and glands move into a high rev that is chronic and
destructive. This expends lifeforce chi in very wasteful and inefficient ways and prevents
people from increasing, or even maintaining their high performance capabilities well into
their old age.

Some people were born with the incredible genetics 1o withstand this kind of drain on their
chienergy. They can push hard, barely sleep, carouse or work for doys on end, scream and
have temper tantrums incessantly, smoke a few packs of cigarettes a day, survive their heavy
alcohol or drug habits, and still outlast us all and live to a hundred. As an old saying goes,
“They give ulcers rather than get them.” However, most people can't live this way and
remain healthy.

Adding tai chi fo their daily routines and learning the 70 percent rule is an excellent
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antidote 1o the downsides of Type A life styles. Tai chi shifts the Type A tendency to always push
energy out into more reloxed and effective new patterns that increase high performance.

Tai Chi and Mental Health

In cases of mental illness, tai chi is not a substitute for qualified medical, psychological, or psy-
chiatric treatment. However, tai chi can positively improve people’s mental health. Besides
relieving many stress triggers that contribute negatively to mental health, tai chi is particularly
useful in other mental spheres. It brings people bock into their bodies rather than being purely
“in their heads.” On a lesser level this helps reduce neuroctic tendencies, so life can become
more than a series of intellectual games.

In more serious cases, tai chi con give current or potentiol mental patients some very nec-
essary mental space. This space enables them to separcte two important things: first, really
feeling their body; and second, thinking thoughts. This avoids the confused situation where
people with mental problems might have thoughts about how their body feels, yet in reality
may either not be feeling their body at all or may have inaccurate perceptions of these body
feelings. This confusion can have obsessive or destabilizing effects resuliing, for example, in
anorexia nervosa, obesily, or feeling hallucinations within your body.

Tai chi has been used to re-establish a positive psychological body image after major phys-
ical fraumas such as car accidents. It does so by reorienting a personal mental image toward
how well the body functions, and how that can be increased. This positive mental image helps
combat the natural tendency of many people o obsess over what their body theoretically was
or should be, which easily leads to anxiety or depression.

Why Healers Need Tai Chi

The life force or chienergy is transferable between people. This is why one person can heal

another and why people enjoy being around charismatic individuals or people in love. Their
life force moves into you and makes you feel better. The opposite is also true. People do not
relish being around sick, depressed, manic, or other kinds of “draining" people, who can suck
the life force out of you and tire you out, making you lose the pleasure of living. From a chi-
energy viewpoint this creates problems for professional healers with close one-on-one human
contact with clients or patients.
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Healers in the caring professions (doctors, therapists, social workers, clergy, etc.), or
professionals with large amounts of human contact, such as teachers, need to learn how fo
renew and manage their energy effectively over the long haul to avoid becoming drained and
progressively less effective. These skills are especially critical for therapists who have prolonged
oneon-one contact with very draining and needy people in pain. The Chinese call this ener-
getic transference, giving out your psychic “blood.” Sick people need balanced energy; it is
because they do not have it that they become sick. However, the Chinese also recognize that
when the healer's life-force chienergy is drained significantly, his or her healing abilities dimin-
ish. This is no less true for massage therapists and chiropractors, who transfer energy with their
hands as it is for homeopaths, psychologists, infensive care nurses, and psychics who give their
emotional, mental, and psychic energy fo others.

Tai chi and all Taoist chi-energy practices can give you practical ways to increase your per-
sonal energy, stamina, and resistance to, or recovery from, burnout. As longerm stress reduces
success in your job, doing some sort of energetic practice daily, or af least regularly, is advised.

In Ching, it is considered wise fo loke the time, every day, to do some kind of chi practice
which con replenish the human lifeforce energy the therapist continually gives out to help
others. For some, a halfhour a day is enough; others with exceptionally heavy client loods might
at times need up fo two or three hours a day fo replenish their life force to a satisfactory level.
Energetic training teaches healers how to pace themselves internally, and recognize when they
are exceeding their individual energefic limits. If you lack some sort of regular energetic
metronome, it is offen almost impossible to recognize when you are going over the line before
it is too late.

Tai chi’s standing and moving techniques drain negative energy from your body that you
absorb from patients and clients during the day, as well as build up and replenish depleted
energetic reserves. Opening and closing techniques (see p. 231) work very well for releasing
jommed joints, or re-stretching a body which may have shrunk because you may have uncon-
sciously patterned the bodies of your excessively contracted clients.

Tai Chi and Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder

Toi chi has been used to help reduce posttraumatic stress disorder. It has been used by Veterans
Administration hospitals to deal with Vietnam vets who have suffered traumas from physical
injuries and psychological dysfunction. Memories of war situalions get locked in the body and

metaphorically harden there. This makes it difficult and immensely time-consuming to fully
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release the traumatic memories through counseling or other therapies. Tai chi's physical and
mental relaxation techniques help soften these “body memories” and reintegrate these two infer-
connected kinds of trauma. By helping the body let go, fai chi gives the mind space fo also let
go and allows the traumatic memories to become more malleable and accessible.

The patient can then move from being closed down and resistant to becoming more open
and available o the benefits of therapy. This makes the therapist's job easier and quicker. As
the hardened memories stored in the body become more plastic, the easier it becomes to find
solutions within the patient’s mind.

Conclusion

Tai chi is a consistent program for learning patience and moderation. The absence of these fun-
damental virtues causes us 1o exceed our individual human limits and create fension and stress.

The effect of the accumulation of stress in the body can be thought of in ferms of @ snow-
ball. As o snowball runs downhill, each new revolution increases it 1o many times its original
size. The larger the snowball thai you start with, the faster its absolute size grows. However, if
you catch the snowball early on, you can reduce the speed by which it grows.

The best way fo mitigate the increasing volume of stress is to regularly reduce it so that you
start, metaphorically, with a smaller and smaller snowball every day. Tai chi helps dissipote and
reduce the growth and final potential size of the stress snowballs that come from really major
life traumas, such as deaths, illness, job loss, divorces, bankruptcy, etc. Not mitigating the
snowball’s size makes it harder to recover and get on with your life, sowing very dangerous
seed:s for the future.

Tai chi conditions you to decrease your stress snowball:

® through the subtle learning process of how to do this art
* through regularly doing the movements
* by engaging in the other aspects of tai chi, including push hands and spiritual pursuits.

Being physically reloxed makes it easier to have a happy or positive attitude. Just adding a it
fle extra proctice time daily can be extremely beneficial. In the short term, tai chi can reduce
the time it takes for the immediate physical discomfort and emotional pain to heal from signifi-
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cantly stressful events, such as a major fight with a close family member or friend. Long term toi
chi practice can reduce the potential final size and future growth of the siress snowball that
remains after the natural time needed for the pain to heal has passed. This helps prevent a

chronic stress hangover, which can linger, grow, and maintain the wounding effects of the orig-
inal event’s pain long post its normal time. In this way you aveid laying one major level of stress
on top of another.

For tai chi to work, you must practice a reasonable amount every week. To gain 1ai chi's
benefits, you must do the form, not just think about it. Doing the tai chi form:

® cools down and reloxes your nervous system
® mitigates the drain to your chi reserves that the stress snowball normally eats into
o replenishes the chi that stress drains from your ordinary and core reserves.

learning and doing the tai chi form mirrors the complex choices of modern life. The ancient yet
still relevant art is a humbling exercise in obtaining emotional wisdom. You can only do what
is possible, no matter how much more you desire. Finding patience and moderation balances
out and reduces the negative sting that is offen inevitable to get necessary things done. Tai chi
consistently trains you to recognize what is possible within our capability to be productive at
the present moment without becoming stressed out, as it allows you to achieve physical, emo-
fional, mental, and spiritual relaxation.
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Alternatively, you may be basically healthy in your fifties and recognize that keeping that
health will mean you can continue to have an active working life, realizing the full potential of
your dreams and making positive contributions to your family and society. When you retire, you
can enjoy new adventures. Your goal may be truly to maintain, enhance, and heal, and you
moy begin looking for practices that will help you achieve this.

In China, half of the people who practice tai chi begin after age fifty. It was mind-blowing
for me to watch so many older people regain the strength and vitality they had in their twenties
and thirties. All practiioners talked about how doing tai chi made them feel better the whole
day. Practitioners in their seventies and eighties told the same story, but with a much greater
sense of grafitude.

It opened my eyes to the nature of living a whole life. As o youth growing up in the 1960s
ond 1970s |, like most every one else in my generation, believed life was basically over when
you were old. And old was anyone over thirty!

Tai Chi's Special Benefits
for Practitioners Over Fifty

Although all practitioners can expect to gain the health benefits outlined in Chapter 3, practic-
ing tai chi has special benefits for people over fifty. Tai chi:

. increases physical balance
. regulates and lowers blood pressure

. improves circulation

1

2

3

4. promotes a good night's sleep

5. re-establishes biomechanical alignments
6

. restores sexual vitality,
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Western academic studies are fewer and relatively new. In time, my hope is that studies will
show tai chi's full range of benefits, including how it improves spine and joint problems, nerve
dysfunction, postoperative recovery, physical rehabilitation from trauma (car accidents, falls,
etc.), strokes, and sports injuries. Western studies showing how tai chi improves longevity are
especially needed.

Physical Balance

For senior citizens, the fear of falling is o very real and serious matter. Poor balance
commonly causes older people to fall and break bones, often resulting in unrelenting pain
and difficulty for the remainder of their lives. Today, hip replacements are among the most
frequently performed operations for the elderly. A study conducted by the United States
National Institute of Health found that injuries from falls cost over $12 billion annually [and costs
related to physical frailty were much higher'). For the aged, recovering from a broken hip can
be a dounting if not impossible task.

Two Western studies sponsored by the NIH show how tai chi enhances balance and
reduces the risk of falls.

A three-month study of 110 participants, average age eighty, conducted by the University
of Connecticut, showed that tai chi helped produce a 25 to 50 percent improvement in
balance.” A study of 200 participants over age seventy conducted at the Emory University
School of Medicine, Atlanta, Georgia under the supervision of Dr. Steve Wolf and sponsored
by the National Institute on Aging, found that tai chi resulted in @ 47.5 percent decrease
in injuries from folls. The study also showed o dramotic reduction in the porticipants’ tear of
falling: from 25 percent to 8 percent.’

The Emory Study suggested as the causes of improved balance the following aftributes of
tai chi:

¢ confinuous movement
e small to lorge degrees of motion, depending upon the individual
® moving with flexed knees, with distinct weight shifts between the legs

! Frailty and Injuries: Cooperative Studies of Intervention Techniques was the name of an initiotive undertaken by the
National Institute of Health in1990 1o improve physical function in old age. The initiative helped sponsor studies at
the Emory University School of Medicine and at the University of Connecticut’s Health Center.

1. Wollson, R. Whipple, C. Derby, D.C. Judge, M. King, P. Amermon, ). Schmidt and D. Smyers. Balonce and
strength training in older adulis: infervention gains and Tai Chi maintenance. | Am Gerictric Soc 44: 498-506, 1996
1S 1. Wolf, H.X. Borhart, N.G. Kutner, E. McNeely, C. Coogler, T. Xu. Reducing frailly and falls in older persons:
an investigation of Tai Chi and computerised balance training. Aflanta FICSIT Group. Frailty and Injuries:
Cooperative Studies of Intervention Techniques. | Am Geriatr Soc 44: 489-497, 1996
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the attention paid to developing a relaxed, upright posture, with the head and frunk
straightened and extended naturally, with the sacrum not protruding backwards

the rotation of the trunk and head as a unit during circular movements

the eyes follow movement, promoting head and trunk rotation through eye centering and
eye movements

the asymmetrical and diagonal arm and leg movements of the form promote arm swing
and rotation around the waist

the constant shifting of balance and weight to and from each leg, building unilateral
strength ond balance, together with an awareness of one's balance limitations.

The Emory study suggested that the increased rates of falls in the other exercise modules studied
simultaneously were due to the fact that these programs encouraged people to move quite fast.

The nature of tai chi helps people to appreciate the value of moderation—what | call the
70 percent rule see p. 35). Giving 70 percent of your effort during practice, staying comfort-
able, and not overreaching your capabilities, helps the body learn faster and pay oftention to
where imbalances may occur. In resistance or flexibility training there is a tendency to encour-
age people o go far too fast. That is when people get hurt.

Toi chi mokes you more aware of how your body is moving in space, your physical rele-
tionship o objects and people in your environment. It also makes you better able to feel inter-
nal landmarks within your body such as your arms, spine, and hips, that tell you if your balance
is solid or not. Although many exercises focus your awareness on your upper body, tai chi
makes you equally aware of your lower body, which determines your balance. For many, age
causes the body to lose its ability to feel, and with it goes physical balance. Toi chi increases
your capacity to feel how your foot touches the floor and with what kind of pressure, which is
essential to balance.

Tai chi also improves balance by:

strengthening the leg muscles by continuously shifting weight completely from one leg 1o
the other; lifting one foot off the ground while balancing on the other leg; and raising and
lowering the body slightly in even, smooth, regulor cadences

strengthening the hip muscles by constant waisturning movements
straightening the spine, and thereby removing spinal obstructions which diminish the nerve
flow that tells all your appropriate muscles how to react best to maintain your balance.
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Lowering and Regulating Blood Pressure

A Western clinical study, done by the Johns Hopkins Medical Institution, showed that tai chi
lowers blood pressure in seniors.* Sixtytwo sedentary odults with moderately high systolic
and diastolic blood pressure took part in the study. The study conclusively showed that tai chi's
gentle movements were os effective in significantly lowering blood pressure as the higher inten-
sity activity of aerobic exercise. It lowered systolic and diastolic blood pressure by 7.0 mm Hg
and 2.4 mm Hg respectively over a 12-week period.

Tai chi uses a different exercise strategy for lowering blood pressure than the more common
methods based on making the heart pump more strongly and faster, such as treadmill exercise
or aerobics. ,

Toi chi lowers blood pressure by working with and directly stimulating your veins and arter-
ies. By continuously alternating rhythmic pressures within your body, tai chi’s movements create
pumping actions that act directly on the blood vessels themselves. These internal pumps are built
into the gentle rhythmic bending and straightening actions of the arms and legs that are part of
every tai chi movement. These pumps regularize the blood pressure so it is even throughout the
body, mitigating the tendency for blood to move slowly in one part of the body and fost in
another. Tai chi's breathing techniques gently massage the heart muscle, which strengthens it
and keeps it toned, just as regular massage does for ordinary muscles. Three mechanisms work
together to create the heart massage: using the diaphragm, expanding and contracting the
internal organs, and breathing from the back of the lungs rather than the front of the chest.

Because of this, tai chi can be safely done by those with severe heart conditions, where
straining the heart is best avoided in general, especially in the postoperative recovery phase of

surgery.

Improved Circulation
The effects of tai chi on the circulation of all fluids in the body are well known among its prac-
titioners. Moreover, o study of 126 heart attack patients conducted showed that practicing tai
chi exercises resulted in a reduction in diastolic blood pressure.” The authors also noted thot
most patients in the tai chi group completed the program.

Tai chi improves blood circulation through three basic means: intention, breath, and alignments.

“ Deboroh Rohm Young, Ph.D., Llawrence J. Appel, MD, MPH, Sun Ha Jee, Ph.D., and Edgar R. Miller Iil, MOD,
Ph.D. The effects of cerobic exercise and V'ai chi on blood pressure in older people: resulls of o randomized trial

| Am Geriatric Soc 47: 277-84, 1999.

5 K.S. Channer, D. Barrow, R. Barow; M. Osborne, and G. Ives. Changes in hoemodynemic praramelers following
fai chi chuan and cerobic exercise in patients recovering from acute myocardial infarction. Postgrod Med | 72
349-51, 1996.
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. Intention. Tai chi teaches you how to influence the movement of blood throughout
the body by using your mind. It is based on two Chinese medical principles with-
in the Tai Chi Classics (see p. 237), and built into tai chi's energy techniques:
“the intention moves the chi” and “the chi-energy moves the blood.”

. Breath. Blood circulation often diminishes as people age, particularly the circula-
fion to the hands, feet, internal organs, and spine. To bring blood to the hands or
feet, simply focus your attention and breath into the more dead spots that you feel
within them while performing fai chi's movements. This often results in the hands
getting warm and the feet seeming to come alive. | remember training with Wang
Shu Jin when he was in his seventies. He would teach fai chi outdoors during
cold Taiwan winters and would hold out his ungloved hands to allow his students
to get warmth from them. Over the years, Wang had stored o great deal of chi.

The compressions and releases of tai chi’s abdominal and diaphragmatic
breathing powerfully moves blood within the abdominal cavity and lower back.
This brings more blood to the internal organs and increases the blood circulation
between them, both of which normally diminish with age. Specialized spinal
breathing techniques and whole-back breathing moves all the muscles of the
back, bringing blood to them.

. Alignment. Proper alignment of the spine, combined with exceedingly gentle
bending and stretching actions of the limbs, increases blood circulation to the
entire spine and back muscles.

More Functional Biomechanical Alignments

Tai chi has an extensive science of establishing sophisticated body alignments that help chi-
energy flow through the body (see Chapter 3, p. 55). This does several things to promote
longevity:

It relieves pain from your muscles and bones

It prevents injuries by increasing your anatomical structural supports and improving your
balance

It heals joint and spinal injuries faster

It strengthens the body for almost any kind of physical activity

It improves the circulation of all bodily fluids.
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Better Sleep

Elderly people often find it hard to get a good night's sleep. This is because many are fearful
and stressed and their minds are metaphorically at war inside themselves. Insufficient peaceful
rest during the night has two obvious negative effects; first, it makes people miserable and often
hard for family, friends, and health care workers to deal with, and second, distutbed sleep
wears out the nerves and the body. This causes people physical pain and general nervous agi-
tation due to overt or subliminal emotional stimuli. This creates a vicious circle where imbal-
ances in the energy of the internal organs can continue to agitate the mind. Conversely, unre-
solved tensions in the mind can unbalance the internal organs, creating pain and the symptoms
of disease. .

By practicing tai chi, the body, nerves, ond mind become more peaceful, so it becomes
progressively easier to get a good night's sleep—something which many tai chi practitioners
are known to enjoy.

From the chienergy perspective one of the primary reasons people can't sleep is that their
energy gels stuck in their brain, which disturbs their acupuncture meridian Hlows. Tai chi helps to
get excessive chi stuck in the head back down into the body through @ fechnique call sinking the
chi, or chen in Chinese [see p. 225). Consistent practice helps reprogram the body’s tendency
to keep chi in the head ot bedtime and to stabilize it lower down at the appropriate times.

When all else has failed, you can try the following technique for dropping your chi natu-
rally so you can sleep. While lying down, rotate both ankles one hundred times clockwise then
one hundred times counter-clockwise.

Increased Flow of Chi

As you become progressively older, the more valuable cultivating chi becomes. If you just want
its health benefits, you only need to do fai chi’s external movements with some chi-energy con-
tent. However, for a long life filled with exceptional vitality and strength you should concentrate
on integrating as much of the entire 16-part nei gung chi-energy cultivation system as possible
into your form. It is integrating the Taoist nei gung system (which is exploined in detail on
p. 226), not just the sophisticated tai chi form movements alone, that regenerates the body and
produces the maximum vitality and absence of disease over the long term. Metaphorically, the
outer movements are the wine glass, while the chi methods are the quality of the wine inside.
The outer fai chi form is a very systematic and effective vessel for simultaneously working all the
benefits of chi deep into the body.
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Tai Chi's Social Benefits

Tai chi provides one other essential component of longevity—it satisfies the need for social inter-
action. As people get older, they may see their families and friends less and less frequently,
isolating them from an important reason fo stay alive—social interaction. For example, having
a wife or significant other has been shown to extend the life span of men, although the cose is
not as clear for women. A growing number of seniors in the West are estranged from their fam-
ilies or live great distances from them. Few older people find that becoming personally alien-
ated and socially isolated is conducive to a hoppy old age.

Tai chi classes help bring new relationships into our lives. With age it becomes more and more
difficult to make interesting friends through normal social venues. Activities that provide powerful
inferactive situations where people con bond at a deep level are harder and harder fo find. Toi
chi classes are somewhat unique in that they put you in contact not only with members of your
peer group, but also with people of all ages. Older practitioners often meet younger people with
similar interests with whom they can share their accumulated life experience, skills, and wisdom.

like golf, tai chi is a very mental activity. The sheer doing of it will keep you mentally active
and clert. It provides a lifelong and very challenging leaming experience. People often get as
mentally stimulated reading and falking about tai chi as doing it. In this regard toi chi has a
large volume of literature to be perused and Internet sites to chat on.

Tai chi classes provide one more necessary component for older people: human touch.
Teachers use touch to correct the student's movements; students gently touch each other during
two- and three-person practice exercises; the gentle forms of push hands also put people in
direct contact with each other.

Tai chi has a long tradition of being done outdoors in nature. This gets you out of the house
and reconnects you with the natural environment—a relationship that commonly brings natural
peace and joy.

Better Sex From Youth to Old Age
Throughout the For East tai chi is widely used to increase sexual oppetite and pleasure. Millions

recognize it as a reliable remedy for impotence, lack of desire, and the inability to function
well, especially in old age.

Increased stress, tension, physical pain, and emotional imbalance all contribute 1o
decreased sexual vitality. As you relax in body and mind, you increase the flow of chi and
blood fo every part of your body, including your erogenous zones and genital areas.
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Tai chi improves sensitivity in the nerves in your whole body, especially your hands and
mouth, so you can recognize and enhance pleasurable areas in yourself and your partner that
could otherwise be numb or shut down. This enables you to feel and enjoy the nuances and
thythms of sexual excitement more strongly.

By strengthening and uniting the chi flow of the internal organs, tai chi increases your capac-
ity to have better whole-body orgasms. Tai chi can teach you to pulse your whole body; for
women this includes the vaginal muscles, which can heighten your partner's pleasure during
lovemaking. Traditional Chinese medical doctors often prescribe acupunciure, herbs, and fai
chi for restoring sexual vitality because they improve the energy of the kidneys, which, accord-
ing fo Chinese medical principles, is directly related fo sexuality. These traditional methods carry
far less risk of side effects than Western medications for impotence and other sexual problems.

Tai chi also helps in several other ways. It can internally massage the prostate gland, bring
increased blood flow to the entire pelvic area, improve the flow of energy from the spine to the
genitals, and make the hips and spine more flexible, mobile, and paintree.

Toi chi increases the flow of chi-energy within both your body and mind. This upgrades
the general level of your health, upon which sexuality rests. Chi-energy is the force of life
itself. More chi equals more sexual vitality, and as your vitality improves, you feel sexier and
functionally younger over time.

Light Weightlifting Training for Older
People Using Traditional Weapons

Western research has confirmed that light weightliffing benefits older people both in terms of
mainfaining required muscle mass and preventing osteoporosis. Tai chi form fraining using
weapons, especially heavier rather than lightweight weapons can realistically provide the same
benefits.® For best results this form of resistance training is most commonly begun with the use
of extra-heavy swords without sharpened edges, before moving on to poles and spears. For the
truly fitness-oriented, extra-heavy broadswords with a maximum weight of between seven and
ten pounds can be used until people are in their late seventies, but rarely beyond. (For more
information on the use of weapens in tai chi, see pp. 131-35 in Chapter 7 )

* | cannot say for certain that tai chi praclice reverses osteoporosis. During my time in China, | did not specifically
look for o see clear cases of reversal, although | did see reloted benefits. Elderly proctitioners constantly told me thot
tai chi definitely helped them in ferms of speeding up the body's healing rate for broken or damaged bores, and
e e o
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All weapons training improves grip strength and physical balance, both especially impor-
tant for the elderly.

Weapons training and fai chi may also give you stronger bones. When done with @
stronger energetic [nei gung) flavor, tai chi is well known for increasing bone strength, called
“creating tiger bones.” Many tai chi masters in their seventies liked to demonstrate their tiger
bones. They would ask young students to hand chop their masters’ forearms as hard as they
could. The students would yelp from the pain in their hands, while the masters would smile wryly
or have a good laugh. When | was 16, my first tai chi teacher, Cheng Man Ching in New
York City, played this hand-chop game with me, as did my next fai chi teacher, Wang Shu Jin

in Taiwan, when | was 19. This created quite an impression as to fai chi’s life-long possibilities!

Lok
-

Tai Chi for the Very Old

For the overeighties, initial goals when learning tai chi are
often very simple. You may only learn one or two movements
a month, and although your movements for the first year may not
be as well executed as those done by younger people, the benefits
can be dramatic and life-affirming in the extreme

Besides reducing or eliminating pain in all normal activities and
reducing stress, praclicing lai chi has many practical benefits for the
very old. It can give you better balance, which will help reduce the
fear of falling; improve leg strength to help you get in and out of
chairs more easily; and provide the grip strength to securely hold a
plate or cup. All of these abilities, which may seem trivial to a
young person, make the difference much later in life between

being functionally independent or feeling helpless.

Paul Shapiro

IT. Liang in his seventies practicing
Yang style tai chi
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Conclusion

Tai chi can be especially beneficial in regenerating the vitality, stamina, and health for people
over fifty. It is well named as “the longevity exercise.”

T.T. liong, top student of Yang style tai chi master Cheng Man Ching, began studying tai
chi when he was around fifty. He became an accomplished teacher and attributed his ability
to live to over one hundred fo his practice of tai chi.

We are entering info an age where various forms of biotechnology offer the possibility of
curing @ wide range of previously untreatable diseases. Potential scientific advances could
allow many to live twenty to thirty years beyond retirement. However, according to the findings
of the science of gerontology, the most effective methods of achieving longevity will be low
tech: exercise, good nutrition, managing stress, and getting a regular good night's sleep.

Growing old should be o pleasure, not just a struggle fo survive increasing decrepitude.
Mobility, balance, and a relaxed, peaceful demeanor will help you toke care of yourself and
make your family and friends able to enjoy and want to keep company with you.

Tai chi also increases functional independence, which can reduce the necessity of depend-
ing on refirement communities and nursing homes, or at least postpone this for some years.

Toi chi can challenge your creative energies and provide emotional and spiritual balance.
It may enable you to discover new abilities and retrieve old ones. Tai chi is an engrossing activ-
ity that gets more, not less, interesting and fulfilling as the decades roll by.






Tal Chi's Benefits
for Different
Groups of People

Children can begin tai chi once they have

the maturity to stay still and keep focused
without gethng distracted

oline Frantzis

Car
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do accrue when tai chi is starled at an early age; benefits that normally are absent from formal
and informal education from kindergarten through university. Through tai chi, youngsters learn
experientially how to recognize the needs of the body and take care of it. This keeps them in
good health and helps them attain optimum mental and physical performance.

Toi chi's educational process can help children in several ways. It can:

increase their coordination

provide them with practical skills to relax physical, emotional, or mental tension
reduce negative buildup in their nerves

achieve a sense of inner balonce

safely learn 1o develop flexibility.

Because many children bypass these simple, but important life skills, they can grow up living
diminished lives. By turning off the desire for regular exercise, children get more involved in var-
ious forms of passive activities, such as playing computer games and waltching videos.

Teenagers benefit from the process of learning tai chi thanks fo its emphasis on patience,
perseverance, and stepby-step development as a realistic and achievable road to longferm
success. Through this they learn many valuable life skills. First, to recognize within their own
body the boundaries of how much stress from work, study, or recreation they can handle, and,
once this barrier is reached, how it must be realistically balanced with commensurate relax-
ation, thereby alleviating problems of excess and burnout.

Second, the innate quality of tai chi's slow movements graphically shows the young person
how both success and failure build on each other over time. This not only shows the advan-
tages and piffalls of instant and delayed gratification, but it also gives a sense of time man-
agement—a strong indicator of success or failure in higher education or working life.

Tai Chi for People in their Late Teens,
Twenties, and Early Thirties

Tai chi mitigates the effects of stress that many people begin experiencing in their twenties and
thirties, which makes them age faster than their chronological years. For example, getting their
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bodies to relax deeply gives people internal emotional support. This can soften the massive hor-
monal swings that most youngsters in their teens and twenties experience. This emotional sup-
port helps people avoid negative behaviors to cope with stress, such as drugs, alcohol, and
smoking. Tai chi can mitigate the damage of excessive life styles that many in these age groups
engage in, helping people recuperate from “all nighters,” and be able to sleep.

Because people at this age have abundant energy, they commonly do not realize that the
tension they feel is cumulatively destructive. Tai chi helps them learn how to deal with stress and
tension; as their bodies relax, their energy builds rather than dissipates. This gives them the
added ability to “go for it” and attain high performance in any activity they choose with a great
deal of joy. If, however, they confinue to squander their energy, the tension will grow, their abil
ifies diminish, and they will progressively weaken or damage their bodies and minds. When
they hit mictife or older, they may pay for these excesses in ways that con be quite unpleasant.

The Benefits of Tai Chi
for People Who Work

There is something that many older students say to fai chi teachers. “I studied tai chi in college
or in my twenties. It was wonderful in ferms of how it made me feel and benefited my health.
Yet | stopped. Why?"

Ten, twenty, thirty years later, the pressures of work, stress, and oging rekindle their interest
because they remember how valuable tai chi was. At this point they commonly return and give
it another go. Why?2 “I wanted to feel good again.”

The largest component of the workforce comprises people between their late thirties and
fifties. This mid-ife period is classically the hardest period of most working lives. It is also offen
the most productive, as now you have both real experience and the energy to do something
with it. During mid-ife the pressure is on. Working, social, and family responsibilities rise year
by year. If your health or strength weakens there are often younger people in line trying to get
promoted over you, or take your job.

Tai chi gives you a much-needed competitive edge. It increases your capacily to withsiand
everincreasing pressure gracefully. It boosts both physical and mental stamina, and helps you
to relax more easily and recover from stress. More chi-energy increases your personal charisma
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and physical vibrancy, qualities that people want to see in leaders and co-workers at every
level. It also generally keeps in check or lowers blood pressure that stress and poor diet aggro-
vate with age, often to dangerous levels.

Tai chi benefits all sectors of the workforce in many ways. It increases productivity and cre-
ativity, whether you work inside or outside the home. It leaves you in better shape after the job

is over so you can enjoy your fime off, rather than merely recuperate.

Sedentary Office Workers

Prolonged sitting ot a desk, with or without using computers, has associated occupational
hazards which tai chi mitigates or completely resolves. These include the effects of poor pos-
lure, repelitive stress syndrome, and pain, especially in the back, neck, and shoulders. Utilizing
tai chi will help improve productivity for the employer, and job security for the employee. Many
tai chi techniques can be adapted fo sitting in a chair (as practiced by the intellectual imperial
elite in China for millennia), and short tai chi sequences or weight-shifting exercises [see p. 38
in Chapter 3) can be done intermittently during work hours—for example, while waiting for an
important phone call or email reply, where you must either react quickly, or be in o relaxed
mood to make a good impression.

Stress builds exponentially during the day. Toking time during coffee breaks or lunch o do
tai chi can benefit you immensely. Simple tai chi routines can be done using only twenty or thir-
ty square feet of space, such as a hallway. Many companies have outdoor spaces where tai
chi can be practiced or inhouse exercise faciliies to reduce potential health problems and
maintain the good health of their employees.

Carpal Tunnel Syndrome and Other
Repetitive Stress Injuries (RSI)

Today's most common and growing RSI problem is amongst computer and other workers and is

called carpal tunnel syndrome. The carpal tunnel is the space between the wrist bones and the
ligament that holds the bones fogether. The median nerve is located there. The carpal tunnel
space is naturally rigid, so if the soft tissues in the area swell, they compress the median nerve,
resulting in hand pain and weakness. Repetitive movement of the wrists, such as prolonged typ-
ing or use of a computer mouse, can cause such swelling and lead to carpal tunnel syndrome.

Throughout the working world, chronic pain from RS! is a serious occupational problem. RSI
can happen from working on computers, factory floors, or loading docks. It ruins many peo-
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ple’s careers and their home lives too.

All repetitive stress arises when one or two anatomical spots take the full brunt, strain, and
pressure of whatever action you continually repeat to get a job done. Tai chi physically and
energetically helps prevent or cure this stress.

Causes of the Problem
Using computers requires you to bend your wrists and move your fingers to strike keys and move
a mouse, often at similar bad angles, millions and millions of times.

Striking @ computer key starts a tiny force wave that emanates from the point of origin, either
in the fingers or wrist. This flowing wave will naturally move through and exit whatever is in its
path, until it hits a bad angle where the wave is stopped and the impoct lodges in a tiny
specific, localized area. Usually the first stop is some point in the wrist for the fingers, or in the
forearm or elbow for the wrist. At this point, the tiny force from your fingers transmits directly to
that part of the arm, hitting like a lightweight hammer until every keystroke is painful. Over time
this gentle but constant pounding strains and damages your wrist. After the wrist becomes habit-
vated to hitting bad angles, o series of progressive strains and recurring pains happens within
in the forearm, and then travels fo the elbow, to the shoulders and shoulder blades, the neck
muscles and vertebrae, efc.

These small pressures and strains on discrete pinpoint parts of the hand and wrist, etc.,
cause cumulative effects, just like single drops of water over time can dent and eventually wear
holes through solid rock.

After your muscles tire, the ligaments and tendons take over until they progressively lose their
spring and become fatigued. This destabilizes the fascia of your wrist. This in turn unravels the
full function of relevant soft tissues and bones that connect to the next adjoining piece of soft
tissue in your palm.

This binds and constricts the connective soft tissues and bones and they cumulatively begin
fo tighten. The blood vessels then become overloaded, tissues inflame and swell, nerve roots
and carpal tunnel sheaths get irritated —resulting in dysfunction, the loss of finger and arm
strength, and significant pain.

To prevent the problem, the forces with which you hit the keys or move the mouse must not
concentrate only in one or two pinpoint parts of the fingers and wrist, etc. Rather they must
be able to continuously transter away from your wrist, to the next interconnected set of soft
tissues, and the next, progressively up your arm, until the force waves diffuse and dissipate over
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larger and larger surface areas, such as your large upper back muscles, where there is mini-
mal cumulative effect.

If the force wave gets stuck in a joint, fendon, or ligament, rather than passing through it, the
force lodges there progressively causing damage, for as long as the spring in the soft tissues
can handle it. When the soft tissues can't take any more, the force wave seeks each next new
weak angle, one at a time, damoging them progressively in the same way. This process wors-
ens the previous weak point as the force wave continues on the way to the next vulnerable spot.

When your muscles, tendons, or ligaments are not fatigued, but alive and springy, they can
perform these micro-movements and effortlessly pass the force along to the next interconnected
set of soft tissues. However, a bad angle of the fingers or hand position only gives you a tiny
amount of soft fissue to generate the power fo type or use a mouse, so the tissues fatigue
easily. (Conversely by using your whole arm to dissipate small forces, you can repeatedly lift
a three-ounce weight for hours with no problem.)

How Tai Chi Helps Prevent RSI

Toi chi helps prevent repelitive stress injuries in three ways.

1. Tai chi's movements create more micro-variation motions than normal in the specif-
ic places that offect carpal tunnel. It also conditions you to relax and let go of
any kind of internal resistance you find anywhere in your body. By freezing soft
tissues, these internal resistance points create the bad angles. However, even
after fixing your current bad angles, new ones can emerge. Doing a tai chi form
regularly fixes or lessens the new ones as they crop up. The form helps you
subliminally learn which angles of impact will allow keyboard fingering or mouse
actions to pass through any polential points of impact and dissipate

. Tai chi movements constantly use a variety of different muscles so that various
individual muscles don't get overused and fatigued.

To accomplish any tai chi movement with fluidity requires you fo continuously
release all your bodily strength and tension without using muscular contractions.
For this reason, the tai chi form demands you make everchanging micro-
movements inside your forearms, elbows, and shoulders. These constantly train

you to smoothly re-sequence the Hlow of movement between all your different finy
ligaments and small muscles that are or could become frozen, thereby
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Managers and Executives

Many executives and managers in Asia’s tiger economies do fai chi to reduce stress and
improve their personal productivity, thereby gaining competitive advantage. Tai chi's infinitely
interesting and ever-changing puzzle keeps them on their foes.

Tai chi trains the mind to stay concentrated for long periods of time with o high degree of
focused relaxation. These are essential qualities CEOs, executives, and managers need in any
organization. Rather than giving you a specific intellectual technique, doing tai chi consistently
trains your neurology, body supports [internal organs, efc.), and intent fo get the most out of
every moment, whatever the context. It does this in various ways:

e Tai chi increases physical stamina. It strengthens the energy that powers your internal
organs, glands, and nerves, as well as reducing the stress work and life bring to bear on
them. These factors, ultimately, are the source of physical stamina. Stamina is probably
the single most defining characteristic of longterm success in all high-pressure executive
environments

® It increases mental stamina. If your genetics have not given you incredible mental stamina,
the mind's ability fo concentrate must be exercised, nurtured, and grown, especially os
you age. Tai chi is one way of doing this. Whether you ore doing a form that tokes one
hour or one that takes five minutes, you should do the movements without physical stops
and starts. Your whole being should be fully engoged, awake, and aware, never
wavering or becoming distracted from whatever it is focusing upon during each specific
movement. Ultimately this can only be done successtully if you become truly capable of
reloxing your mind and increasing its ability to let go of anything extraneous to the task
at hand. This helps train the mind to have the same relaxed, but alert, qualities while you
are working. Significant mental reloxation increases mental stamina

* Toi chi increases mental flexibility. Being open-minded and capable of adapting to rapid
change is crucial in today's executive offices. Doing tai chi movements places demands
on you and brings out your hidden falents. Doing the movements constantly increases your
level of physical flexibility while maintaining structural biomechanical requirements at the
same fime. To do both well simultaneously is mentally challenging and expanding. Doing
both the external and infernal movements well requires you to stay “on point” while being

able to recognize everything that tangentially bears on the central point of each individual
movement. This quality lies at the heart of efficiently organizing your own mind
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® Tai chi increases calmness, awareness, and inner balance. Movements continuously alter-
nate between left and right, up and down, forward and back, thereby causing you to
mentally focus both internally and externally. Becoming more relaxed enables you to see
many possibilities simultaneously, rather than only sequentially. This increase in awareness,
coupled with the relaxing and calming down of your nervous system, enables you 1o see
all sides of an issue and deal with the emotional undercurrents or explosions of others
more easily. These skills are of benefit both for managers 1o get their teams to function
efficiently, and for individual members within teams to collaborate well with each other

* Tai chi also helps your golf and tennis game, which can be an advantage in the world of
corporate ‘business and management. Its waistHurning actions can improve your golf drive,
while the enhanced body sensitivity from either the form or push hands helps you fo putt
and volley at the net better.

Other Professionals

Many professionals work excessively long hours with heavy deadlines, and often do not get
enough rest and sleep. A lack of rest diminishes productivity, which then requires putting in yet
more hours to make up the deficit. Short tai chi breaks losting a few minutes each during the
day can relax your system sufficiently so that, in effect, you get sleepike rest, and come back
to your desk fully capable to engage in your work again.

How do short tai chi breaks manage this2 By relaxing your nerves you begin to dump excess
neurological overload that slows down your ability to be creative and manipulate or process
information. Your nerve synapses can again function properly, allowing your nerves fo recharge
and your subconscious mind to regenerate. Emerging refreshed you can again assimilate and
process information at your normal rate, and productively engage in the tasks at hand.

Clearing the charges or blockages that clog up your neurological system also creates a
sense of internal space, an environment that often is the precursor for sudden problem-solving
insights. This mechanism is like the common situation where you work hard on a vexing prob-
lem or idea all day and still can't figure it out. However, the next moming, after a good night's
sleep has cleared some internal space, the solution seems to pop up out of nowhere. Attists
and writers often use tai chi to get themselves in a creative mood, or to soften up their body
and brain during the middle of a creative burst so that they can work longer before hitting a

creative wall.



114 The Big Book of Tai Chi

Tai chi stretches out the muscles of the neck, back, and shoulders too, preventing pain lodg-
ing in them. Nagging pain in these areas makes many prone to anger, frustration, and depres-
sion, which does not produce smooth working relationships. This pain also makes it harder to
think, requires you fo use a lot of disagreeable fime squirming to get more comfortable, and
reduces your productivity.

Tai chi also increases blood and energy circulation to and from the brain. When not enough
blood gets to the brain you lack the “juice” to process information rapidly and make insightful
decisions. Equally, when the blood does not drain from the brain the thought process becomes
ponderous, as the brain seems to turn to mush and blood pressure rises.

Physical Laborers
If your work involves physical labor, tai chi makes your job easier and boosts your productivity
in three ways.

1. It increases your physical flexibility so you can move better and faster, both in
general, and more specifically to position your body more easily into those
difficulto-ochieve angles that normally create physical strain.

2. When you are doing heavy lifting, tai chi educates your body to use its whole
strength, especially the liffing power of your hips and legs, thereby creating less
strain and allowing you to work more rapidly, efficiently, and with more stamina.

3. Toi chi creates looser, stronger, less tense muscles. This combination of increased
flexibility and stamina prevents occupational injuries, especially those generated
from bending, stooping, and squatting actions. This also helps prevent common
back and shoulder injuries.

Alter work is over, doing tai chi reduces or completely melts away the physical strain and pain

Al . i i1 1 - i 'S | T} ' | e
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Athletes, Dancers, Gymnasts,
and Yoga Practitioners

Tai chi helps all athletes attain better performances—whether they are professionals, recre-
ational athletes, or complete beginners. China'’s national sports teams regularly proctice tai chi
to improve their performance. As a subsidiary movement training program, tai chi upgrades the
basic functioning of your nervous system, as well as your reflexes, flexibility, balance, coordi-
nation, speed, and whole-body power; both overall and for specific sports skills. The healing,
stress-relieving, and meditative qualities of tai chi are especially appealing to dancers and
gymnasts, who are more prone than most to frequent injuries to their muscles, joints, and spine.

The following list represents some of the special benefits tai chi provides yoga practitioners,
dancers, and athletes:

* Tai chi can help prevent joint, muscle, and spinal injuries and thereby extend an athlete's
peck performance years and prevent lifelong injuries or pain. Tai chi speeds up the
normal healing time from injuries, so that less training time is missed. Tai chi's gentle
motions bring more blood fo injured oreas, remove blocked energy, and help regenerate
damaged soft fissues

* Toi chi gives athletes more perseverance and focus. To become really effective at fai chi
or any martial art requires hard work, discipline, intelligence, and perseverance. Even
practicing a fai chi short form promotes regular rhythms in an athlete’s body and mind.
This habit then makes it easier to keep up other rhythms related to basic conditioning and
othletic skills both during and, more importantly, between competition seasons

e Tai chi increases speed, reflexes, power, and endurance, by increasing your reservoir of
chi, upgrading, and making the central nervous system more efficient, and adding tone to
the body’s physical tissues. By subtly changing and supercharging your insides, you are
able to manifest better external athletic performance abilities

e |t improves left- and rightbrain functions. This improves hand-eye coordination and
general reflexes (especially useful for all ball and racquet sports). Practicing tai chi also
increases the incidence of “time slowing down or seeming to stop,” which high-level
athletics seems to intermittently engender. Peripheral vision functions are improved too,
so athletes can become more acutely aware of what is happening around them
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Tai chi reloxes and opens the joints and ligaments. This can stretch your arms and make
them reach further, valuable for sports like basketball, and gives dancers more beautiful
and fluid arm movements. Opening up the shoulder joint increases a pilcher’s power

The slow-motion movements of fai chi directly increase your clarity and calmness of mind,
and help your central nervous system function more smoothly and efficiently. This improves
timing and makes it easier and more common to achieve what in baskeiball is termed
“being in the zone"

Tai chi improves grip strength and sensitivity

Tai chi reduces internal resistance and hesitation, so you can change tactics and
sirategies much more quickly. This also enhances your capability fo instantly release
explosive power

Tai chi’s emphasis on fluidly turning from the hips and waist improves power, balance,
and fluidity of mofion. This is especially useful for preventing joint injuries and enhancing
the ability to turn suddenly from left to right—so crifical when either generating power

or faking opponents out in competitive sports like basketball, football, martial arts,

or boxing

It strongly develops whole-body coordination through an upper and lower body
infegration principle called the six combinations. This principle’s objective is fo make

the whole physical body, chi, and mind move like one totally integrated cell or unit,

with no parts moving separately. This is key to high performance sports and dance
Precise body alignments prevent the flow of chi from being blocked or dissipated. This
produces exceptionally effective biomechanical alignments, which can prevent injuries
and allow you fo use your body's full power

Tai chi increases the speed and strength of the energy circulation in your legs, thereby
bringing ease, adroitness, and spring into them. This improves general responsiveness,
reflexes, lightness, and grace, and is equally valuable for long- and short-distance runners,

dancers, gymnasts, and football players. It roots your energy to the ground, giving
tremendous stability, balance, and maneuverability when skiing or lifting heavy weights
Tai chi's methods of internal release, softening the muscles, and chi movement can show the

yoga pracliioner how fo stretch farther without using muscular force or physical tension.

Tai chi's energefic techniques, derived from the 16-part nei gung system (see p. 226), can
make obvious what is hidden in Indian hatha yogo. This can be extremely valuable for inter-
mediate and advanced yoga practitioners. See Appendix 3 for more on yoga and fai chi.
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seeks to maintain, enhance, and heal the physical functions and strengths that make you healthy
at any weight level, from extremely thin 1o very heavy.
To compensate for the polential health consequences directly related to excess weight,

some degree of regular genfle exercise is even more necessary for the overweight than for the

average person.
Tai chi helps mifigate the potential negative consequences of excess weight by building up

your body:

It improves your leg strength by having you constantly transfer your weight from one leg
to the other. This improves balance and enables you to move better

It improves your musculoskeletal system’s ability to bear weight

It improves the flexibility of your joints and spine. This reduces back pein and creates
good posture

It strefches your muscles out and improves their tone so that they are better able to bear
your weight

It improves your blood circulation, taking pressure off your heart.

Due to misplaced excessive zeal, overweight people often tend to overstrain the knees and
back doing various kinds of exercise. In terms of tai chi the very overweight should bear in mind
several points, including:

the 70 percent rule (see p. 35), although if very unfit you may need to reduce it

to 50 percent or less until your body significantly strengthens

it is essential to maintain good biomechanical alignments for your ankles, knees, and
spine. My book, Opening the Energy Gates of Your Body, shows some of these
alignments for the knee and back

don't be in a rush; you can only gauge how strong or weak your knees really are

with patience

only very, very gradually increase the degree your waist turns if you feel it causing even
light strain to your knees

do tai chi for at least six months or a year before aftempting to do your form at a super-
slow speed, such as taking an hour or more to do a long form (see Chapter 9, p. 179).
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pensate for physical obstacles in their environment. Both naturally develop a kind of sonar or
radar to compensate for the lack of important visual and ouditory clues around them. Through
intensive energy work, tai chi masters were able to strongly sense what was behind them or
function well with their eyes closed, as have masters of other martial arts based on developing
chienergy. The energetic skills contained within fai chi can strongly improve the radar and
sonar abilities of the blind and deaf. The abilities can be gained though a combination of
sensitizing the nervous system, slow motion movement, and working with the externol oura or

etheric body [see p. 60) and the meditative qualities embodied within the form.

People with Neurological Conditions

Even after normal intensive Western physical therapy, the neurological re-patterning and open-
ing up of the acupuncture meridian channels tai chi offers is especially useful for improving the
ability to move normally without spasms or distortions —problems that often follow polio, trau-
ma, nerve degeneration from accidents, intense fevers, or diseases like multiple sclerosis. Tought
by a tolented instructor, tai chi can make the difference between being able to walk normally
without the need of a cane and having a body that does not function progerly.

Wheelchair Users

If you are wheelchair-bound but have the use of your arms, doing tai chi’s arm movements will
help keep the structures of the spine mobile and fluid. When you can siand, your physical ther-
apy will most likely progress at a much greater rate and your recovery fime may be dramati-
cally speeded up.

Quadriplegics and paraplegics can also benefit from tai chi. By visualizing themselves
doing tai chi, quadriplegics can often get their body's chi-energy and Huids moving better,
mitigoting the domoge caused by total physical inactivity. It can also give them the impetus fo
internally straighten a collopsing spine.

Paraplegics can keep their upper body's energies flowing normally with tai chi's arm move-
ments. Lack of leg movement pulls on the upper body's soft tissues, tightening them and dimin-

ishing blood circulation, both of which can create pain. Arm movements, combined with chang-

ing pressures inside the abdominal cavity can re-establish needed space between the internal
organs, lift the spine, and stretch out all the tissues of the upper body sufficiently to alleviate pain.

Hand movements can work the energies within the legs through manipulating the external
aura (see p. 60). This can significantly increase blood circulation in the legs, which can other-




Toi Chi’s Benelits for Different Groups of People 121

wise become diminished due to lack of movement. In this way, tai chi can reduce the damag-
ing effects of leg atrophy on the whole body and brain. Sitting movements can also be focused
to work and straighten the spine. In paraplegics, spinal vertebrae often collapse, causing neg-
ative cascading effects on the whole body.

For issues reloted to amputees and phantom pain, see p. 61.

People with Mental Problems

People with mental problems often live with brain dysfunctions that give them explosive frustro-
tions and mood swings, which unhinge both themselves and others. Tai chi calms the nervous
system, and helps release stress build-up, which can trigger the explosions. For these reasons,
tai chi has been shown to be of value with postiraumatic stress disorder problems (see p. 87).
Tai chi helps create stronger internal organs that can betier withstand powerful emotional out-
bursts. For example, strengthening the kidneys may help depression to a limiled degree, while
strengthening the liver can reduce anger outbursts. Tai chi may also improve coordination
between the left and right sides of the brain, which often helps people with mental problems.

Conclusion

Tai chi’s ability to immensely improve the lives of people of many different ages and occupo-
tions is one of the reasons for its universal appeal. It can bring out and maximize the potentials
inherent in most human beings, and diminish the damage that can occur from living o stressed-
out life.

Tai chi is one of life’s rare recreational activities that can become more interesting, chal-

lenging, and satistying as life goes on.
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However, the perception is inaccurate, as tai chi does have iraining methods that allow prac-
fitioners to move at exceptionally fost fighting speeds. Here are five examples of how practic-
ing tai chi's slow movements translate into the ability to fight exceptionally fast:

1. Tai chi tones and relaxes the muscles. The more relaxed and toned muscles are,
the faster they can move

2. Tai chi trains the central nervous system to be more efficient. The nerves then give
strong signals to the muscles to move faster

3. Slow-motion movement acts like a kind of weight on the muscles, which, when
removed, causes them to move faster.

Try this experiment to understand this idea experientially.

Have someone time your quickest speed for moving your hand from the side
of your hip to the top of your head. Then do the same movement in extremely
slow motion. Now relax as much as possible, and go really slowly, for example
taking five minutes to move your hand from your hip to your head and another
five to come back down. Next fry the same move at full speed, and see if you
can move faster than your previous quickest time. It is likely that the more you
relax when you move slowly, the faster you can go when you try to move quickly

4. Tai chi gets your whole body movement coordinated. Efficiently linking your waist
and legs con really help cotapult your hand speed

5. In more advanced practices, you learn to seamlessly alternate between doing
extremely slow and fast movements, first during solo forms, then push hands,
and finally during sparring. Your chi controls your nerves and muscles like an
electric light's dimmer switch, which can gradate light from almost total darkness
[excruciatingly slow motion) to extreme brightness (lightning fast).

Tai Chi as an Effective Martial Art

- In the nineteenth century, tai chi proved itself to be an exceptionally effective, practical fighting
art. Tai chi feaches the timing, fighting strategies, and presence of mind necessary to succeed
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in unrehearsed fighting with someone who has aggressive lethal intent and cannot be psycho:
logically dissuaded. Until the 1920s, the martial side of fai chi was normally emphasized.
However, sometime during the 1930s, fai chi began fo be taught purely from the perspective
of health and longevity. From that lime forward, many teachers downplayed or completely
eliminated its use as a fighting art.

Today, only a small minority of practitioners are sufficiently skilled in using tai chi's martial
arts techniques to effectively teach how to counteract the most severe of viclent circumstances.
However, there are some teachers who can show a few of the fighting applications either with
or without making martial arts the main focus of the class. Nevertheless, the overwhelming major-
ity of tai chi teachers and practitioners do not know the martial arts aspects, and therefore you
cannot expect them to teach you tai chi as a practical fighting ort.

The Difference Between Internal
and External Martial Arts

Although all forms of martial arts are advertised as being effective for fighting and self-defense,
few specify whether they are external or internal martial orts. Consequently, many people don't
understand the term “infernal martial arts.” Is the martial part something like karate where
people grimace, shout, and break bricks? Does internal mean that unlike other martial arts,
you don't punch, kick, chop, throw, or use arm locks to defend yourself against aggression in
dangerous situations? Does internal mean practitioners can point their hands at someone twen-
ty feet away and mysteriously kil their attackers, send them flying through the air, or ot the least
knock them down without touching them? These and other misconceptions abound.

All martial arts were originally developed for mortal combat and have arsenals of fighting
techniques specific 1o their styles. The difference between internal and external martial arts is in
how they train practitioners to acquire their speed and power. External martiol movements look,
teel, and are different from internal martial ot movements. Internal refers to how internal
martial arts invisibly get their physical power, not what their specific fighting movements look
like. Internal movements are most effective it they are imbued with the knowledge of how chi-
energy can be specifically incorporated into fighting techniques, which shows you how to make
the movements come alive and be effective in combat.
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Internal chi-energy techniques can make the muscles relaxed, sirong, sensitive, fast, and
extremely responsive.

Internal martial movements can look as though something invisible within the practitioner is
moving their body. The more a tai chi practice is coming from an internal aspect, the more the
relaxation and fluidity shows in their body movements. True internal movements also appeor to
have great hidden energy and a sense of tangible presence that doesn't waver.

The source of the power of tai chi and other internal martial arts, that mysterious chi, comes
from developing the energetic components of the 16-part nei gung system (see Chapter 11, p.
226). You can do the same movement in an external or internal way, but the differences lie in
exactly how you use your mind, body, and energy 1o make the movement happen. For exam-
ple, with an external technique, keeping your elbow in a certain specific place develops phys-
ical habits that either deny your opponent an opening or leave you wide open and defense-
less. Internal techniques deal with whether and in what way the elements of the 16-part nei
gung system are being implemented.

In general, external martial arts depend on external movements and tend to use more linear
fighting techniques. Internal martial arts use both visible external movements and invisible inter-
nal movements and emphasize circular fighting fechniques. Internal power methods rely on
developing chi-energy rather than the external muscular tension and strength, for example, that
you would gain by lifting weights or doing push-ups.

The external martial arts, such as kung fu, boxing, jujitsu, karate, kenpo, kick boxing, and
tae kwon do, generate powerful movements from tense, stiff muscles and use muscular strength,
bursts of physical fension, growls, and sometimes overt aggression that is often catalyzed by
the release of adrenaline. External movements have a sense of hardness, force, or sirain behind
them. Internal movements are soft and effortless and seem to the opponent to come out of
nowhere. However, an internal martial artist’s movement can have ot least as much or more
strength and power as the same movement from an external martial artist.

At the highest levels, predominantly external martial arts include some soft, circular, or inter-
nal techniques. Other external martial arts, however, may have many internal techniques woven
through their external methods. Such martial arts are called internal /external if these internal chi
- methods are significantly more prevalent. An internal martial art such as fai chi, however, does
not include external practices and uses purely internal techniques. For example, using these
criteria, in Japan, aikido would be classified as an internal mortial art; ninjitsu as an inter-

nal/external martial art; and karate as an external martial art,
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The internal martial arts, for example tai chi chuan, hsingi chuan, ba gua chang, and aiki-
do, generate movements from chi-energy. Practitioners’ bodies move in a reloxed, soft, and fluid
manner. The internal martial arts do not encourage overt emotional aggression and anger as @
primary power source. It would be difficult for @ layman to comprehend how tai chi's slow
movements can translate into fast fighting. The uninifiated would be even more baffled by the
concept that fighting methods that do not engage emotional aggression and anger can be as
or more effective than those that do.

Seven Stages of Learning
Tai Chi as a Martial Art

For tai chi to be functional as a martial art, you must know how to use its fighting applications
when facing a real person. Otherwise, during solo practice, your visualizations about how to
apply the techniques will be false and will be unlikely to franslate to the real thing.

Tai chi taught for health and longevity does not normally provide the detail and practice
needed fo apply tai chi in a combot or self-defense situation; tai chi taught as an effective fight-
ing art will. During solo practice, you are taught how to focus your mind to defend or attack.
You are taught when to mentally pause or unleash; how and where to hit, at what angle; and
what kind of intent and internal power fo use. You are also taught multiple fighting applications
for each and every movement within a tai chi form, what specific kinds of chi allow them to
work, and how and where fo use them. (See The Power of Internal Martial Arts, Chapter 4.)

For the layman, one way fo describe learning tai chi as a martial art is in seven basic stages
that are like a circle. With each succeeding revolution, you accrue greater skill as you revisit
and upgrade the same material in greater and more satistying depth.

The seven stages are learned both empty-handed and using traditional weapons such as

swords, poles, and spears. The process is as follows:

1. Chi-energy warm ups, which eventually include the entire 16-part nei gung
2. Solo form, with several aims:
a) fo obtain the physical coordination required to move well with relaxed power
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b) to learn punches, kicks, joint locks, throws, efc., specifically related to each
form movement
¢) to develop chi power, so that when you hit or throw someone it counts
d) to develop the internal strength to withstand punishment without caving in
3. Selfdefense practices with a cooperative opponent. This begins the process of
understanding how a real person feels and responds. At first, techniques are done
at slow speeds with minimal power, until you can stay relaxed without tensing up
and not rely on external, muscular power. Then you learn and practice how each
individual technique within the forms can be modified to be equally effective ot
long, medium, or short distance. This level of training may either be done concur-
rently as you learn the form, or immediately ofterwards. Tai chi schools without a
true self-defense orientation usually skip this stage, even if they include push hands
. Push hands is an important bridge between doing the solo form for health and
learning the realities of fluid self-defense with dangerous determined opponents.
An essential stepping-slone in self-defense, push hands shows you how to bring
invisible internal power, to be used later in sparring, info your body movements.
During push hands you maintain constant touch with your partner's arms. Using
all the chi-energy techniques hidden within the tai chi form, you attempt fo push
your partner without being pushed yourself. The subtle internal power skills
learned during this stage will be the same ones that you will execute when mak-
ing contact with an opponent who is determined to cause you grievous bodily
harm or death. However, fo be an effective 1ai chi fighter, push hands alone is
not enough. You must also progress through the next three stages
. Sparring games. One or more people attack you, demanding that you apply the
basic selfdefense methods of tai chi in various attack-defense scenarios. These
may be done in choreographed sets or spontaneously. Like boxing, tai chi fech-
niques are begun in close, then at arms’ length, and then yet farther away. To
begin with you will know what is coming and at what level of speed and power.
Progressively, your opponent will attack with more intense speed and power, and
varied footwork, encouraging you to better adapt and be more effective in your

defense. Later, attacks and defenses get more fluid and devious with yet more
power and speed. Eventually you will be limited to using specific tai chi tech-
niques, but your attacker will not be. Now the timing and mind gomes begin,
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upon which real fighting revolves

6. Next comes the true transition between push hands and fighting. Here you apply
the internal power skills you learned in push hands to hit, kick, and throw, as well
as fo push your opponent while sill maintaining continuous physical contact

7. Unrehearsed sparring is the final stage. It is only at this stage that you learn
to use tai chi's full range of fighting techniques to deal with both known and
unpredictable variables.

Practicing with Traditional
Chinese Weapons

Before firearms were introduced in China, traditional weapons such as swords, poles, and
spears were used both for military warfare and self-protection against criminals, civic unrest,
ond general lowlessness. During the ninefeenth century, martial artists from the Chen Village,
the birthplace of 1ai chi, were trained fo use a wide variely of arcane weapons, such as iron
fans and three section staffs. This was just as vital a part of their training as learning empty hand
tai chi forms. Today, however, virtually all teachers of tai chi as o martial art instruct in only the
use of four weapons: the straight double-edged sword, the broadsword [sometimes called the
saber or big knife), the pole, and the spear. Although firearms have rendered them obsolete for
fighting, learning fo use these weapons has many benelfits in terms of developing your body
and chi, either for health or martial arts. They are normally introduced in tai chi training only
after empty-handed fai chi forms are learned.

For health, an important goal of weapons fraining is to solidly project chi from your body
through and to the end of each particular weapon. The more you can do this, the stronger and
more connected the chi-energy inside your body will become. Physically, the use of these
weapons progressively develops different parts of your body in the specific order given below,
so that learning o new weapon both continues and increases the previous benefit and adds
-something new.

For martial arfs training, learning to use weapons increases the speed of your hand and foot
movements and amplifies the power to your arms and hands when you practice empty-handed
forms. Weapons fraining also fomiliarizes you with moving more to back and side angles in
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different ways than in push hands or empty hand forms. Most
sparring is like push hands with implements, with the tech-
niques of sticking with and anticipating your opponent's force
emphasized just as much. For safety, use weapons with blunt,

not sharp edges or points, during solo and sparring practice

Straight Double-Edged Sword

The swords are commonly made of wood or steel. Extra-heavy

steel weapons are often used in solo Iraining only, rather than

real combat, and ideally weigh between three and seven

pOUnds

Head instructor at the Beijing City
Physical Culture Institute in 1986,

demonsirating the Yang style fai
weapon, the siraight sword's trademark is finesse. It builds wrist  chi sword form with a double-

Health Generally considered the most elegant and beautiful

flexibility, whole-body movement, and increases the fluidity and ~ edged stroight sword
sensitivity of your arm joints. It also is an excellent training
device for enabling the waist and legs to connect to the uppe

body and hands in a finely coordinated manner

Martial Arts The straight sword is the first and most commonly taught tai chi weapon. It emphar-
sizes stabbing and cutting actions and finesse over raw power. It is better for fighting one-on-
one duels rather than multiple opponents. In ancient China, the straight sword was the fighting
weapon of choice for female martial artists. It emphasizes the basic technique of cutting the
inside of the opponent's wrist to disarm or fatally bleed him or her. Being double-edged it frains
the ability to rapidly and sensitively change from twisting inwards to outwards—a critically

important capacity in tai chi's empty hand fighting applications and push hands

Sparring Trains complex tootwork patterns and deliberately develops softness and fluidity in
hand and foot movements in order to attack or defend from unusual angles. Using the sword
helps you fo give up the bad habit, at least for tai chi, of using muscular force while fighting.
The tai chi classics talk about the sword being so sensitive that a fly cannot land on it without
sefting it in motion. To use brute force with a weapon that sensitive will most likely result in you

gefting cut first. The traditional weapon was extremely sharp and sirong, and was perfect for

Caroline Frantzis




33

Tai Chi for Physical and Emotional Self-Defense

techniques that take almost no power, in order to attack and cut veins, arteries, and other espe-
cially weak and vulnerable vital points located only a few inches inside the body. As such,

straight swords do not require the power to hack and completely split the body wide open to

be fatal

Broadsword
Broadswords are commonly made of wood and steel. They are straighter on the bottom and
curved on the top. Extra-heavy steel weapons are often used in training only, rather than real

combat, and ideally weigh between four and ten pounds.

Health Broadsword solo practice develops physical strength
and Hlexibility, especially in the wrists, shoulders, neck, chest,
and upper back. Although a power weapon, it adds fiexibili-
ty to the shoulder blades, neck, and chest through movements
that bring the sword around your neck and back betore return-

ing it in front of the bedy to cut.

Martial Arts Primarily @ man’s rather than o woman's weapon,
the use of the broadsword emphasizes power. Many tech-
niques are geared toward hacking off limbs, decapitation, or
cutting completely through the torso. lts strong point is fighting
multiple rather than single opponents. In contrast to the straight

sword it develops power more than sensitivity, uses large

sweeping motions rather than small tight cnes, and emphe-

sizes stabbing actions much less than the straight sword. Many

A tai chi broadsword movement
of the body positions and techniques are not unlike those used vsed o dellect o Blow s e
when fighting with Japanese samurai swords head from another weapon

One side of the sword is thick and strong rather than sharp. It enables you to absorb especially
powerful blows and then immediately counter-attack with the sharp edge. Broadsword fighting
includes more athletic moves like jumping kicks, stomps, and spinning techniques uncommon in
lai chi's straight sword or emply hand methods. Currently, the broadsword is not faught very

much in the West, although this may change in the future

Guy Hearn
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Sparring Broadsword sparring methods only partially emphasize a push hands-like scenario

i

where two D-’.’:C]’_}.’_-w’\r”.:'ffjﬂ

together and maintain continuous contact

Poles

Poles are raditicnally made of wood, ar d are between six ¢

and of equal circum e throughout. Ideally the wood itself is either very y OF fex
g
Health Provides resistance training, and it is especially beneficial for increasing the strength

and Hexibility of the entire

Martial Arts Provides superlative additional train
ing for tai chi’s twisting and spiraling techniques
[see pp. 216-21]. An omnidirectional weapon
it focuses on brinqing power instantaneot 'F.|-__-' to

any point along the entire length of the pole. The

weapon adds many new defensive persp

for deal ng with opponents either to your bac

side the pole 1s to maintain

is powerfully hif, you don't take any shock into

your body, and can immediately counter. lts pri-

mary le

iques are fo poke, stab, smash, and
A parry and atfack with a pole. Tai chi pole
techniques emphasize the ability to stick to, and
thereby control, the opponent’s weapon

be able to bring sharp, snapping, vibrating, or

peneiraling power

Ciuy Hearn
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Martial Arts Develops tremendous body maneuverability, and combines the techniques of the
pole and straight sword within its fighting repertoire. Its basic technique involves a powerful
twisting parry culminating in @ powerful forward stabbing or cutting motion, often combined
with a strong vibrating action.

Both the pole and the spear are used to develop the ability to discharge energy, called
fa jin in Chinese. See Chapter 11, p. 236. They do so by creating vibrations within the lower
tantien, shaking the weapon's tip, and creating very strong twisting within the practitioner’s
entire body and weapon. Both techniques train you fo instantaneously bring power into empty
hands or weapons especially from the difficult beginning position, with your hands being lower
than your hips.

Canes and Sticks \-\ “‘

Today it is not practical to walk the streets with any of the four \ '!’3-

weapons just described. However, a cane or walking sfick can easi- & 2
LY

ly be adapted to many of the basic techniques of the four

traditional weapons to devastating effect for self-defense. Some tai chi
schools have developed walkingstick forms for this purpose. Only a
little creativity is required to make the conversion.

Mirbacf Mrk' 3

A fai chi overhead strike

Push Hands i

Many tai chi teachers will bring in some form of gentle, nonthreatening push hands into their
classes because it is an effective tool for training relaxation. Relatively few teachers, however,
know how to specifically use push hands as o realistic selfdefense training tool. Push hands
eventually can become as intense and rough as any contact sporls.

In push hands, you and your partner’s hands or arms touch and ideally remain in contact
during the entire exercise through three basic progressive stages.

1. The weight of both practice-partners alternately shifts completely from the front to
the back leg. Partners usually move forwards during attack and backwards dur-

ing defense
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2. Both partners continuously turn their hips and waist from the front to the side, in
coordination with attack and defense moves. This is the first step in unifying the
power of the whole body for maximum physical efficiency

3. As both partners move back and forth, their hands, forearms, elbows, shoulders,
and possibly even hips engage in gentle or very serious attack and defense

flows. Ideally all movements are much more circular than linear.

Neither partner tries to hit or kick the other, only to unbalance and push. Only in the most
martially orientated push hands styles, like the Chen, is it permissible fo also throw or apply
jointlocks. All push hands is done standing up, albeit at times in a very deep crouch. No
wrestling on the ground, pins, strangles, or other mat work techniques are involved.

The goal is not to use overt muscular strength fo overcome your partner. Rather it is to
rely on relaxation, infent, awareness, sensitivity, and moving chi-energy through your body fo
produce the subtle yet significant physical power necessary either to withstand an opponent's
onslaught, or o project power from your body to push or uproot your opponent.

The basic circular push hands strategy is “one half of the circle defends, and the second half
aftacks.” For defense, the focus is on grounding (rooting), deflecting, or yielding, rather than
opposing the opponent’s force. But, a split second later, the goal is to counter by returning your
opponent's force back 1o him or her, by unbalancing or pushing rather than hitting or throwing
as in jujitsu or karate.

Push Hands Helps Manual Laborers
Prevent Repetitive Stress Injuries (RSI)
The practice of push hands trains practical skills of whole-body power that can prevent RS! for

manual laborers. It educates you to use progressively more and more of your whole body's
power to do a fask that needs strength, rather than only using a single part of the body, such
as a shoulder, wrist, elbow, or lower back fo take the brunt of a task, which over time results
in chronic pain and loss of function. (See also Chapter 6, pp. 108-112))

The focal point of repetitive strain is in the incessant use of backs, shoulders, knees, elbows,
and wrists, which over time can result in chronic pain. In the case of manual workers, tens or
even hundreds of pounds of force are applied when workers lift, rotate, push, bend, or stoop
to manipulate different tools, work industrial machines, or move objects around. The result may
be constant pain and lack of functional strength in areas that can cripple you.
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Push hands teaches very sophisticated ways to either absorb or send force out of your body
with minimal repetitive stress to vulnerable body parts:

* Push hands awakens and trains all the small muscles needed fo transfer force waves
through specific areas of the body so they continue to function properly. In this way, heavy
pressure doesn't repeatedly land on a specific ploce—a shoulder, for example —slowly
but surely weakening and damaging it

® In its roofing training, you learn to transfer weight from its origination point smoothly
through all your body parts, until it dissipates into the ground without siraining your body.
Even if muscle strain occurs, it is evenly distributed throughout the whole body and
not localized in specific joints or the spine and lower back. This is done through proper
biomechanical alignments that allow you to bear weight dramatically better and reduce
the chances of industrial accidents

e Either to stop someone'’s force from entering your body, or to send your full body’s power
at your practice partner, you constantly turn and rotate your joints. This prevents your
whole body’s force from getting blocked within them. This increases the ability of your
joints to avoid getting hit by repetitive cumulative strains when either absorbing (bearing
weight] or putting out force (moving something)

e The process of learning to issue internal force shows the body how to lift or move heavy
objects without damaging individual body parts, especially the back, knees, elbows,
wrists, and spine. Maintaining proper biomechanical alignments and other techniques
allows force to travel efficiently and smoothly from your feet, through your legs, up your
back, and out of your arms and fingers.

Fixed and Moving Push Hands
Both partners are immensely challenged and enjoined to never break physical contact during the
two basic methods of doing push hands: fixed and moving.

In fixed push hands, the feet remained fixed on the ground and do not move. As both part-
ners continuously shift weight back and forth, each does a repetitive fixed pattern of specific
arm movements. These incorporate the four major energies of tai chi: up, back, down, and for-
ward, called in Chinese peng [ward off], lu [roll back or absorb), an [press downward), and ji
(press forward). Later, over time, your arm and waist movements are no longer fixed within a
specific form and both partners are encouraged to spontaneously respond according to the
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tactical needs that arise moment by moment.

In moving push hands, the feet move

using progressively more complex patterns

. Using the same fixed hand patterns
previously learned in fixed push
hands, you add fixed repetitive
dancerlike steps: moving forward,
to the back and sides,

in zigzag lines, or in semicircles

Diane Asseo Griliches

. Maintaining the same unvarying
footwork, Yo hands are allowed Instructors practicing Moving Push Hands ot Brookline
to spontaneously move anywhere Tai Chi in Boston
your intuition and judgment lead
. Both hands and feet move spontaneously
4. You now odd a different set of fixed hand and foot patterns, called do lu in
Chinese. This focuses on difficult diagonal angles of movement, especially 45-,
135-, 225-, and 315-degree angles
. Staying within a very loose adherence of do lu's attack and defense methods
your feet and hands become relatively freeform
. Free-form push hands now encourages you to freely mix and match at will all tai
chi's hand ond footwork moves from both fixed and moving push hands. Both

pariners are now free to push hands spontaneously in any way they like

In fime all the principles of fixed and moving push hands are applied to traditional weapens,
mostly using straight swords and poles. Push hands is also a powerful tool for reducing stress

and for emotional defense
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animal, or fight off a predator. Tai chi takes the opposite approach. It frains you to be emo-
tionally calm during combat—relaxed, psychologically neutral, silent, yet exceedingly physi-
cally effective. This is harder to achieve and takes longer than the biological animal approach.

If o 1ai chi practitioner vanquishes someone, the opponent usually won't be given any emo-
tional cue of dominance. It appears as if the victory was by accident, rother than a deliberate
act. Consequently, a Doubting Thomas won't really believe his eyes, because of the absence
of visible faciol expressions and emotional verification.

Secondly, because fai chi’s internal power is invisible, you have to feel it to believe it, not
see it. Not all tai chi masters feel compelled to demonstrate their power or cause people pain
to prove something. And some martial arfists can't believe it's not all a pretense unless you cause
significant pain. So the choice may be fo hurt your opponent or be considered a foke.

Third, some metaphorically expect a foi chi master to walk on water, when it may only be
possible fo be a strong swimmer. Not everyone is at the almost supernatural levels of skill that
are porirayed in movies. In this sense, the situation is comparable to the mythology often seen
in movies surrounding karate black bells who are supposed to be able to kill with one blow.
In fact, few can achieve this, and many, if not most, cannct even reliably do one-punch knock-
outs, especially against opponents with hard heads.

Finally, it takes years to become reliably good, with finely honed techniques that consistent-
ly work against people who can fight well. Only a minority of tai chi practitioners knows its basic
arsenal of kicks, punches, throws, chokes, efc., much less its full range of fighting techniques.
Because of tai chi's emphasis on psychological relaxation and non-reactive emotions, to reach
this level usually takes five to ten years, practicing for several hours four or five days a week.

However, if you are not in a rush, you can learn tai chi selfdefense skills that may one day
stand you in good stead, while acquiring the potential health, healing, longevity, and spiritual
benefits for which 99 percent of practitioners take up tai chi.

Do You Have to Learn Self-Defense
to get the Health Benefits of Tai Chi?

The simple answer to this is no.

However, knowing some simple fighting or self-defense applications for each move will help
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you remember some of tai chi's choreography and how to string the moves together in longer
and longer sequences. Simple fighting applications help you remember how to move chi from
point A to point B in your body, both within each move and in the transitions between them. It
is difficult for anyone not trained in movement and dance arts to remember long sequences
of relatively complex movements, much less the even more complex energetic movements. The
traditional and effective way the more qualified teachers were trained was by showing how
specific postures would be used for self-defense.

Your infent moves your chi. Thinking of either hiting or deflecting physical attacks with hands
or feet automatically octivates your intent, thereby moving your chi-energy to the desired loce-
tion, provided that you hove learned the necessary specific details. At first, most people have
trouble remembering and then visualizing all the movements and technical energetic delails.
Self-defense metaphors are more easily remembered than most other memory techniques.

For those who abher anything that smacks of violence, it is worth considering that if you
have no violence in your heart, internal visualizations (mental pictures) of selfdefense moves do
not create the future seeds of violent intent. Rather, they only become schematics for moving chi
ond thereby benefiting your health and spiritual wellbeing.

Emotional Self-Defense

Emotions, at their appropriate fimes and in balanced proportions, make life smoother and more
enjoyable. However, when your emotional balance is greatly disturbed you may involuntarily
hurt yourself and others, either physically or emotionally.

Tai chi generally, and push hands specifically, physically and psychologically help balance
your emotions by smoothing out the excessive secretions from your infernal organs that make
you pre-disposed to certain damaging emotions, described in Appendix 2.

The Tooist philosophical principles of tai chi are very real and accessible to the trainee.
These pieces of ancient wisdom carry over info the psychological arena and give you excellent
tools to soften the potential emotional shocks and blows of life. These work well on many lev-
els for a stressed-out world.'
~ Excessive aggression often can make you uncontrollably angry. Anger can cause you to say
and do things impulsively that you may lofer regret, with an offendingly stresstul level of force
many don't appreciate. Because you can’t emotionally slow down and understand what is

' For more intormation, see The Power of Internal Martial Arts (North Atlantic Books, 1998), pp. 290-92.
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going on, you may not look before you leap. The stressful emotional havoc that anger can
wreak on yourself or others, either through lost friendships, unsatisfying relationships, creafing
enemies, or the need of others 1o get even, is physically and emotionally debilitating. The emo-
tionally softening tai chi principles of “following and yielding to an opponent's force” can help
circumvent the endless emotionally painful situations thot fill the lives of many.

Emotional bullying is common. Without being obvious, this same yielding to force principle
can enable you fo psychologically refuse an emotional bully a solid place fo hit, control, or
coerce you into doing something to which you fundamentally object. Another tai chi quality,
“strength within softness,” makes many bullies lose interest in using emotional force on you, as
they intuitively know it will not be worth the trouble. “Listening to and interpreting your oppo-
nent's force or energy” trains the emotionally unperceptive (those who are constantly putting their
foot in if), to become more sensitive and aware. This quality also makes people more predis-
posed toward useful co-operation rather than needlessly stressful confrontation.

People who are not emotionally grounded often can’t make decisions, as they fear making
mistakes or making others unhappy. For others, being assertive and standing up for themselves
is extremely difficult. Both conditions often make people feel their lives are emotionally out of
control—a less than joyous situation for most. Psychologically implementing the tai chi principle
of “being rooted without being stiff* can be of great help in finding o strong emotional center,
and can be very liberating.

Tai Chi's Value for
External Martial Arts Practitioners

It you are adept in an external martial art, such as kung fu or karate, tai chi and other internal
arts will help you increase your arsenal of fighting techniques. More importantly, they
will help you learn how to apply chienergy to the movements you already know, and
thereby expand your martial creativity. Tai chi can also give inferesting insights into your exter-
nal techniques and make them become alive and new again. And it is, of course, valuable and

enlivening to exchange martial arts information with students of internal styles.
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Tai Chi's Value for Older Martial Artists

In America and Europe, millions of people have practiced and enjoyed external martial arts
for a year or two when younger, but then have had to stop due to the pressures of work, school,
or family life. When they are older, some of these people feel that they might like to begin
again. However the more external martial arts—karate, judo, tae kwon do, or boxing—are
mostly a young person’s game, for many reasons:

e They are hard on the joints and spine.

* Training injuries are part and parcel of external martial arts training. However, as you
age, the body heals more slowly.

® The young are psychologically more likely to be afiracted to violence than older people.

e The young have natural energy to burn, which diminishes as they get older.

® As you oge, you are likely to feel more pain from training the some amount of time, and
ache more and longer afterwards.

Older martial artists want something they can actively confinue into old age that their body can
handle and which will reduce rather than increase the stresses in their life.? They want ¢ martial
art that will calm them down, rather than feed their aggressive tendencies. Tai chi is a natural
fit, and currently mony karate and kung fu schools are adding tai chi to their curriculo.

It is extremely common for top-level external martial arts masters and senior practitioners in
China, and even in Jopan, to take up tai chi after they pass the age of fifty. At that age few
are trying to become high-level tai chi specialists. However, these martial artists recognize that
doing a fai chi form is a practical way fo extend their physical skills many years past the point
at which these abilities would naturally decline in their own martial art. This is because tai chi
can make them healthier, heal old injuries from decades of training, make the body less britfle
and more flexible, and maintain the speed of practitioners’ movements.

In the West there are many older martial artists who have been practicing for ten, twenty or
thirty years and want to continue. After the age of fifty, tension slows them down more than it
did when they were younger and makes their practice time hurt more. lack of minimum speed
eventually takes the fun out of doing most martial arts for older practifioners. Tai chi keeps the
hips oiled and moving with speed and power, which lies at the heart of virtually all martial arts.
Many, especially those between forty and sixty, find that tai chi enables them to speed up the

* See The Power of Internal Martial Arts, pp. 286-89.
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techniques they normally do, so thot they can perform them even faster than when they were
young—or at a minimum, not get any slower.

For seniors with decades of martial arts experience, learning tai chi from a moster who
knows its self-defense tradition thoroughly usually gives new ond fascinating martial insights.
When an old dog learns new fricks it usually makes him feel happy and young again.

Conclusion

Tai chi was first developed as on effective martial art that incorporated internal principles of chi
development known to the Taoists for thousands of years. Counterintuitively, its slow movements
can develop the extremely fast responses and movements that fighting demands. Tai chi instills
the ability to fight in a reloxed, soft, and focused manner, without the anger and aggression
that is often characteristic of the external martial arts, such as kung fu and karote. However,
loday relatively few teachers teach it as a martial ort, although some may teach a few fighting

applications to help students remember the moves.




8 Tai Chr and
Spirituality

The most internal aspect of Taoist tai chi’s moving

and silting practices deal with learning how fo
free the spirit. It is here that the full potential of
tai chi as a form of meditation can be realized

Craig Barnes
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Tai chi chuan was developed as a martial art, drawing heavily upon ancient philosophical
concepts shared by many Chinese systems of thought, including Taoism, Confucianism, some
schools of Buddhism, and traditional Chinese medicine. Although the energy work of tai chi
originated with Taoist monks, | know of no evidence that indicates that tai chi was developed
for spiritual or religious purposes affer it emerged from the Chen village and was spread by the
Yang family. (For more details on the styles and spread of tai chi, see Chapter 9.) | had infor-
mal conversations about this subject with the tai chi master Yang Shou Jung after he accepted
me as a student. He was the greatgrandson of Yang Lu Chan, who founded the Yang style of
tai chi. When | asked if he taught meditation, he said that this was not, and had never been,

an aspect of his family's training, which was about chi development and martial arts.

How Tai Chi Touches on Spirituality

Today, the word “spiritual” is used fo describe a multitude of experiences without a defined com-
mon thread. let's look at some common perceptions that people use to describe spirituality and
how they specifically relate to seculor tai chi.

e Spirituality allows you to make contact with or become something larger than your indi-
vidual self.
From this perspective fai chi is spiritual. The feeling emerges when a normally disconnect:
ed body and mind connects. The sense of internal unity this generates is definitely larger
than your normal sense of “me.” Athletes temporarily experience this feeling when they
are “in the zone.” Regular tai chi practitioners commonly find themselves in o “larger
than me” sense of time suspension where past, present, and future merge into a fourth
kind of timeless dimension. Many describe this as a personal, intimate contact with an
indefinable and satisfying spiritual quality
Spirituality is something that gives an appreciation of the divine or God, whether
through words of scripture or experiences of nature.
In my opinion, no writings within the field of tai chi are intended to rise to the level of
words of scripture. Although some phrases within the tai chi classics are taken directly
from Taoist spiritual texts, taken as o whole the Toi Chi Classics do not approach the level
of a divine work (See Chapter 11, p. 237, on the Tai Chi Classics).
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However, tai chi can engender an appreciation of the divine through an experience
of nature. Tai chi is often done outdoors and gives many a direct spiritual connection to
nature that is above and beyond that normally obtained from simply physically being in @
natural setting. Some describe this as an experience with the strength equivalent to the
sense of divine presence felt in prayer. As soid in an earlier chapter, “If you take one step
towards Ged (the divine), God (the divine) akes two steps toward you"

Spirituality means having a regular practice.

For many people, commitment and regularity are essential aspects of any coherent
philosophy of life that is geared toward awakening spirituality within. Regularity of
practice allows one o go beyond intermittent outward shows of spirituality.

Tai chi's solo practice regularly produces an internal rhythm within its practifioners that
is the equivalent of a spiritual metronome. This rhythm helps you focus on the more subtle,
indefinable spiritual qualities of lite. This focus is activated within the extremely truthful
situation of being alone: here all you will find is what is inside you, whether spiritual
or not. This inner solitude is where direct, personal communication with the divine is
consistently known to happen, in all spiritual traditions
Spirituality is often associated with a return to a lifestyle in accord with the divine or
natural moral “spiritual” laws of the universe.

Spiritual inquiry is often framed within the ancient debate of how to achieve virtue through
morality. This may be done through activities of a more outer or inner nature, such as:

a) taking actions or thinking thoughts thot are supposed to be pleasing in the
eyes of God (the more Western view). Tai chi does not address this subject.
In some tai chi schools you may find practitioners discussing how tai chi might
relote fo these issues, but such discussions are generally based on their own
personal religious beliefs, and not something inherent in the practice of fai chi

b} following and understanding how the laws of karma work (the more Eastern
view). You fry to engage in the world in @ manner so that your actions and
thoughts benefit rather than harm yourself, those you care about, or those you
don't personally know, now and in future lives. In Christianity, the concept of
karma is echoed in the biblical phrase, “as you sow, so shall you reap.”
Although tai chi does not discuss karma openly, its principles of soft and hard,
emply and full, absorbing and discharging by extension work with karmic lows
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c) engaging in a profound study of ethics, to raise us to our highest or spirituol
possibility. In China most tai chi people follow what is called martial arts
ethics: wu de in Chinese. The central issue of wu de (and the whole of tai chil
is achieving balance—not only inside the body, but within the rough waters of
maintaining good and honorable human relationships, now and into the future.

o Spirituality is often associated with practices that enable people o feel more coherent
and open inside.
Tai chi can achieve this, especially as practice becomes more regular. Doing the form
regularly has @ woy of creating internal cohesion and openness. This happens in other
spiritual practices using other methods, such as prayer, visualizations, mantras, yoga,

siting meditation, or performing socred dances.

In the inner traditions of the world's major religions, spirituality involves the process of explor-
ing, finding, and remaining in a divine or spiritually open state all the time—often referred to
os “enlightenment, ” with all that entails. In Eastern traditions, the capacity fo concentrate deeply
is one mojor essential ingredient needed to become enlightened. In this regard tai chi helps you
develop various extremely subtle concentration abilities.

Will the Practice of Tai Chi Conflict with my Religion?

Tai chi is not a religion. Tai chi is about awareness not beliefs. Its spiritual side neither affirms
nor denies the existence of any specific god, gods, spirits, or an afterlife. As such it doesn't con-
flict with other religious beliefs.

If you specifically learn and praclice tai chi as a Taoist moving meditation method, this will
help increase your awareness of the human condition, and help you delve into your inner being
or soul. You will not have to change your religious beliefs. However, indirectly it may cause you
to appreciote some normally ignored aspects of these beliefs.

The proctice of tai chi may make you feel more spiritual. Those spiritual feelings can be inter-
preted and directed within the belief system of your own religion. When one of my Catholic
students was asked whether fai chi conflicted with his religion, he said, “| am a Roman Catholic
and | believe in God. | believe that God created my body and the energy to use it. Tai chi
helps me to appreciate my body and fo access and use this energy effectively. Therefore, on
the level of nature, tai chi helps me to better understand and enjoy the wonder of creation.”
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Meditative Movement: Secular Tai Chi

Tai chi is commonly called moving meditation. This phrase is derived from the Chinese, dong

jing where aong means o mc and jing means fo be slill, which is a classic term in Taoism
for the Er‘:.-:';hg;i' word meditation

The common meaning of the term in English, however, does not imply all that is meant in
Taoist meditation. Moving meditation in English merely implies that tai chi’'s movements are

done in a meditative way, which is how ¢ percent of ¢ ommonly tound tai chi is done. For this

eason, we will call such meditative movement "secular tai chi,” to distinguish it from the pure

v spirifual context ot Taoist meditation. Secular tai chi means to maintain a relaxed focus, quiel

se of relaxation.
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initially require. These include:

constancy of purpose

the ability to go within

the capacity to recognize and apply progressively more subtle levels of your owareness
focusing for extended periods on specific inner qualities with minimal distraction

being relaxed, without which the previous requirements are going to be difficult to sustain.

Secular Tai Chi Can Help Meditators of Any Spiritual Tradition
Seculor fai chi can be practiced by meditators of all spiritual and religious persuasions as
a body-oriented practice that is complementary to the core practices of their meditative tradi-
tions. If you are primarily involved in mental or intellectual practices, tai chi helps keep your
body healthy.

Many religious and meditative traditions are essentially intellectual practices. Everything
takes place in the head. These practices primarily involve:

auditory techniques, using prayer, mantras, repeating the names or words of divine
beings, elc

visualizations of deifies, angels, spirits, saints, heavens or hells, or of various natural or
esoteric realms, elc

third eye medilations, many of which focus on the psychic planes, with practitioners
observing mentally either energy or the mind moving through various spheres of existence,
including their own body.

Often meditators cannot process or balance out all the mental and psychic energy unleashed

within, which causes the mental energy these practices generate to become stagnant and unin-
tegrated within their physical body. This is especially frue for those with sedentary lifestyles. If
meditation and religious practices are not complemented with some way of working with the
body, this can create immense stress. The potential result is that the brain can suck excessive
energy out of the body, making the practitioner devitalized, weak, and often sick. This situation
exists equally in the East and the West, in meditation traditions both conventional and esoteric.

An everweakening body can create obsiacles to progress in meditation. When sufficiently
weakened, energy does not smoothly flow through the body's energy channels. This creates
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different kinds of body noise due to the irregular energy flow through the nervous system.
People then confuse body noise with internal mental phenomena; the very obstacles their
meditation is supposed to transcend, and which cause the meditator to chase down false
internal leads ad infinitum, and waste practice time.

Meditation traditions rarely recognize this need to prevent potential health problems.
However, a few traditions do, and incorporate some physical exercise. Such traditions include:

® Hatha and some other forms of Indian yoga

® Tibetan Buddhism, which adds some yoga practices, as taught in some of the schools
in the West

e twirling or dancing in some Sufi schools

® Taoism, where all its medilation schools incorporate some body practices, such as chi

gung.

Endless mental or psychological examination alone won't make your body function ot anywhere
near opfimum levels. Intellectual brilliance doesn’t ensure physical prowess. Many famous saints
have been known to end their doys with broken, painracked bodies.

Those Western meditation schools that do encourcge body practices generally recommend
such Western exercise such as aerobics, weightlifting, running, efc. Often the only specific phys-
ical practice Eastern schools use within the context of meditation is taking short walks, for exam-
ple in Buddhism's Vipassana and Zen schools. This alone, however, is rarely enough to keep
the body in good condition.

Secular tai chi, which emphasizes both balancing internal energy channels and building
health, can provide a needed balance to intellectual and meditative pursuits.

Taoist Moving Meditation: Taoist Tai Chi

For thousands of years, most genuine schools of Taoist meditation have used chi gung exercis-
es to develop health and wellness, and provide the bridge to Taoist moving meditation prac-
tices. The internal methods of tai chi were adapted from millennic-old schools of Taoist chi gung,
which used entirely different movements [see p. 15). Commonly, longer chi gung sets had as
many or more physical movements as tai chi and were done only for health or spirituality.
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During the nineteenth and twenfieth centuries, some Taoist meditation schools adapted the spir-
itual techniques within long chi gung sets info tai chi forms. For the purposes of this book, we

will call such tai chi “Taoist tai chi” or "fai chi as Taoist moving meditation.”

In the Taoist tradition, the road to spirituality involves more than having health, calmness,
and a restful mind. The goal of Taoist meditation is to directly connect with your soul and free
the deepest recesses of your being, and the highest purpose of meditation is to make you aware
of the permanent, unchanging center of your being, that place of spirit and emptiness that is
Consciousness itself. This level is beyond mere physical and mental relaxation; rather, it is relax-
ing into your soul, or your very being. (The Taoist meditation tradition is explained in detail in
my books, Relaxing Into Your Being and The Great Stillness. )

To commit to this path is very much like going to a religious school for many years. In this
tradition, spirituality does not come like a bolt from the sky, just because you want it. It is @
subject to be learned by deeply exploring your inner landscape over decades.

Once you have health and peace of mind, you are ready to embark on three key stages
towards achieving the goals of Taoist meditation. Only after you have more or less fully
completed one slage, are you ready o embark on fo the next. The three stages consist of the
following:

1. Becoming a fully mature human being who is wholly free of inner conflicts and
inner demons. Taoist meditation helps you completely release all the small and
large conditionings, tensions, and blockages that bind and prevent your soul from
reaching its full spiritual potential

. Reaching inner stillness. Tooist meditation brings about a place deep inside you
that is absolutely permanent and stable. It does not waiver, whether you are
quietly sitting or are involved in doing fifty things at once

3. Transforming the body, mind, and spirit through internal alchemy.

The stages of Tooist meditation can only be taught by a living Tooist master and, depending
on the school, may be taught as sitting, standing, moving, or sexual practices. As with any
tradition, within Taoism there are many schools and subdivisions.
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Exploring Non-Duality: Understanding

the Underlying Nature of Opposites

Many of Taoism’s meditation practices seek to allow you to penetrate, negotiote, and transcend
the underlying nature of opposites. In order to transcend opposites you must come fo understand
and fully experience the principle of non-duality. According to the nonduality principle, there is
a sfate or place where all seeming opposite yinyang qualities [night-day, high-low, good-evil,
male-female, efc.) originate, exist, are the same, and can cease. Any yinyang pair at a deep-
er level implies several possibiliies. Is it this [yang)2 Is it that (yin)2 Is it neither this nor that2 Is
it both this and that?

In Chinese this stote of non-duality is called fai chi. This philosophical concept is implicit in,
and a natural extension of, the Chinese philosophical principle of liang yi or yinyang (see
Chapter 1). Here, simple or complex potential conflicts or disturbances that can arise between
any set of yin and yang opposifes can be resolved.

In English, the specific terms used for many of these yin-yang resolutions are found in the Tai
Chi Classics and sound very strange and off-putting io the average Westerner. For example:

e form is emptiness, emptiness is form

o from stillness comes movement and from movement comes stillness
® to open is fo close and to close is fo open

e seek the straight from the curved.

In secular toi chi, these yinyang principles are explored in the context of your body. In moving
meditation and Tooist tai chi they extend into all realms of human experiences, from the
emotional and mental to the psychic and spiritual.

In the Taoist medifation tradition, three presuppositions pervade all these yinyang, nondual
principles, which cumulatively are parts of what is called the “road to (inner) maturity” and

“inner stillness.”

1. Whatever is within the deeper recesses in your psyche is not set in stone. So if
something is tearing you apart inside, it is possible fo release all your internal
conversations about the perceived hurts, all the resentments, all the “they made
me do it," or “they did it to me,” efc. You can release all the internal limitations

your past has imposed upon you, and through which you create your self-identity,

These four possibilities in Tacist philosophy are called “the four corners” and Ole_iﬂ-'lpﬁcil in ony yinyang relation:
ship. They are also central to the Modhyamika or “middle way™ philosophy, which, according to the Dalai lama
underlies Tibetan Buddhism.
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Many of the martial arts masters | met in China were aware of the tradition, but few knew
tai chi masters who had transformed the practice of tai chi to a complete Taoist moving medi-
tation method. Such meditation and tai chi masters shared this tradition only with proctitioners
who had achieved a high degree of proficiency in the energetic aspects of secular tai chi (but
not necessarily its martial aspects) and had a sincere desire to embark on a spiritual path.

The religious sage and tai chi master, Lliv Hung Chieh, my last teacher in China, was one
of those people. | was very fortunate to be accepted as his disciple in Taoist meditation and,
specifically, tai chi as a practice for achieving the goals of Tacist meditation.

Today there are few recognizabie schools of Taoist tai chi in the West. Very few masters
know Taoist tai chi and are willing to teach it. Usually those who claim to do so are mainly
teaching fai chi as a meditative movement to achieve health and calmness. They are teaching
secular tai chi, not Tacist moving meditation or Tooist tai chi.

Only after you have achieved health and colmness, and know and can do the movements
of tai chi with minimal effort, can you study tai chi as a spiritual method of achieving the goals
of Tooist meditation. This is not something that you can do by yourself: you need a Taoist tai

chi medilation master.

Achieving Maturity

The first stage of Taoist meditation is to become a fully mature
human being. Mature individuals can relox and function well
amid life's imperfections, without the need fo be acknowledged
for their accomplishments or to pass judgment on others. Through
the maturity practices, you move towards a personal freedom
from conditioned emotions and thought patterns, which may lake
years of practice. As long as you possess internal demons that
obsess or depress you, you cannot become internally reloxed
and natural. To become mature, your innermost soul must relox

and free itself of these conditionings

Finding Inner Stillness Tooist meditation can be done
2 seated comfortably in a chair.

You do not have fo sit on the
ness or jing. Inner stillness may be developed through standing,  floor cross-legged or in a

moving, sitfing, lying down, and sexual practices. Tai chi as one  lotus position

The second stage of Taoist meditation is developing inner still-
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method of Taoist meditation has the tradition of developing moving stillness (dong jing).
In order 1o achieve maturily and then inner sfillness, you will engage in twelve stages of

practices fo:

develop a general ability to focus the mind, until you can keep it concentrated
on subtle things beyond mundane tasks. If you can't keep the mind focused
steadily on genuine spiritual matters, inferest in them too easily becomes a
series of fleeting, feel-good, unpleasant, or entertainment experiences
explore the meaning of morality (see next section]
develop the ability to focus your inner owareness for exceptionally long periods
on sublle energetic, mental, or psychic phenomena that may seem invisible or
exiremely opaque
become externally focused on one activily, yet remain internally calm
have smooth, unblocked energy channels
release, let go, and resolve your inner demons, traumas, and human limitations
be calm inside, and yet capable of handling multiple, very intense events
without becoming ruffled, or as the Chinese say, you can remain calm and
fully present while “riding the whirlwinds”
aclivate the spiritual potential for higher levels of awareness within your internal
organs and glands
access the ability to use the esoteric five elements that underlie the manifestation
of matter and events

. franscend emotional and psychic negativity that limits your capacity to be
balanced ond compassionate

. become capable of truly being in the present moment, and eventually living
your life from a timeless place that is beyond past, present, and future

. develop o mind and spirit that resls in inner stillness, can penetrate to the
essence of matters, and see beyond appearances o their roots.

Exploring Spiritual Morality

When tai chi is practiced to achieve inner stillness, one must fully explore the meaning of

spiritual morality, known in Chinese as tao de—the morals or virtues of the Tao. This begins a
strong selfexploration process to find out how morality creates your inner psychic and emotional
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environment and to recognize its external and internal causes and effects.

Questions naturally arise thot demand soulsearching answers. What is virlue? Why be
moral? How should morality be expressed® What place should human emotions have in
the grand scheme@ Should emotions or thoughts be moderated or thrown about with a damn-
the-consequences attitude? What is the essential noture of morality, love, compassion, gen-
erosity, etc.? If morality is suspended, how does it shred the fabric of your soul and society
in general®

Going through this process gives a person a sound footing in their inner world. It cuts the
legs off much potential hypocrisy and foreslalls needless rebellions that would otherwise drain
energy and create problems for delving deeper into spiritual discovery. If morality is omitted
from the process, the danger exists that someone may focus purely on gaining power. This often
results in making insecurities and spiritual defects even larger, and decreases the potential for
transcending them.

Inner Alchemy

The third stage of Tooist meditation, inner alchemy, will not be explored in this book. It is dis:
cussed in some defail in Chapter Eight of the second volume of my series on the water method
of Tooist meditation: The Great Stillness.

Taoist Tai Chi's Meditation Techniques

Tooist meditators believe that as humans each of us have been given three spiritual treas-
ures—our body, the energy which runs our body, and our spirit, called in Chinese jing, chi, and
shen respectively. Each of these spiritual treasures is composed of energy—with body-energy
being the least refined and wibrating ot the lowest frequency, and spiritenergy being the most
refined, vibrating af @ much higher frequency.

The overarching initial goal of practicing tai chi as Taoist meditation is to seek and find your
spirit, i.e., your soul: that which is permanent and unchanging within you. You then allow your
spirit to become fully open and clear, and then bring it fo a state of stillness.

In most cases, initially, this is not possible. As a human, your energies at all levels of jing,
chi, and shen are blocked from flowing freely and openly. For example, poor physical align-
ments, blood circulation, or nerve flow can block the optimum functions of the human body.
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Closed down acupuncture points, or the inability to store chi-energy in the lower tanfien, can
block optimum chienergy flow. Spiritual obstacles can include being excessively selfabsorbed,
incapable of love, or fearfully consumed by feelings of alienation, morbidity, or events beyond
your control.

Highevel secular tai chi can be used to unblock the first two treasures of body- and
chienergy. Tai chi, practiced as Taoist moving meditation, is necessary to fully unblock the
third reasure of spirit. Taoist tai chi hos many specific spiritual meditation techniques to help
you do this. Although these will not be covered in detoil because they are beyond the scope
of this book, @ summary follows.

All Taoist meditation methods are based on three major concepts. The first is progressive
development from the external, to the more and more infernal. The second is resolving body,
chi-energy, and spiritual blockages by dissolving or transforming energy. The third is that as
you work with the first two ideas, you progressively dig deeper info the core of your being by
exploring the interrelationships among the three treasures.

From the External to the Internal: Progressing from
Jing (Body) to Chi (Energy) to Shen (Spirit)

In Taoist tai chi, getting the body fo function well is the most external aspect; working with
subtle chi-energy is more internal; and freeing the spirit is the most internal. Progressively, each
is worked on in this order and each sets the foundation for the next. If the foundation set at one
stage is weak, then work at the next can be feeble and take longer to accomplish with satis-
faction. This is why practiioneis must be careful fo not attempt to advance too quickly.

Moving From the External: Focus on Jing (Body)

You train your awareness and ability to focus mostly on body techniques, with minimal chi-ener-
gy and spirit work, until all your tai chi movements are so natural that you can do them auto-
matically, even if half asleep. You must learn to be able to look straight ahead, and extend your
awareness until you can simultaneously feel your entire body and see and comprehend what is

going on outside if, without lapsing into distracting internal dialogue or “spacing out.”

Going Internal: Focus on Chi (Energy)
Your vessel [body) having been prepared, your focus now shifts to how to become aware of,
open up, and control all the chirenergies both within your body, and outside it in your external
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aura. You learn to notice ever more subtle energetic signals, which in turn can lead you to your
tensions at the level of spirit. The more strongly your chi-energies flow, the easier it becomes to
recognize the experiences lying at the roots of spiritual blockages.

To the Most Internal: Focus on Shen (Spirit)
Here you learn to feel your most internal and refined energies of spirit and resolve the block-
ages that bind your soul.

Resolving Blockages by Transforming or Dissolving Energy:
The Fire and Water Schools of Taoist Meditation

Taoism has fire and water schools of meditation. Both resolve energetic blockages at all levels
using energetic techniques from the 16-part nei gung practices (see p. 226), although often
with different specifics, rationales, and ways of using intent. The water schools emphasize the
natural yin path of allowing, not demanding, your inner world to-change. The fire schools
emphasize moking things happen in your inner spiritual world by transforming and controlling
energies through conscious focus and will.

In fire methods, resolving blockages is accomplished by deliberately energetically trans-
forming one quality or attitude into another. An example at the spiritual level would be trans-
forming hatred into love, or malaise and paralysis into the capacity for active engagement. The
initial central focus within the fire schools is on what is called the micro- and macro-cosmic
orbits of energy.

The water schools dissolve or release blockages. The energy becomes empty and neutral of
all content. For example, a blockage ot your spiritual energy level may cause you to be consis-
tently predisposed toward a negative behavior or feeling. This blockage negates the possibility
to freely choose how to behave or feel. If you can dissolve the spiritual energy block, your pre-
dispositions will disappear and you can now freely choose and implement how to feel and act.

Whether you use fraditional fire or water techniques, as you clear blockages you eventual-
ly become conscious of all the physical bodily tissues and all the chi- and spiritenergies that
underlie your body. In Taoism this is called “making the body conscious.”
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The Cyclic Nature of the Three Treasures

(Jing, Chi, and Shen)

Once you have a sense of the continuum between the external and internal, you learn to work
simulianeously with all three treasures.

You learn to understand how blockages at one energy level con compromise flows at other
levels. For example, blockages in your chienergy channels can deny you full access to the
energy of your emations that run within the same channels. This makes it harder to release and
resolve negative emotions such as anger, hate, and paralysis, and replace them with emotions
such as patience, compassion, and the willingness to engage. As another example, o block
at the level of your spirit, such as mclaise, may inhibit the flow of chienergy in your liver,
potentially leading to weakness in the tendons and ligaments of your knees.

These interrelationships create opportunities for spiritual awakening. You can learn to gain
access to a blockage at the spiritual level by first learning to recognize and then to resolve o
related physical block. Or you can work at the spiritual level to unbind your blocked chi-ener-
gy, or vice versa. The three treasures are cyclical. So accessing the body gives access to your
chi-energy, which gives moximum access to your spirit, which then gives more access fo your
body, ad infinitum.

During different stages of development, each primary body, chienergy, or spirit practice
either increases or decreases the potential of the other two. For example, say the goal of your
moving meditation proctice is to work primarily on an aspect of shen (spirit], the last of the
three spiritual treasures. If you are attempling fo resolve a speciic spiritual blockage, you might
focus on a specific single body mechanism, for example adding specific breath techniques to
specific movements, or making micro-movements within your spine, joints, or various internal
organs. These or other body parts now become access routes that lead to where the nonphys-
ical spiritual blockage lives in your body. Activating these routes gains you direct access to the
spiritual blockage.

The next step is how to awaken the energy within these body systems using the energy tech-
niques of the 16-part nei gung system. These amplify energy signatures and allow you to become
consciously aware of where they are located and how they can lead you directly and appropri-

ately to the source of your spiritual tensions or blockages. Then spiritual dissolving or transform-

ing techniques can be efficiently applied fo resolve the spiritual blockages' underlying source.

As mentioned before, the three treasures are cyclical. Accessing your body gives you access
to your chi-energy, which gives maximum access to your spirit, which then gives more access
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to your body, and so on. With experience, as you clear blockages from each of the three
treasures individually, you begin to naturally recognize how to approach and resolve all three
simultaneously. This sets off a positive upward spiritual spiral, through which you slowly but
surely release and open your spirit and bring it to stillness.

Finding Spirit

As you practice Taoist tai chi, gradually your awareness opens and stabilizes so that you
become comfortable staying in the resolved open free space inside you where pure spirit
resides. External pressures, and your own internal ones, no longer repeatedly cause you to
return to the' same blocked places inside you; such pressures no longer trigger old destructive
potterns of behavior. Metaphorically, you do not need to scratch familiar old spiritual itches.
You achieve longer and longer stable periods of functioning in the new open spiritual space.
In a reloxed way spirit begins to feel natural, and you no longer become caught up in the
drama of having o “powerful experience” when you meditate. You are beginning to experience
spiritual relaxation.

Spiritual Relaxation

Spiritual reloxation is a term Tooists have always used to describe the state of resting in empti-
ness, in Western parlance where the center of your soul resides. Becoming progressively more
spiritually reloxed gives you the opportunity to be open to spirit and thereby enter into profound
levels of your being. All the various methods to progressively open the body, chi-energy, ond
spirit empower each new level of spiritual relaxation. Increased spiritual relaxation allows you
to recognize and live from your spiritual essence more and more. Your body, energy, and
thoughts flow directly into the source of your spirit within and settle there.

Connecting to Your Essence and the Tao

When your spiritual fensions release and fully relax, your inner world unites. Your inner sense
of being composed of multiple parts, which many experience, ceases. A stable, nomexpress-
ible essence emerges, which now becomes the cornerstone of your spiritual life. This is when



162  The Big Book of Toi Chi

answers spontaneously emerge to fundamental spiritual questions,
such as "Who am 12" and "What is my place in the universe?”
Your unique individual essence now becomes obvious, and tran-
scends all qualities of personality or personal history.

To the Taoist way of spiritual thinking it is only from this level
of awareness that it becomes possible to truly begin to understand
and walk the Path of the Tao—the road that connects all and
everything.

Taoist Tai Chi and Spiritual Stress

The ordinary stress that people experience from excessive work and tamily pressures is endem-
ic in Western culture. Spiritual stress has deeper and more existential roots.

Fundamental spiritual questions naturally arise in people, be they religious or not. Much to
the amazement of parents, even young children, without any prompting, will ask existential
questions: What happens when | die2 Why am | alive? What am | here for@ What's life all
about? Ultimately, logic alone can't give true satisfaction, as these questions truly have no
definitive, black-and-white answers.

At all stages of life, unsatisfying answers to these questions can lead people into dark nights
of the soul and shaky self-doubt. As there are no true answers, this can create immense internal
stress, the causes of which are not easily identified. When people are in the midst of a spiritu-
al crisis, it may take them some fime to recognize and resolve what is wrong. The capacity to
find some source within, some everflowing wellspring of spiritual strength and equanimity, is the
only buffer against deep spiritual stress.

Secular tai chi can help you deal with ordinary stress. Only Taoist tai chi or some other deep
meditation or religious practice can help you with spiritual stress.

The Causes of Spiritual Stress

Unresolved blocked spiritual tensions create spiritual stress. Resolving them requires you first
to become aware of these fensions, and then fully relax them. Spiritual tension causes the
innermost recesses of your soul to contract and become frozen. If these fensions become severe

enough they result in spiritual alienation and malaise. This makes life a burden to be carried
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rather than a wonderful journey to be engaged in with joy and reverence.

If your innermost being contracts and shuts down, you may feel as though you are slowly
dying. But only you can know to what degree spiritual tension resides inside you and the extent
to which it is affecting you.

Here are some questions to ask in order to take stock of your life:

* Do love and compassion seem to be deserting your life of their own accord, not just
because you are temporarily feeling angry or rejected?

® Has life boiled down to only grasping ofter your self-interests?

® Are you becoming numb inside?

* Are you ceasing to connect to anything alive in a meaningful way?

® Are inner dread and paralysis becoming normal?

* Are you blinded to the wonders of creation, great or small2

It is the author’s observation that on a macro level spiritual malaise lies ot the heart of many ills
that plogue society. We have many of the practical abilities and resources to cure many of
those ills, such as healing the environment or reducing poverty. So far we have not made a
commitment to do s0, not because we lack love, compassion, or kindness, but because we lack
the will and follow-through that spiritual malaise so often saps. life and stress seem to expo-
nentially speed up. Just toking care of family and business life soaks up most people’s time and
energies. Most just scramble to keep up, leaving no time for spiritual reflection.

Secular fai chi will relieve and slow down the stresses of ordinary life and prepare you to
explore a spiritual path. However, only true meditation has the potential fo cure the deeper roots

of spiritual malaise, so endemic in Western culture.

Spiritual Stress and the Elderly
Many elderly people feel spiritual stress. After living a full life with many experiences, there are
often many real and imagined reasons for regrets, especially as the end draws undeniably near.
Endlessly churning over these regrets can exacerbate all your negative stress mechanisms,
potentially causing disease, reducing your life span, and stealing life’s joy.

Tooist tai chi and other form of meditation help reduce spiritual stress. Finding a spiritual
center allows your body to let go of the past, and your mind to slow down and cease churming.
It encourages your internal focus to shift toward cherishing and remembering oll that is
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wonderful in your life. It predisposes you to look forward to ways to make life better, rather than
remembering how spiritually unsotisfying it has been. Successful resolution to spiritual stress is
an essential part of any longevity program. Taoism and Taoist tai chi pay close affention fo it.

Spiritual Tension Can Result in Poor Health
Spiritual tension can make your spirit ill in its deepest recesses.

Some confuse deeper spiritual ténsions with ordinary poor physical or psychological health.
Conversely, others may falsely think that the ultimate cause of a mundane illness is spiritual or
karmic, therefore allowing them to blame themselves or others for being ill.

Both spiritual and mundane illness can arise simultaneously and be inseparably intertwined.
Improving or worsening either one can exacerbate or mitigate the experiences and symptoms
of the other. The body or emotions can still remain ill after spiritual issues are dealt with. Or the
body-mind can be well while the spirit is ill—or both can feed on each other in o corrosive
dance where both partners hold each other tight and squeeze the life out of each other.

Taoist Tai Chi Requires Regular Practice

Tooist tai chi can help reduce spiritual stress, but only if you practice regularly. After establish-
ing a period of regular daily practice, throughout a normal day when not doing tai chi you
will become able to recognize the emergence of spiritual blockages in very visceral energetic
ways. Time permitting, you can practice tai chi to resolve these blocks, preventing them from
accumulating and activating @ downward stress cycle. Tai chi becomes a regulor spiritual
metronome. It creates deep internal thythms to keep you constantly aware of spirit.

In the beginning, the ability fo incorporate spiritual proctices attained during tai chi into
other aspects of your lite will be relatively difficult. Over time, however, this changes. Gradually
in times other than practicing fai chi, you start strongly recognizing within your thoughts a
sense of subfle chienergy when a blockage is actively emerging that needs to be dispersed
before it unravels your life that day. Ultimately, even without outward movements, during all
fimes and circumstances you can use Taoist tai chi’s inner techniques to immediately resolve
spiritual blockages when you recognize them emerging. Reducing both spiritual and ordinary
stress often defuses potentially destructive situations.
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Conclusion

Secular fai chi can help your mind and body relox and achieve the quietness that many
people associate with spirituality. These qualities help build the foundation for all forms of
traditional meditation.

In Tooist meditation, the goal of spirituality is to connect with the deepest recesses of your
being and consciousness (the Tao). This spiritual path requirés commitment to both leaming and
praclicing.

Within tai chi, there is a rare tradition that teaches you to use tai chi to achieve the goals
of Taoist meditafion (Taoist tai chi). These goals are achieved in three siages: maturity, inner

stillness, and inner alchemy.
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Although the variations make for wonderful points of debate ond gossip, if your primary
goal is health and longevity, these differences probably won't matter much. However, if you do
tai chi for self-defense or high performance, it is important that your teacher, whatever style he

or she teaches, includes some degree of internal chi-work in order for you to get the maximum

benefit from your tai chi practice

Guy Hearn

Single Whip
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Although some kind of ai chi is taught in most small towns in the West, only in the largest cifies
with large Chinese populations will you find all styles being offered. The relative geographical
prevalence of each of the styles in the West has been mostly a function of which Chinese immi-
grants showed up first in which locations, where they came from in China, and if they openly
taught fai chi or not. Cultural advances in general tend to spread out more from big cities than
from sparsely populoted areas.

The Yang Style

The Yang style is the most popular and widely practiced tai chi style worldwide. In England and
America, ot least 20 main variations of Yang style exist, and in China even more. The various
schools originated from the approach of a specific master or from a particular geographic
region within China. Each variation has o distinct flavor, looks different from the others to a

greater or lesser degree, and may emphasize some different technical points. All, however, will

be called Yang style.

The Wu Style

The Wu style is the second most popular style. It has three main variations, with strong stylistic
differences that derived from the founder, Chuan You, his son, Wu Jien Chuan, and his grand-
children. The Wu style was created directly from the Yang and as such is the largest variant of
the Yang style. However, unlike most iraditions in the Yang style, most Wu schools emphasize
small, compoct movements over large and medium-sized ones.'

The Yang and Wu, with all their variations, encompass the vast majority (80 percent or
more] of all tai chi practitioners.

The Chen Village Style

The Chen village style is the original style of tai chi from which the Yang style was created. It

is relatively hard to find Chen style teachers, and adherents account for about one percent of
tai chi practitioners.

Unlike most tai chi, not all the movements of its first level of training are initially done in slow
motion. The Chen slyle alfernates slow-motion movements with short, fast, explosive ones. It
demands more physical coordination and may strain the lower back and knees more than other
styles; consequently it is difficult for the elderly or injured to learn. The complexity of its move-
ments, which include fast releases combined with jumping kicks and stamping actions, makes

However, in conlrast o the Yang style norm, Master Williom C. C. Chen does a Yang style that also has very high
stances and relatively small style movements
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secret from one of the founders or close associates of the founders of the four main styles.

Regardless of whether or not a given secret style is of inferior or superior quality, most were
fairly recently created, despite the usual claim of having originated in the untraceable distant
past. This is becouse within Chinese sociely, being ancient conferred authenticity and valuable
markeling advantages. The quality of these styles normally depends on whether the person who
made the claims had a high level of skill or not. Generally, however, most of these “secret styles”
are in reality combination styles.

History of the Tai Chi Styles

Many tai chi books go into great detail about the numerous specifics relating to the creation of
the different tai chi styles and their most prominent masters. Here is a summary.

What we currently know as tai chi was first established in the seventeenth century in central
China’s Chen village, according to the verifiable focts available today. Before then, the Taoist
internal energy principles, upon which tai chi is based, existed in oral traditions and in pub-
lished form since the tenth century.

The most common pre-Chen village mythology states that the Taoist sage Chang San Feng
created some form of tai chi after being inspired by waltching o battle between a sncke and
crane. He created a soft internal martial art that infused within it the wisdom, military strategies,
and longevity methods of Taoism.

How tai chi was established in the Chen family village is still being debated along two lines
of thought. According to the first theory, a Chen village headman [Chen Wan Ting) created fai
chi by collating various martial arts techniques he leamed outside the village when he was an
army general. According fo the second, a mysterious stranger named Wang Tsung Yueh,
arrived at the Chen village, where he taught a version of tai chi that he leamed from one of
several possible lineages that may have derived from Chang San Feng. Wang infused the
Taoist internal energy work into the village's exisfing marfial art (which is clearly recognizable
as what the village headman learned in the army) and fused them together.

The Chen villoge kept tai chi a closely guarded secret for over a century and refused to teach
it to @ single outsider. Having a superior martial art enabled the village to stoy safe from maraud-
ing bandits and safely conduct business without their goods being stolen or having to pay pro-
tection money. The villagers, however, developed this internal martial art to a very high level.
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In the nineteenth century, an immensely talented and moti-
vated young man with a great love of martial arts, by the name
of Yang Llu Chan, was told by his teacher that if he wanted to
progress, he needed to go fo the Chen village. At this point the
story becomes an inspiring one about frue grit, perseverance,
and humility in the pursuit of excellence

Yang went to Chen village, asked to be admitted and was
summarily retused. The teachings were secret and forbidden to
nonfamily members. Yang devised an immensely disciplined
strategy. Posing as a deatmute, he obtained work as a servant

in the house of the teaching master. A diligent and cheerful

worker, over time he became frusted enough to be given free Yang Lu Chan (1799-1872)
reign of the house, including the keys to the locked doors sur- who brought the secrets of fai
: : . . : chi out of the Chen village into
rounding the training hall. Keeping himself hidden he secreth
R 4 9 _ _ Y the modern world and founded
watched the closses and practiced late into the night when the Yang style

everyone was asleep, no doubt overcoming yeors of sleep
deprivation to succeed

At the time, the Chen teaching master had o dilemma. The next generation of the village
was resting on the family laurels and not training sufficiently. The master was greatly concerned
and saddened, and feared that his family’s art of tai chi would be lost

One night Yang wos caught. He was dragged down fo the training hall. The students, not
wishing their position fo be usurped, demanded his execution for breaching security—a reo-
sonable response in nineteenth-century China given the circumstances

Speaking for the first time, Yong profusely apologized. A shocked Chen master then pon-
dered the implications of the discipline required to maintoin this deafmute act for years
Yang begged the Chen master to be allowed to learn his art. He then challenged his would-
be executioners and, one by one, using their own techniques, Yang manoged to defeat them

The master, who was truly seorching for a good student to pour his knowledge into, won-
dered what Yang could do if he got the full meal rather than only the crumbs. After a psychor
logically grueling three-day test of character, Chen accepted Yang for what ultimotely became
an 18-year apprenticeship After completing the full fraining, Yang left the village with his
teacher's blessing to go out into the world and teach however he thought fit

After this Yang traveled around and challenged China’s best martial arts exponents. He

Archival pfmm‘gm ph
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convincingly defeated all of them without injuring anyone, a sign of fruly remarkable skill
Gradually he found his way to the imperial capital Beijing, did the same there, and became
the teacher of the imperial guards and many aristocrats.

Although most wealthy aristocrats were not fighters, they found that the tai chi's energy work
did wonders for their health and general vitality. In order to make it more accessible to them,
and others, Yang simplified the complex movements of the Chen style, and thereby created the
Yang style. The methods taught by Yang and his son (Yang Pan Hou) are called the Old Yang
style, and are relatively rare. The style taught by his grandson (Yang Cheng Fu) is called the
New Yang style, which is practiced by the vast majority of Yang style practitioners today.

Yang lu Chan had a student named Wu Yu Hsiang, who was a governmental official. After
studying with Yang, he decided to learn directly from Yang's master in the Chen village. On the
way there, however, he was diverted o a nearby village and spent a long time learning the small
frame Chen style from o different Chen master. During this some period Wu also discovered
a thin volume called the Tai Chi Classics, languishing in a comer of a salt store. This volume
contains all the principles, albeit in very terse form, upon which tai chi is based (see p. 237).

By combining Yang's teachings and the small frame Chen style, Wu created the Hao style.
It was initially called the Wu Yu Hsiang style, but because Wu did not have a male descen-
dant, it was renamed after one of his relatives, Hao Wei Zhen. Today it is called the Hao

chla—tha nama thic book will 1iss <o as not s conbica it




Courtesy of Liu Hung ( hieh

Wu Jien Chuan (1870-1942)
fang family association in Beijing and later co-founder of the Wu style of tai chi




Choosing a Tai Chi Style 175

spread his method all over China. Being 20 years older, Wu had quite an influence on Yang's
grandson Yang Cheng Fu, who created what is called the New Yang style. Through their
collaboration their forms have the same basic structure.

Mixing and matching techniques from the earlier tai chi styles created the fourth generation
of fai chi styles—the combination styles—during the first half of the twentieth century.

Large, Medium, and Small Frame Styles

Each style has versions with different frame sizes. (The term frame is used in the sense of the
size of a picture frame. Smaller physical movements fit in smaller frames; larger ones need lorg:
er frames.) A frame may be looked at from two basic perspectives.

| How large you make your external movements.
In large frame styles, you will do lorge, clean, obvious extended arm movements,
with large waist turns and long deep stances. Small frome styles condense the
movements, using relatively small and subtly intricate arm movements, medium to
small waist turns and shorter stances. These shorter stances usually stand higher,
although they can go as low as the most strefched-out large frame stances.

In a lorge frame style movement, your hand, wrist, or elbow may move thirty
inches in space; but only five to ten inches in a similar small frame style. In large
and medium frame styles, your waist may turn a full 90 degrees completely to the
side; but only half that amount, to 45 degrees, or less in a small frame style

2. How you develop chi.
large frame styles emphasize correct external movements and naturally focus
your attention to the space outside yourself. The inifial strategy is to focus your
attention on the muscles, tendons, and alignments needed to maintain your
skeleton’s structural integrity. It does so in order to ultimately influence your deeper
bodily systems and the creation of chi within you. In tai chi, this is called “the
outside opens the inside,” or “from the external to the internal.”

Small frame styles use a more internal approach. They emphasize correct move-
ment of chi through the deeper intemal systems inside your body (spine, internal
organs, spaces within the joints, efc.) to create correct and efficient physical
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reducing the internal anatomical pulls and involuntary nervous system contractions that prevent
muscles from naturally stretching, so they release and effortlessly elongate. Small frame styles also
gradually enable you to become both very reloxed and extremely limber. Moreover, they make
it easier to open the body’s acupuncture meridians and other deeper internal energy channels.

Small styles have an inner orientation and tend to release bound or stagnant energy faster.
They make it easier for you to focus on the inner emotional realities you live with on a daily
basis, either consciously or unconsciously. If you are not yet willing to deal with what is nego-
tively impacting your psyche, then small styles could be discomforting. Not everyone wants to
feel or understand what's inside them in order to iron out the rough edges and overcome what
is spiritually limiting their lives. As the old joke goes, Da Nile (denial) is not just a river in Egypt.
However, for those who have the courage to look inside, all you will find is what is actually in
there—the good, the bad, the ugly, and the potential of all you can be.

Large frame styles have a more outer orientation. They can give you the health benefits and
mitigate the stresses in your life, but do not tend to emphasize any psychologically unpleasant
subliminal pressures, which you may have not yet dealt with, and may not wish fo.

A specific school within a style may teach only the techniques and principles of one specif-
ic frame (large, medium, or small) to the exclusion of all others. Alternatively, a student may be
first trained in o large frame manner until their chi grows sufficiently strong. Then the teacher
will introduce more sophisticated adjustments in a graduated continuum that will progress from
large o medium to small frame ways of doing the some tai chi movements. Eventually, the
student may be shown how fo combine the small, medium, and large frame techniques into

various applications.

Long, Medium, and Short Forms

Which form is best for you2 Within each individual style, forms have fewer or greater numbers
of movements that may differ slightly or dramatically from each other.

Each style contains @ number of individual or repeated movements (postures) called a form
or set. All of its moves are strung together with smooth transitions in a seamless continuous flow,
without starts, stops, or jerky movements.

Medium and short forms originate from their style’s long form. Short forms usually have 15
to 40 movements; medium forms between 40 and 70, and long forms 80 movements or more.
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After forms reach a certain number of movements, specific moves repeat, with each repetition
counted as a separate movement within the total number, for example 88, 108, or 128.
For health and stress reduction, most forms are done at various slow-motion speeds.

Although the overwhelming majority of tai chi schools only feach slow-mation forms, a few from

all 1ai chi styles teach forms that alternate slow-motion moves with fast ones.

The Relative Advantages of Short, Medium, and Long Forms
Generally, the longer a form, the deeper it works its benefits into your body and the greater the
commitment it demands. Shorter forms require less commitment from you in terms of proctice

and learning.

Short Forms

It is my opinion, after having taught thousands of fai chi students worldwide, that most begin-
ners are befter served slarting off with a short form. It is more likely you will finish a short
form than a long form. Alter a littte grounding in the art, it is more likely you may acquire the
inferest and desire 1o learn longer forms.

Short forms provide most of the essential broad benefits tai chi can offer, although not to the
same degree as the longer forms. You obtain the real experience of doing fai chi without having
to make a major commitment. Short forms take less fime to learn. The sequences are easier to
remember, which is ideal for older people who may be beginning to experience memory problems.

Many find the physical coordination needed to do a tai chi form 1o be as, or more difficult,
than feeling or moving chi. For them, leamning a smaller number of movements is an easier road to
gaining the benefits of letling go of physical tension, calming the mind, and getting into their chi.

For a sironger workout, simply move more and more slowly, or repeat your form over and
over again. To gain maximum benefit, keep moving continuously between repetitions, without
stopping or resting in between.

Medium-length Forms

Medium-ength forms of between 40 and 70 movements are most commonly found in the Yang
and Chen styles. They tend to contain most, although not necessarily all the postures (moves) of
a long form. They don't repeat specific postures as many times as long forms do. Because they
have significantly more individual movements than short forms, they challenge your physical
coordination skills more, but require less stamina and time than long forms.
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Medium-length forms are better than short ones in terms of the number of different postures,
which reach deeper into the body, and thereby stretch more specific soft tissue—tendons, liga-
ments, and fascioe—and increase different ranges of motion for specific parts of your body.
Energetically, each new and different individual posture also provides added benefits to your
whole body’s chi circulation.

long Forms

long forms provide tai chi's maximum benefits. long forms are designed fo exponentially
increase the flow of chi ot regular intervals during the form. Unlike short forms, the long forms
of the Yang, Wu, and combination styles are broken into three clear sections.? At the end
of each movement phase, your energy revs up to a higher level. In other words, the more
movements there are, the bigger volume of energy you accrue per minute of your practice
routine. There is an even bigger jump experienced in energy occruai when you do a long
form’s second and final sections.

Contained within the techniques of long forms is the complee tai chi martial art technology,
including overall strategies and types of internal power development. The techniques can be eas-
ily adopted by athletes, who wish to learn tai chi to increase performance in their chosen sport.

Long forms require the most work, commitment, and perseverance and are initially more dif-
ficult to learn. Some find it hard to remember what move comes next, especially if they do not
have someone to follow in front of them or they have not practiced for a while. long forms usu-
ally include some postures absent in medium forms, and normally are a more intense workout
than either short or medium forms. The combination of these factors can make long forms too
hard for the less patient beginner.

long and medium forms can also function as short forms it only the first section of movements
are performed; these take up approximately the same fime as a very short form.

How Long Does it Take to Do a Form?

For health and stress reduction, the forms are done at four degrees of slow-motion speed. From
start to finish, using a standard baseline of a 108-movement long form, a moderately fast
degree of slow motion would need 15 minutes; slow motion, 25 minutes; very slow 45 min-
utes; and a super-slow speed an hour or more. A short form can range from between three and
twenty minutes to complete, depending on the number of movements and your practice speed.

2 A notable exception is the Yang short form of the Cheng Man Ching school, which also includes three clear
sections.
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the joints and spine. This tends to make it less effective for healing in general, and for back
problems specifically.

All styles work equally well for healing musculoskeletal and internal organs problems due to
weakness or energetic imbalance.

For problems caused by external physical, chemical, or psychological trauma, the small
frame, more internal styles tend to be more effective. This is due to their ability to release stored

energy deep in the body which normal movement alone usually will not unravel and release.

The Best Style for Beginners

If o style is naturally more comfortable and easier for you to learn and remember, you are more
likely to finish learning it, remember the order of the moves, and practice it on your own. That
said, the following points should be considered when choosing a style:

o The physical coordination skills of the Yang, Wu, and Haoo styles are usually the easiest to
learn, the combination styles are in the middle, and the Chen style is the most difficult

e If your body is extremely tight and your goal is fo get stretched out, the large styles of tai
chi will initially work faster, especially for the legs and hips. However, the smaller styles
will also get the some job done over time

® For those with a bad lower back or injured knees, forms with higher, rather than lower
stances are better. Smaller frame styles tend to have higher stances

e large shyles inifially make it easier to develop leg strength, because of their longer and
deeper stances

» Smaller styles make it easier to access the more internal work tai chi has to offer, including

making it easier to work directly with the internal organs.
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Why Learn Tai Chi Instead
of Another Discipline?

Whether anyone should do one discipline or another is a matter of personal choice. Different
approaches may be appropriate at different points of life. Tai chi doesn't say, “If you do tai
chi, you can't or shouldn't do that.” It tends to look at the potential consequences if you do the
something else. For example, exercises based on physical tension can make your body feel
dead or numb, neither of which will make you feel more reloxed and alive. Alternatively, the
more capable you are of relaxing, the more you can tense either your body or mind if that is
what you need or desire for other activities. Conversely, fension does not enhance your ability
to relax; rather it inhibits it, especially ofter the tension becomes habitual.

Tai chi can make your body and mind more relaxed, and your energy more smooth, bal-
anced, and strong. The more you can relax your mind, the more you can focus with stamina

and without easily becoming distracied. Tai chi complements most other body practices:

® Both gerobics and tai chi improve circulation, albeit in different ways (see Chapter 5).
Tai chi movements are more varied than non-impact aerobics and are more likely to fully
engage the mind and thus avoid eventual boredom.

All martial arts, in ditferent ways, to varying capacities and over different periods of fime,
teach useable self-defense skills. Some will make you fitter than tai chi. Few, however,
will also maintain your health or help to heal your injuries or medical problems as well

as tai chi.

Some people find that external martial arts, such as karate and kung fu, can create
aggression. Doing tai chi can mitigate this. Other external martial artists often simply want
lo add effective soft and circular martial techniques not fully present in their own styles.
Some find the philosophy of softness overcoming hardness, with all its hidden and subtle
aspects, more in line with the way their personality would like to do martial arts or com-
petitive sports. The difference between how linear and circular martial arts fechniques
work either for combat, sports, or for emotional and spiritual health is profound.

In many ways tai chi and serious weight training are complete opposites. When two
things are opposites their appeals lie in different areas. Any debate about better or worse
ullimately comes down to whether you prefer yin or yang, internal or external fitness, a
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debate beyond the scope of this book—tai chi is firmly in the yin corner, weightlifting in
the yong.

As a complementary practice tai chi can loosen up the excessively tight muscles and
improve rotation in the joints that weight lifers may have lost, thereby restoring more fluid
body motion. A lack of range of motion may make people muscle bound and more prone
to injuries, such os torn muscles.

The Best Style for People Over Fifty

The slow motion, short form styles are generally best for people over age fifty because they take
longer to learn movements than younger people. Therefore, beginning with a short form, and
learning @ long form later on, if desired, is a less frustrating and easier path for older
people fo enjoy, absorb, and remember fai chi.

The Chen style is not usually recommended for older beginners, because of its stamping,
jumping, and sudden moves. The small frame styles (Wu and Haol generclly have higher
stances than the large frame styles. For older people with weak or injured lower backs or knees,
forms with higher, rather than lower stances are better. Deeper, longer stances, more common
in large frame styles, can aggravote the knees and back. But if your knees are already strong,
deeper, longer stances can make your legs stronger at a faster speed. The small frame styles
are usually better for upgrading the health of your internal organs.

The most important thing is to find a patient instructor who does not judge or put expecta-
ions on you in terms of how fast or how precisely you should be leaming the moves. For most
older people, the bigger movements of large frame styles may be easier to remember initially,
and the smaller styles more fascinating once you have some fai chi background.

Conclusion

Tai chi can be a friend for life. Knowing the various perspectives and frameworks in which tai
chi is taught will help you choose a style appropriate to your goals, age, and learning abilities.
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Time has shown me through personal experience that his words were very frue.

Realistic Expectations

After thirty years of teaching tai chi, | have found that many people, after truly benefiting from
doing tai chi, quit. They do so because they had false expectations that were impossible to ful-
fill, and disinformation about what should or should not be happening fo themselves or others.
Perhaps this chapter will help you recognize the more realistic benefits and challenges of learn-
ing fai chi, so that you will be more likely to stick with it longer and benefit more.

False expectations can come from many places. For example, you may feel that learning tai
chi will make you a superhero, like those in the exaggerated world of entertainment fiction, with
its inspiring stories of the feats of spiritual superbeings that are so far from where humans can
start, or even finish in their lifetime.

Or you might have false expectations from reading some of the texts of tai chi literature,
where it is easy to misinterpret and blur the lines between fact, inspiration, and metaphor. Many
Westerners lack sufficient background knowledge to fully eppreciate either the complete or
specific context of these literary statements and what their subtext does or does not imply.

Here are some points to ponder when you are thinking about learning tai chi:

® Tai chi is challenging to learn. People who do tai chi well make it look easy and
effortless. But the truth is fai chi is not especially easy to learn. An interesting point about
learning anything of value, including tai chi, is “things are difficult when you can't and
easy after you can”
The road to attaining such a wonderful degree of fluid, smooth, and relaxed movements
requires much patience and effort, just as any sport or art form
Tai chi requires, and progressively develops, tremendous amounts of both gross and
subtle physical coordination. Although quite “doable,” this can frustrate those who
perceive themselves to be coordinated as much as those who consider themselves
uncoordinated. Tai chi is one of the most sophisticated methods of integrated whole-body
movement that humans have so for created. All parts of your body are supposed to move
together, ot the same relative speed. In all movements, no matter how tiny, ideally each
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individual joint is directly and simultaneously linked to and moves in coordination with
every other joint in the body

Tai chi is a workout that can be os strenuous and invigorating as aerobics, even though it
can look so easy, simple, and relaxed. You are going to use muscles that you didn’t know
you had. Before you really learn to relax and soften your body, the habitual tension stored
in your legs and shoulders may make you tremble and ache. At most points in fime, most
physical acfivities focus on only a few muscle groups working to their maximum, with the
majority of your muscles doing relatively litle. In tai chi, every muscle, no matter how small,
is supposed to move and exert the same effort relative to its size as the biggest muscles

It is quite normal to feel some emotional unpleasaniness, especially as you begin to really
notice, often for the first time, what stress is doing to your nervous system, or how unquiet
and devoid of inner peace your mind and emotions really are. For everyone, part of
learning tai chi is learning fo recognize the subltle tensions within your body and mind.
This can “freck you out” as you may not be able to believe the degree of unconscious
tension you and virtually everyone else you know holds. Although practice empowers
you to learn 1o let go of your physical tension, it can be a real shock fo recognize

each more profound personal level of emotional and mental tension hidden beneath

At first, it may be difficult to practice on your own. It is best not 1o feel guilty about this;
just accept your limitations rather than quitting

Your sense of progress will not be a constant upward curve. Tai chi fends to be more of
a zigzag, with pecks, valleys, and plateaus. Tai chi is not a getrich-quick kind of thing,
applied to health. Rather it is a getrich-slowly exercise, which is how finance really
works most of the time

Different people prefer to learn in different ways. Some simply want to follow the leader
ond mimic the movements. Others wish to be taught why they are doing what they are
doing and how to use it in their lives. If you expect one but get the other, you need to
change either your expectations or your teacher

It is initially difficult to understand, much less feel, the benefits of practicing with
moderation. Tai chi is one of the few disciplines where the more you strain, the less

you gain. Tai chi rewards the intelligent underachiever, not the super-achiever

Many people take tai chi courses from the same person over and over again, because
each time they learn to refine and benefit more from the same physical movements. As
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their external movements and coordination improve, they focus less on external movements
and more on the internal ones

Many students focus on learning movements correctly or doing them “perfectly.” They ask,
*Am | doing this move correctly2” What they should ask is, “Am | improvinge” or “How
can | do this move better2” As some advanced students say, “The first ten years is only

a warm-up.”

Although tai chi is not especially easy to learn, it is not the most difficult thing to do either. Half
of China’s 200 million people who successfully leared and currently do fai chi every day
began after age fifty. If they can leam, you can.

Some degree of challenge makes most recreational activities more fun, interesting, and
alive, whether they are physical (golf, skiing, tai chi), mental {reading good books, doing cross-
word puzzles), or orfistic (playing music, painting). lack of any challenge causes many activi-
ies to become boring, causing people to quit. Conversely, oll worthwhile activities that
continue to have both short and longterm pay-offs usually have continuing challenges.

Tai Chi: Levels of Complexity

As mentioned in Chopter 8, all Taoist practices are based on three treasures that are inherent
to human beings: body, energy, and spirit, in Chinese called jing, chi, shen. In one view, body
is considered tai chi's foundation and energy its advanced practices. If you don't have a spiri-
tual interest, doing only energy and body work will make you able to function more powerfully
in proctical, dayto-day worldly offairs.

Spirit is considered Taoism's advanced spiritual potential, which rests on the shoulders of
body and energy.' Working with spirit can release the deeper stresses and bring about the emo-
tional transformations that make your mind and body fully conscious, opening and deepening
spiritual awareness.

The three treasures can be thought of as a continuum: energy work supercharges body work,
and spirit work supercharges energy work; body work supercharges energy work, and so on.
So even though advanced practices exist, all practitioners must begin ot and always return
to the level of the body. Within the entire tradifion, body, spirit, and energy have their own
distinct spheres of direct influence. Each also includes some aspects and technigues intimately

Chinese medicine and Taoist meditation have o different perspective on what shen or spirit is. Any leacher of tai
chi may view this subject from either camp or mix and maich the two, depending upon the conlext of what they are
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interconnected to and mixed with the others. This makes in effect nine potential areas of empha-
sis: for example energy (or spirit] aspects related to the body, or the body and energy aspects
of spirit, etc.

Body
The physical body is the container through which your energy and spirit flow. This is the physi-
cal approach to health, longevity, and optimum performance. Through tai chi you learn how to
exercise the body down to its most subtle aspects. This can best be done if you understand the
body's physical mechanisms and realities, such as anatomical subtleties or how different parts
of the body do or don't work well and flow together.

Most tai chi students and teachers begin with the level of body. As the student progresses,
the relevant energetic and spirit techniques which are directly related and germane to octual-
izing the potentials of the body will be brought in.

Energy

The legendary martial arts abilifies of many tai chi masters derive from the development of the
many functional kinds of subfle chienergy. This is where many of the “secrets” are hidden in fai
chi and for which some train arduously over decades to achieve and master. This energy level
of tai chi is also what produces its powerful capacity to heal. The energy level is a potential
gateway to human intuitive or psychic capacities. It also can enable overly energetically sensi-
tive or psychically developed individuals to ground and smooth their energy, so they can han-
dle—rather than be overwhelmed —by their natural inner capabilities. Some 1ai chi masters or
instructors work with chi development but don't like fo call it as such, for various reasons. Many
are unable to explain its mechanisms clearly. Others talk about chi a lot, but can't “walk the talk.”

Some tai chi students have a natural talent for working with energy; some don't. Some ener-
getically sensitive individuals think they can; but in reality do so only feebly. Some feel chi-ener-
gy early on; others not for years or decades, if at all. Others have chi-energy working strongly
and growing within them but don't consciously experience it except as ordinary physical expe-
riences that just seem to make their body work better.

Although some forms of chi gung start working with chirenergy purely ot the energetic
level with minimal physical work, this is not so for toi chi. The foundation of energy level work
in tai chi is working the body, jing, the physical. Even though your emphasis may be on chi-
energy, the physical work of tai chi must be accomplished. Comments like “just feel the energy
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flow within you” are normally insufficient to develop chi. If chi can be compared to bioelec-
fricity, electricity can be most valuably used if it operates through a wellfunctioning device: a
computer, refrigerator, machine, efc. Students must learn the physical movements and body

alignments for tai chi to produce its energetic benefits.

Spirit (Mind)

Spirit's sphere of influence works directly with the mind and the invisible spirit within us. If
involves the arts and sciences of meditafion, which originally generated the first two levels of
body and energy. Spirit involves active use of the mind. It tells your body and chi-energy when
and how fo move. Using your spirit well is mandatory fo fully engage your capacity to get to
the roots of true personal power, obtain emotional balance and inner peace, and actuclize the
potential of the mind. While intent can take you a long woy with body and energy, the heart
mind is required to fully activate spirit. The heartmind is the center of your consciousness, the
place where thoughts and images come from before they reach the conscious level.

Working with body, energy, and spirit has within it beginning, intermediate, and advanced
techniques. They are learned much the same way as music: basic techniques build on each
other until you can seamlessly blend them. The art of tai chi is as complex as the greatest sym-
phony. At its most advanced stages the body, mind, and spiritual components blend info a uni-
fied whole that lead you to experiencing the Tao. Unlike learning music, however, where you
progress by learning successively more challenging pieces of music, in tai chi you perform the
same series of movements, each time going deeper and learning more.

What You Can Expect to Learn

In tai chi, who is the beginner? This is truly a frick question. Even after twenty years of practice,
many students genuinely consider themselves beginners, especially after waiching a high level
tai chi master at work.

Toi chi's beginning, intermediate, and advanced practices are’like a continuum without
exact defining landmarks. Criteria and standards of what constitute beginning, intermediate, or
advanced methods vary widely between individual teachers and entire schools of fai chi. Some
teachers have a larger, more complete knowledge of the enfire ftradifion than others.
Consequently, one group's idea of what consfitutes an advanced technique, by another group’s
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standards may be considered something only marginally more advanced than the basic level.
For this book’s purpose, a beginner is defined os someone who is interested in, experi-
menting with, and still deciding if they want to commit to tai chi. This means they have taken
classes or done tai chi for a year or less.*
Within these classes you can expect to leamn:

® sequences of movements

® basic body alignments

¢ the 70 percent rule {moderation)
e coordination

® how to protect your joints.

You may also be taught a few of the components of the nei gung sys!em [see p. 226), that
extends into and through tai chi’s more advanced energy work.

During the first year, unless you are exceptionally sensitive, it is unreasonable to expect to
feel o lot of chi. Although ot its advanced levels, tai chi’s primary goal is to grow and balance
your chi, for the beginner, thinking about these exercises only from the perspective of chi-
energy is neither necessary nor desirable. Staying grounded in the body tends to keep any
self-perceived experiences of energy from being overly exaggerated or pure fantasy.

Tai chi's physical movements work as effective sensitivity and awareness exercises, which
keep the body flexible, reduce stress, and tone and strengthen muscles. For health and
longevity, you practice tai chi as non-impact physical exercise and ignore the idea of energy.

Learning to Practice with Moderation: the 70 Percent Rule
Tai chi’s greatest challenge for Westerners is learning the fimeless art of moderation—neither
doing too much nor too litfle—or the 70 percent rule. The core of the 70 percent rule says you
should use your full effort and energy, but not to the point of strain. It advocates maintaining o
natural comfort zone rather than using force to push your limits. If this is done, it allows you to
easily absorb and infegrate inside yourself the fruits of your efforts and to build on them without
resistance to practicing again the next day.

The 70 percent rule also helps prevent injuries when learning tai chi. From the very beginning,
a good teacher will fell you not to bend and overextend your knees past your toes, because it
will put weight and strain on them and could eventually cause problems with the knee joints.

i In classic fai chi, most students were considered beginners for the first 10 years, infermediate siudents for the next
10, and only would ba deemed advonced students ofter 20 1o 30 years.
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Body Alignments
Fundamental to all forms of tai chi (and chi gung and other Taoist martial arts) are body align-
ments, from the gross to the subtle. (See Chapter 3, p. 55.)
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The Basic Tai Chi Posture
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Feet parallel, shoulder-width apart

Knees slightly bent and center of knee over center
of foot

Pelvis slightly tucked under, tailbone perpendicular
to the ground

. Spine gently straightened
. Chest slightly rounded and dropped without

collapsing

. Head and neck straight, eyes and nose parallel

to floor
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Incorrect Alignments

L

Feet not parallel

2. Knees locked and not over center of foot

3. Buttocks and tailbone protruding backwards
4.
]
6

Back not straight, excessively arched

. Chest pushed out and raised
. Head tilting backwards
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Few adults have perfect body alignments: over time their ankles may have collapsed, their
spine might become twisted, their midriff shrunk, one shoulder may be higher than the other, the
neck may be a litfle crooked, etc. The purpose of learing body alignments is that they enhance
the circulation of all the bodily fluids and chi. Tai chi gradually teaches you to take the kinks out
of your body, making you healthier, stronger, and able to release whatever energies are bound
within you.

Your instructors are likely to teach you the basic tai chi posture—feet parallel, shoulder-width
aport, knees centered over the feet, tailbone pointed to the ground, spine gently straightened,
chest rounded and slightly sunk, and head and neck straight and perpendicular fo the ground.
You will be encouraged not to bend your knees so that they extend past your toes, to prevent
excess strain and eventual injury. Good body alignments ensure that you do not put excess pres-
sure on and harm the knees. The knees are not designed fo bear the weight of your body;
instead they are supposed to act as a conduit to transfer your weight through them to the
ground.’

Correct Knee Alignment for Forward Weighted Stance
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Incorrect: knee too far Correct: center of knee Incorrect: knee foo far back,
forward, beyond toes directly over center of foot, center of knee at or behind heel

not beyond toes

Correct knee alignments are discussed in detail in my book, Cpening the Energy Gales of Your Body (North
Allantic Books, 1993), pp. B6-90
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Learning Tai Chi Sequences
learning the external movement sequences of fai chi follows the same relotive structure as
learning how to write in most languages. There are five basic stages.

I Letters of an alphabet. First you learn the different pieces of any individual tai chi
movement—what your hands, arms, waist, legs, and feet do independently and
in coordination with each other

2. String the letters into comprehensible whole words. You learn to combine small
individual movements into a single, coordinated movement, in fai chi commonly
called o posture, such as Brush Knee or Play the lute

3. Create phrases and sentences. You learn how a series of movements (postures
becomes connected by a common theme, either in terms of physical or energetic
goals. For example, in the Yang and Wu styles the most well known of these series
is composed of five movements with the poetic name of Grasp Sparrow’s Tail

4. You make longer and longer sentences. You learn to make longer sequences that
conclude in a single posture, such as Single Whip |especially in the Yang and
Wu styles)

5. Make paragraphs. When learning the long forms, you string many connected
senfences together until each becomes a paragraph unto itself. In the Yang
and Wu styles, for example, the long forms are usually divided into three
“paragraphs,” which are called sections.

Whatever specific style you do, your efforts will first be directed toward trying to accurately
mimic the shape of each individual movement and remember sequences. At first, you will learn
where to place your hands and feet, when to shift weight and what direction fo turn in. learning
the correct directions challenges the memory and is tricky for many. long forms usually require
you to alternately face in or move in eight directions, based on the eight points of o compass;
short forms usually require you to work only with four or six directions.

Most of the time you will be moving. Some teachers, however, may ask you to hold the end
point of a single moving posture for a few minutes at a time in order to stabilize its qualities
within you and show you the correct alignments for each posture. At first your main focus is to
learn the individual movements (postures) and the transitions between them, which for many can
be as complex as the original movements. Later, you will learn to improve the outer movement
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qualities of the postures, and later still, especially if you are an intermediate student, work with
the invisible internal qualities of the postures.

For beginners who are primarily interested in health and longevity practices, particularly in
the West, it is less common to learn individual postures first, stand for a while in the posture,
and then learn the moving transitions between them. In the Yang and W styles this was a clos:
sical method commonly used when teaching tai chi with a strong martial arts emphasis. It is
equally uncommon for beginners to learn tai chi sitting practices.

Month by month, you will progressively experience the same moves differently, not only
because you are absorbing what you heard the first time around, but more importantly, because
the moves are opening up your ability to feel your body, and possibly your chi.

Coordination
Tai chi gives a completely new meaning to the idea of wholebody coordination. Over time it
will increase this, whether or not you are naturally gifted with physical coordination.

The first challenge is to coordinate the left and right sides of your body, for example, the
movement of the left arm with the right leg so that both move ot the same relative speed. For
virtually everyone, one side of the body is sfiffer, number, weaker, or more unresponsive than
the other. This is normal. Most people are surprised about this. Only a fraction of the population
is symmetrical, with the right and left sides fully balanced.

The second coordination challenge occurs when you fry to get your hands to move smoothly
along with the rest of your arm, rather than stubbornly by themselves.

The third challenge will be to have the waist and arms move together, or the waist and feet,
which befuddles most beginners and makes them realize how much looser their hips could be.
Even experienced martial artists or dancers, who are supposed to be beyond this, find that it
is difficult to get their arms and legs fo move in smooth coordination with their waist. Everyone
goes through this problem.

However, if you accept these challenges, over time you will also strongly increase your gen-
eral level of physical coordination. This opinion is derived from repeated observation of many

thousands of tai chi practitioners who gain a high degree of coordination, whether they were
totally inactive couch potatoes, uncoordinated types, or highly active and skilled athletes. Toi
chi will also empower your seltimage by showing you what your body is capable of doing.
In this respect it is useful for younger people to remember that half of China's 200 million or
more daily practitioners begin fai chi after age fifty. At this stage of life, although the ease of
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acquiring higher levels of physical coordination is not at a natural high point, most are able to
learn fai chi.

Protecting Your Joints

Because tai chi movements thoroughly work the joints, special care must be taken not fo injure
them. Aside from respecting the 70 percent rule, you will be taught never fo lock any joint by
straightening it during any movement. A clear sign that tai chi teachers have not been proper-
ly trained is if they omit this very important principle.

From a health and longevity standpoint, locking a joint cuts off the circulation of fluids; from
a martial arts standpoint, locked joints are extreme points of vulnerability because they can be
so easily snapped or dislocated by an opponent. Many people understand that during falls and
car accidents, breakages commonly occur at the joints because people instinctively lock them.
Holding the steering wheel with locked elbows can make whiplash a lot worse, because the
shock wave goes more forcefully into your neck and spine.

Although tai chi does not specifically train falling techniques as is common in many martial
arts, an oftentold story is that when a tai chi practitioner does take an unexpected tumble, it
seems to occur in such slow motion that they remember not fo lock their joints and therefore do
not break or dislocate them, as commonly happens for many. The regular practice of tai chi
helps you gain awareness of relaxing your joints in all circumstances.

You will also be taught to be aware of a major warning sign that occurs if you do overwork
your joints: a burning sensation or any other kind of pain inside the joints are major warning
signs that you are most likely overworking them. If this happens, you must back off whatever
in your practice is making it occur. Muscles can burn and ache without long-term damage, but

not joints.

Challenges that Beginners
Normally Encounter

It is natural to repeatedly forget how to do individual moves or which direction to face. Either
learning or doing, everyone initially finds some moves more difficult than others. Do not feel dis
couraged if you sometimes remember and sometimes forget what move comes before or after
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another. It happens to everyone. Sooner o later, the order more or less sticks in your mind, and
you no longer need to follow someone fo keep up.

The traditional way to remember movements would be for a teacher to show how specific
postures could be used for self-defense. Even if you are not interested in tai chi as a martial art,
seeing the sell-defense applications of moves makes them easier fo remember.

Weight-shifting movements and kicking sequences may challenge your balance and the
stretching ability of your legs. Almost universally, beginners find it difficult to keep their shoul-
ders down and their knees from not excessively bending or locking. Perhaps your joints lack
flexibility or your hips may be tight or injured, which makes squatting low difficult for you.

Until your leg muscles strengthen, it is quite common for them to ache after doing the move-
ments confinuously for more than ten minutes. Although tfai chi looks easy, especially in the
beginning, it is not. Expect to work hard and get some sore muscles, but remember the 70
percent rule to prolect your joints. For many there is @ mental disconnection between how effort-
less tai chi looks and how difficult the movements are to learn. It befuddles most that the
seemingly simple movements fully engage all you have to put out.

At either obvious or subliminal levels, the boundary line between exercised and strained
muscles is where your soft tissues feel like tight wires ready to snap. This is the point to pull back
so that you do not pull your anatomical tissues out of alignment without your knowing (due fo
a lack of body sensitivity) and destabilize or injure them. As with sport, the pain and dysfunc-
fion of overstrain may occur hours or days ofter the time of injury. You need fo learn to apply
moderation before it happens.

Expect the movements, in many subtle ways, 1o make you realize just how much you lack
coordination. This is a shock to many, particularly highly skilled athletes, dancers, and other
movement specialists. It is very common for many to find that the coordination required to do
the movements well is an unexpected challenge.

The Challenges of Learning Large
and Small Frame Tai Chi Styles

Feng Zhi Qiang of Beijing, one of China’s most important Chen style masters, has soid that the
defining characteristic of a tai chi style is not so much what style it is but whether it uses large,
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medium or small frame movements.

During the early phases of leaming, there are trade-offs to be considered when choosing
a large or small frame style. However, at the end of the day, all styles will get you to the
same place.

There is a continuum between large and small frame styles. At one end of the spectrum,
there is the absolute large frame with its stretched-out arm movements and low stances and no
small movements. At the other extreme are incredibly tiny movements, high stances, and no
dramatic extensions of the arms. Both the Yang (large frame) and the Wu [small frame) will
begin with relatively large movements and make them smaller over time as o person advances.
The difference between large and small frame styles is how large or small their movements will
end up being.

With a larger frame style, expect your leg muscles, especially the thighs, to ache. This is due
to the longer stances, and is most noticeable when shifting all your weight to your back leg.

With a small frame style expect the strain on your legs and knee joints to be less because
of their generally higher and shorfer stances. Small frame styles are ideal for people who are
overweight or have weak or injured lower backs and knees.

large frame movements work and siretch the body's larger, more visible muscles, such as
those of the calf, waist, shoulders, and back, and can strain the knees and lower back more.

Although smaller frame styles also work the big muscles, they do not do it as much as the
large frame styles. However, small frame styles stretch the body's deeper layers of fasciae, tiny
ligaments, efc., more, especially those just next to the spine and neck, around the internal
organs, joints [with the shoulder blades being particularly noticeable), and deep within the
pelvis. Because smaller circular movements somewhat bypass the larger soft tissues, the pulling
and stretching actions target areas deeper inside the body, such as the insertion points of your
soft tissues, and your internal organs, more than the long muscles themselves.

Larger circular movements fequire somewhat less physical coordination than small frame
movements, and physically are relatively easier to do. However, in small frame styles, the trade-
off becomes that a little more difficulty in physical coordination gives you greater access and
a greater ability to work with your chi-energy and more positively affect the body’s deeper lay-
ers, especially the internal organs. Small frame movements demand more energetic sensitivity
initially; however, over time they allow you fo get control of your chi in a more direct manner.
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Breathing

For at least your first year of tai chi, it is best to begin with natural breathing. You simply inhale
and exhale in the way that is most comfortable to you ot any given moment, and do not fry to
coordinate inhales and exhales with specific movements.

There are four main reasons for doing this:

It gives you the time to sort out and consciously recognize the felt qualities of your deeper
subliminal and overt emotional tensions. With experience, you begin to find inner
owareness tools that empower you to consciously relax, and reduce or completely
neutralize your negative emotions

It tells you how far you can push your internal subliminal emotional waters before suffering
a backlash

It gently establishes healthy relaxation rhythms, which prevent hidden stress responses from
taking hold

It enables your nervous system to more easily adjust fo all the new neurological input and

changes the movements are creating within you, thereby making physical reloxation easier.

Breathing naturally allows your physiology to find its own base level, before adding the com-
plications of specific breathing rhythms to modulate the ratio between inhales and exhales
in coordination with the movements in a tai chi form.

Natural breathing helps you avoid unleashing suppressed emotions too quickly and explo-
sively. Breath affects the chi. From the perspective of chi-energy, the thoughts and emotions
moving through us are also composed of waves of chi. The combination of movement and
breath not only controls your physical chi, it also can activate your suppressed emotions.

Trying to control your breath too soon can easily render you incapable of feeling, recog-
nizing, or relaxing these suppressed volcanoes stirring inside, which you might unconsciously
energize before pushing them down and controlling them yet more. After tai chi practice is over,
without consciously knowing what is going on or why, these energized suppressions can
reemerge and explode, for example as anger, fear, or depression.
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Learning Strategies for Beginners

Anything sublle like tai chi takes a litlle time before what it is can be recognized and appreci-
afed, and you can get its potential benefits. Tai chi has great depth and is learned over fime,
even by the most talented people. Even though you can learn the basic movements of a short
form in o weeklong refreat, it takes fime for the movements to work deeply into your body and
for you to feel how tai chi is changing you.

This long-range approach runs counter to that of those people who are cruising spiritual
supermarkets, sampling this or that philosophy, exercise, diet, meditation, efc. Although this
approach provides entertainment value and alleviates life’s boredoms, it rarely satisfies deeper
needs. As an old spiritual saying goes, “In a really dry place you have a better chance of find-
ing sweet water by drilling a hole two hundred feet deep, than ten holes twenty feet deep.” If
you want to discover if tai chi suits you and allows you to hit satisfying, longterm pay dirt, you
must stay with it a good while, possibly for years.

This is what works best:

® Unless you are incredibly selfdisciplined, you need regular weekly classes to establish
energetic thythms within your body and central nervous system. Without these rhythms
many Westerners find it nearly impossible to get into the regular habit of doing fai chi.
Modern sociely fights being regular at anything except earning a living: everything else
seems fo take a back seat. Although tai chi is something that can help keep you healthy
and unstressed, regularity is essential to achieve this. As you begin to establish regular
rhythms and schedules, you will be able to consistently practice tai chi daily
without needing the reinforcement of regular weekly classes

e The easiest path to regular practice is sticking with one form. By all means, shop around
for which form you want to do, but then settle and stick with it

e learn the basics thoroughly. If you lack these, the most valuable tai chi benefits will not
come to you, no matter how many years you praclice. That is why it is best to have
regular contact with a teacher to help correct your movements and alignments, and help
you progress in your learning

e What if you feel that your teacher can't help you progress If after investigation, you find
another local teacher who can do the job much better and decide to change teachers,
it is good to do so before bad habits become ingrained. Even if the change involves



202 The Big Book of Tai Chi

learning a different style or form, now that your body has the energetic rhythm of doing
tai chi, the longterm benefits of getting better basics will far outweigh the extra effort of
having fo learn new movements

* If no adequate teacher is available locally, the next best solution is to aftend trainings of
reputable teachers and masters in other locations fo get exposed to quality basics. You
then take the knowledge home and integrate it into your form as best you can

e Above and beyond solid basics, there exists tai chi’s more advanced material. At this
point it may be useful to attend other masters’ workshops to understand the potentials and
see if they appeal to you. A potential side benefit of this might be that this will help you
gain insight into what your local teacher may obviously know and do, but may not be
able to communicate effectively.

Practice Strategies for Beginners

When first learning tai chi, if you have an overscheduled life and just want to take care of
everyday physical discomforts with the least amount of effort, @ more easy-going practice
schedule is better and more realistic than training full-bore with @ perfectionist attitude. Initially
trying too hard usually creates significantly more tension than trying too little. You want to shift
out of the habit of creating stress. Rather, take it easy and use tai chi’s slow-motion movements
as a retraining process to relox and pace yourself to avoid the cumulative stress damage that
can result from trying oo hard.

A softer approach will better help to promote chi circulation.

Ideally, do some tai chi ot o regular time each day, either by yourself or with @ group, even
if only for a short time, such as five minutes. You can do it for longer periods to extend your reg-
ulor practice or at other times during the day, but setting a regular practice time for the first ten
years, even if only for five minutes, will make o tremendous difference in your longterm
progress. Practicing regularly will benefit you more than not doing any tai chi during the week
and trying to make up for it by doing long sessions on the weekends.

The best time to practice is somefime, rather than no time at all. Only a few minutes of tai

chi every day allows your nervous system to keep continuity with relaxation and to not forget
how to consciously get chi to flow. By keeping a regular rhythm, you will most likely find your-
self efforflessly extending your practice, in a way that fits your lifestyle of ever changing
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moments. This said, there is another way fo look at this question.

From a purely physical point of view, it takes the body about twenty minutes of continuous
exercise for blood to fully engorge the blood vessels enough to make a significant difference.
This is a necessary requirement for enabling any kind of cardiovascular exercise (including tai
chi, walking, or running) to provide benefits. From this perspective, doing tai chi for twenty min-
utes at a time, four or five days o week, is quite sufficient to achieve basic health benefits.

To enter the middle ground between health and true fitness, simply increase the total cumu-
lative time you do the form, or add supplementary chi gung exercises.

Conclusion

The teacher leads you to the door of knowledge. However, only through your personal proc-
fice can you gain tai chi’s profound benefits. To integrate the most profound benefits within your
body may lake many months or years depending on your focus, intent, goals, natural talent,
the quality of your practice, and how much time you spend doing it.

Don't be concerned if you feel that you are not doing specific movements very well. Give
yourself time to absorb the big shopes of the movement. The most important thing is fo learn
the whole sequence together even if you have to fudge some moves. This builds confidence for
the long haul, Refining the moves happens with practice, or in the next rounds of learning
new information.

If you have specific moves you really like, do them singly outside the sequence of the form.
This builds up your confidence and creates the foundational skills needed to eventually over
come the bigger challenges of more difficult moves.

Do not emotionally beat yourself up over moves that you personally find difficult. Just move
on and complete the entire sequence as best you can. Don't get hung up on one or two moves.
You will improve with practice.

Do not compare your learing speed to others. Tai chi is challenging for everyone to leam.

Above all, be patient with yourself.
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go step-by-step and drop the desire to skip ahead, if you ultimately want your practice to bear

maximurn fruit.

The Greater the Challenge, the Greater the Rewards

One of my Yang style teachers, T.T. Liang, was a wonderful example of overcoming confinuous
challenges ond refusing to be scared off by tai chi’s hidden complexities. Liang began fai chi
when he was around fifty because he had severe health problems caused by a life of dissipo-
tion {alcohol, opium, and gambling addictions) in preCommunist Shanghai.

After tai chi helped him restore his health, he focused on the next challenge: becoming a
skilled tai chi fighter. After twenty years, his chi became strong enough to effectively fight
against strong and highly skilled martial arfists in their prime. His perseverance enabled him to
delve deeply enough into advanced tai chi practices to become a genuine fai chi master.

During the last thirty years of his life, he lived and taught in America. He credited the
continuous practice of tai chi with enabling him fo live until he was over @ hundred years old.

[ntegrating the Three Treasures

Intermediate and advanced practices increasingly incorporate and integrate the three treasures
of body, energy, and spirit into everything you do in fai chi.

Body
More sophisticated body practices:

implement tai chi’s most minute super-alignments

move internal organs in coordination with the tai chi postures

internally stretch the body's deepest substructures

fully use the springiness of the ligaments

apply Taoist breathing techniques

revolve primarily around physical movements, as in the beginning practices, with some
standing methods and occasionally sitting ones

emphasize circularity of movement

incorporole twisting and spiraling.
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Energy
At intermediate and advanced stages, students are introduced to all the possibiliies of how
chi-energy works.

The fullness of this level of tai chi is generally only known or taught by martial tai chi masters.
Push hands, traditional weapons, and all tai chi’s marfial arts skills are usually the medium by
which the overwhelming majority of genuine masters teach tai chi’s complete chi-energy methods.

Here is where the specific details and aspects of all 16 nei gung components are taught.
Mastering them is crucial to oblaining success in the highest worldly possibilities tai chi has
to offer, such as health, stress relief, longevity, or developing tremendous high-performance
physical skills and internal power.

Standing postures and sitting techniques may be used extensively at this stage of practice.

Spirit

All the possibilities of how spirit work is imparted, using Taoist methods, to creale spiritual
evolution that culminates in what some called enlightenment. When tai chi rises to this level of
pracfice it becomes what this book refers to as Taoist tai chi. (See Chapter 8, p. 151.) Taoist
tai chi’s way to engoge in this level requires the foundation of both body and energy. No
matter how rarified work with spirit or energy becomes, simultaneously in tai chi there is always
o concrefe, ongoing awareness of the body. Then through the mind you confact and explore
the possibilities of spirit. Even in China those who can teach this level of tai chi of the more
advanced levels are rare. Standing practices are done relatively little; instead practices primo-
rily alternate between moving and sitting.

All Taoist practices are based on achieving balance at all levels of the human condition:
physical, emotional, mental, psychic, and spiritual. Having yin-yang relationships function with
maximum efficiency is the cenferpiece of tai chi body and energy practices.

However, to Taoists, frue balance requires the capacity to live freely and function well, from
a place that concurrently transcends and is the source of all yinyang relationships. This is a
quiet yet vibrant, non-dual space that is permanent and unchanging amid all yin-yang variations
and is the necessary breeding ground from which frue universol love and compassion can
grow. This is a central point and goal of spirit practices. This non-dual transcendence is what
the philosophical term tai chi literally means in Chinese.

Along the path, developing spirit means:
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releasing your inner demons (distutbed emotions), either by transforming or dissolving them
eslablishing positive emotions

reducing overall emotional negativity

restoring physical, emotional, and spiritual balance

getting in touch with your psychic potential.

To achieve this requires learning internal techniques, either solo or with practice partners, which
will help you to:

work with organs and glands

come into harmony with the forces of nature

work with the esoteric energies of the five elements, and the environment including the
sun, moon, planels, and stars

use all three tantiens (see pp. 230-231), not only the lower one, which is sufficient for
body ond energy work

work with your left, right, and central energy channels.

More About the 70 Percent
Rule for Experienced Students

Adhering to the 70 percent rule can save you years of relatively unproductive effort in reaching
the relatively more advanced stages of tai chi. This holds true whether your interest is optimum
health, high performance in mortial arts or athlefics, or intellectual achievement. Without adher
ing to the 70 percent rule, it is difficult to reach the most profound depths of spirit, because
going for 100 or 150 percent makes it difficult to let go of the ego.

Range of Motion If you are in great shape, and intimately know your limits to a razor's
edge, you may go a little over 80 percent of your physical range of
motion limits. This, however, not 90 percent, is the absolute upper
range. This is especially true for tai chi’s twisting and spiraling
techniques and its deeper internal stretches.
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surprising something, and still later with vibrant pulsation or the sfill depths of a great ocean.
You now experience how the outer, external movements have the potential to take you deep

inside your body and mind. The awakening to your internal energy possibilities within has

begun. In tai chi this process is called “from the outside in,” or “from external fo internal.”

Internal Movements

Now you begin to move into the stage of practice where deliberate actions deep inside your
body create and generate each external movement. You move from the inside out. Previously,
your thoughts focused on how the muscles of your limbs and waist should move, then teeling
your body, and next activating your arm muscles to get your hand to move from, say, your hip
upwards to well out in front of your body.

Progressively, your awareness now focuses on different invisible places inside your body.
These spots then generate the fundamental impulses to move the muscles of your hand or waist.
The progression might move from stretching the insertion points of various muscles, to activating
specific enargy channels, to expanding the fluids inside your joints, or any of the other internal
techniques contained within the Tooist 16-part nei gung system (see p. 226). With increasing
awareness, familiarity, and experience, you begin to consciously understand how moving and
affecting the deep insides of your body can create your external movements. In fai chi this is
called “the inner moves the outer.” Gradually, the mentol and energetic abilities necessary to
support your inner journey through tai chi are put in place.

Whereas external movements are obvious, inferncl movements are invisible, yet no less real.
Many senior tai chi students and masters have a mysterious aura of chi about them as they prac-
tice. This often creales a very positive feeling in the observer. Infernal movements create this
indefinable something you know is there but can't see.

External and Internal Stretching
Cats strefch incessantly. Their bodies unwind like ripples in water. As they do so, every finy

muscle, each in its own time, stretches and relaxes.

To really advance in your practice, it is importont that, like @ cat, you neither be self-
conscious nor make a big deal that you are siretching either very big or very subtle parts of
yourself. Stretching is natural.

Likewise, tai chi movements will release and stretch your body's soft tissues as if you were
a cat. In the animal kingdom, cats are one of the better combinations of strength, flexibility, and
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sheer bounce. They relox and let go of their muscles in order to have them operate so efficiently.
Feel how soft a house cat is. Walch the softness of its whole body as it expands and contracts
to its breathing rhythm. It is a different model from muscular tension, one that tai chi shares.

Tai chi's external and internal stretches, whether they are of a lengthwise or twisting kind,
occur through a very common pattern. Initially if you relax even just a litfle, your awareness will
notice some area of muscular tension. By maintaining your awareness on it, the action of notic-
ing it, combined with the movements themselves, will cause the muscle to gradually release by
stages to whatever degree your body is willing. As the form progresses it is quite common for
your attention to move on and recognize different tense or tight spots, and begin the whole
process of relaxation, awareness, and movement anew.

Tai chi has different levels of external and internal stretching. Sheer lack of movement caus-
es muscles o contract and shorten. Moving through tai chi’s postures will let you use muscles
you never knew you had and begin to gently stretch them. Your arms and legs act like weights
that stretch whatever is connected to your spine, which is ultimately everything in your body.

You first notice external stretches in the big shoulder and leg muscles. Most can't believe just
how stiff their shoulders have become and how their necks and backs ache. Gradually, as you
do tai chi, you find that your neck naturally clicks into place and that it can turn more easily in
all directions, even though you have done no neckturning exercises.

Then, as the muscles in your chest stretch, you find the pulling on your shoulders, neck, and
head gently reducing. As the chest sireiches downward, you feel your internal organs begin to
drop naturally. Next your breath deepens on its own. Breathing becomes more satisfying, and
you become more oware of ifs possibilities when reloxed.

Shifting weight back and forth while turning the hips can make your legs feel incredibly tired
Yet in time, and in a seemingly miraculous manner, you suddenly find your flexibility and range
of motion has dramatically increased. The insides of your body begin to open up. The joints
become more supple. Internal streiches pull on all the soft and connective tissues around your
joints. When this hoppens joints can stort to naturally pop of their own accord—usually o
healthy sign of releasing deep tension. These pops usually begin in the shoulders and hip sock-
ets first, Afterwards they can spread 1o every joint you have. These pops can be the precursors
lo your joints regaining the smoothness and flexibility of childhood. However, you should never
try to pop your joints forcefully.

At some point the fascice will begin to stretch. Fasciae are the connective tissues that bind
your muscles together so they can function without being overly fight, slack, or floppy. If fascice
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become bound, they do not allow your muscles to have free movement, and can create a neg:
ofive cascading effect where each muscle can bind and diminish other muscles or other anatom-
ical structures from having free movement. Often people’s muscles cannot stretch because of the
binding of their fascice.

The bending and stretching movements of tai chi can directly release bound fasciae. This com-
monly causes sharp pains or burning sensations. The burning discomfort of fascice stretching does
not always feel wonderful, but it is acceplable. However, pain within your joints is not accept
able and usually points fo potentially dongerous excess, which indicates an injury in progress.
When this begins, it is important fo remember the 70 percent rule—go slowly and gently.

These fascia stretches can surprise you. They usually start around the large muscles of the
back, neck, and shoulders, and then move to the back, spine, and legs. Finally the fascice tend
to gradually stretch, over months or years, through the chest and info the belly.

After the abdominal muscles relax and open, these fascia stretches then tend to move into
the spaces behind your abdominal muscles—the inside of your belly—internal orgons, diges-
five valves, connective ligaments, etc. This process can then release the unnecessary bindings
thot diminish the workings of the internal organs. This release can help both digestion and elim-
ination immensely. Here again gentleness and keeping to the 70 percent rule is very important.
It is definitely best to allow the releases and stretches to come naturally in their own time, rather
than attempt to push them olong faster.

Inside your body, soft tissues can either stretch towards or away from @ point of origin, such
as an insertion point. Tai chi movements, in coordination with limbs extending away from, or
moving toward, your torso, can accentuate these two kinds of stretching. However, you must
first be relaxed enough to recognize the places in your body thot are willing to stretch this way,
and not try fo force the stretch, which will ultimately diminish it.

Strefching fowards or away from a tense or bound location in your body usually begins with
large external muscles. Over time, as your ability to relox grows, you become able to notice
more subtle internal places that are stuck, such as ligaments, membranes, or other anatomical
connections within and between your internal organs.

Taoist Breathing

Breath is not chi. However, breath work is o valuable tool through which you can directly
contact chi as a felt experience and living reality. The noture of breath in tai chi is that it
happens in a peekaboo fashion. You nofice your breath, then become engrossed in the
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movements and forget to notice it. It comes, it leaves, it comes, it leaves, until with minimal or
no effort you become aware of your breath and your belly all the time.

Regardless of what point you are in the breathing learning curve, it is best to move towards
having your breath be long, quiet, soff, relaxed, and continuous without freezing up, shutting
down, or stopping.

The breathing process within tai chi and all Taoist breathing methods that allow you to
connect with chi go more or less like this':

® Breathe from your nose rather than your mouth. If you are prevented from doing so by
congestion, for example colds, flu, sinusitis, or allergies, or by o structural blockage,
breathe in and out through the mouth

e Keep your tongue on the roof of your mouth, where the hard palate is located. This is
where the tip of your fongue touches when you say “le” in French. This connects two
exceptionally important acupunciure meridians, called the governing and conception
vessels. Points along these two acupuncture meridians connect to all the yin and yang
energies of your body. The place where they meet, where your tongue touches, regulates,
and stabilizes the interchange between all the body's yin and yang channels

¢ Do not hold your breath

® Breathe deeply

® Relax the chest and breathe with the belly. This will strengthen your diaphragm, enabling
air to move more efficiently. Do not stick your chest out, or use the front of your chest to
breathe

e Use each breath to consciously relax your body. Initially use exhales to focus releasing ten-
sion in your physical fissues and nerves. Over fime do the some with inhales

e As the belly relaxes, allow the breath to put deeper and deeper pressure on your internal
organs

o After you can do all the previous parts comfortably and your nerves have integrated them
into your resting breathing in a relaxed, comfortable, and natural fashion, you can
gradually odd other breathing components, which include:

| The author's longevily Breathing progroms leach these methods.
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1. side breathing, which especially benefits the liver and spleen

2. lower back breathing, which especially benefits the kidneys

3. upper bock breathing, which uses the back rather than the front of the lungs to
breathe. Combined with abdominal breathing, this especially benefits the heart

4. whole back breathing, where all the muscles and other soft tissues that connect
with your spine and entire back move in rhythm to your breath

5. spine breathing, ot least at more advanced levels. Here, in physical coordination
with each breath, all spinal vertebrae come together and separate, while chi-
energy moves toward and away, and up and down the spine—a tai chi tech-
nique called “the chi sficks to the back.”

® Breath goes silent, eyes relox, and although your breath is mechanically doing all the previ-
ous steps extremely well and powerfully, the sense of physical air coming in and out of you
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e Chi now begins to owaken, and you find yourself experiencing breathing in chi, not air,
with each inhale and exhale. This begins the capacity to move and direct your chi purely
through your mind. The breath has now lifted the chi airplane off the ground. Although
you will still keep the physical mechanics of breathing ongoing, your awareness now
shifts from breath to chi
¢ The link between breath, energy, and consciousness has begun.

Coordinating Movement with Breath

As you become more relaxed, the tendency of your breathing cycle and physical movements
to coordinate naturally increases. Your teacher can help you decide whether you are now ready
to consciously focus on coordinafing your breath with your movements.

This kind of controlled breathing has three extremely beneficial side effects, which is why
many intermediate and advanced practitioners prefer it. First, it can unleash a lot of chi, and
thereby bestow physical strength and vigor; second, it can make it easier fo become accom-
plished in all tai chi's opening and closing techniques (see p. 231); ond third, it can help
resolve spiritual blockages. Taoist tai chi uses controlled breathing to gain conscious access to,

target, and amplify blocked inner emotional and psychic spaces. It then uses this access to

specifically work through, transform, or dissolve these inner blockages.
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Some tai chi schools deliberately link breathing and movement, coordinating inhales with
the hands moving towards the torso, and exhales with movements away from the torso. Other
schools reverse the direction. Both methods can physically create a regular pressure that
progressively builds inside your bodily fluids (especially within the abdominal cavity), which,
like a steam engine or water pump, can increase pounds of pressure per square inch over fime.
This generally strengthens the entire body, and specifically the movement of all its internal
fluids, conferring health, strength, and vitality. The methods to apply these various breathing
techniques or the reasons for teaching one way or another are beyond the scope of this book.?

Coordinating breathing with movements too scon can be a double-edged sword. Often this
brings up negative emotions faster than an individual’s nervous system can handle. Even though
it can make the practitioner feel strong, if there are serious hidden demons in the recesses of
the psyche, some people may become emotionally unstable.

Health and longevity require an emotional awareness, some level of inner peace and the
ability to move chi. Coordinating breath with movement too soon can impede the achievement
of these benefits. A good teacher is essential o help you in this process.

Circularity

All tai chi motions involving body, energy, or spirit praclices are based on circulor movement.
The underlying quality of all circles is that they truly have neither a beginning nor an end, just
a seamless flowing continuity, where each part of the circle naturally flows into the other
unceasingly.

Physically, all hand and foot movements are composed of circles, ellipses, and curving lines,
so even something that looks like a straight punch, for example, will have a subtle, gentle arc
to it. Energetically, to obtain complete, connected circulafion of chienergy requires you be
able to effortlessly establish circles and spirals moving at different speeds within all of tai chi's
energetic techniques. The spirit techniques of tai chi also require a circularity of time. Here, the
inherent mental, emotional, and psychic tensions contained within the perceptions of past,
present, and future flow into a circle with a sense of time and reality that is beyond all three.
Nevertheless, you are still pragmatically aware of and oble to use the concepts of past,
present, and future in daily life.

To get a more concrete sense of circularity, the Chen style of tai chi has a phrase that, loose-
ly translated, says, “the body has eighteen circles,” all of which must be separately activated

2 These methods are included in the author’s chi gung programs.
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and simultaneously combined together. As a whole they create tai chi’s physical quality of

circularity. These circles may be done in a large, medium, or small frame way. The eighteen

are circles made by the

Upper body: (1) fingers, (2) palms, (3] wrists, (4] elbows, [5) shoulders, (6] shoulder
blodes and armpits, (7) ribs and sternum, [8) head and neck

Mid-body: (?) waist, (10) spine, (11) internal organs, (12 lower tantien

Lower body: (13) toes, (14) feet, [15) ankles, (16] knees, (17) hip sockets, (18] pelvis
and kwa

Twisting, Spiraling,

(H}(]TInwwhwg

Twisting, turning, and spiraling are some of the most important techniques of tai chi and are
infegral to all higherlevel tai chi capacities, from the gross to the subltle, in terms of health
martial arts, energy, or spiritval work. The primary health benefits of these techniques were
discussed in Chapter 3, p. S51. Twisting, turning, and spiraling should be present either in an

overt or hidden way within any fai chi technique.

Archival Drawings of the Spiraling of Energy in the Chen Style of Tai Chi
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Twisting and spiraling may be the overtly visible, dramatic, and distinguishing characteristic
of Chen style tai chi, where it is called spiraling, twisting, or reeling silk. In the most popular
tai chi styles (Yang and Wu) twisting and spiraling is more subtle and hidden and is called turn-
ing or drilling. Twisting and spiraling continues and amplifies tai chi’s fundamental use of
circular movements. The joining of multiple circles in a continuous flow creates spirals.

Putting extra work into practicing these twisting and spiraling techniques will maximize the
health benefits of tai chi described in Chapter 3. For intermediate and advanced students, there
are additional valuable aspects:

® The techniques enhance tai chi's martial aspects by teaching you fo efficiently generate power.

Like high-speed electric power drills, the innate efficiency of turning and spiraling
methods create a magnified amount of useable power relative 1o the energy powering
it—especially if compared with generating power by only moving in a straight line, such
as when you use a hammer and chisel, or pushing or hitting with your arm or fist.

When performing yielding techniques in push hands, spiroling methods help you suck
in and dissipate your opponent’s momentum and power, or redirect their power away
from you, while destabilizing their root and center of gravity. When attempting to push
your opponent, spiraling methods enable you to have much greater energy discharge
power [called fa jin in Chinese, and discussed on p. 236). In sparring, they can
create powerful strikes and throws, and disguise the origin of your power from opponents,
making it more difficult for them to mount an effective defense

* They enhance athletic performance. Spiraling methods will enhance your maneuverability
and power. They can increase your ability to project power to hit or throw balls. In
swimming, it allows more usable power fo be released from your back and shoulders
so you can move harder and faster with each stroke. In tootball, it enables you to
withstand strong physical contact better

o They increase the flow of chi through your energy channels. Because chi naturally moves
in spirals through the body’s energy channels, increasing the spiraling of your physical
tissues naturally activates these spirals. This causes energy to move through the channels -
with greater strength so that you get more chi

e They enhance spiritual practices. Energetic, spiraling movements allow you fo directly
connect with the energies of heaven and earth, open psychic and intuitive capacities,
and have your spirit move beyond being identified with the body.
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The Five Progressive Stages

Twisting mimics the process of all previous levels of lengthwise internal stretching and takes them
to the next level. The importance of having a competent and thorough instructor to teach these
advanced fai chi techniques cannot be overemphasized. The learning process must be taken
in five stages slowly, carefully, and gradually, especially when the legs become involved, in
order fo protect your spine.

Between the fingertips, arms, upper spine, and neck.

You will learn to alternately twist between moving toward and then away from
the direction of the spine, using all the soft tissues from all parts of your arm, but
without twisting the joints themselves. These twists have an amazing ability to
release neck and shoulder tension and pain. They also make all the joints of your
arm exceptionally flexible within all ranges of movement.

The process must start in the arms for three reasons:

a) in most daily activities you consciously use your arms more than other
parts of your body, making it relatively easier to feel and comprehend the
technique of efficiently twisting, Acquiring this knowledge makes it easier
to understand how fo do the same for the body parts that most people
find more difficult to feel, such as the legs, hips, or internal organs

b) even with incorrect proctice, it is hard to do longterm damage to your
arms. Previous life experience has taught most people how to recognize
untoward arm pain and strain. Aside from the weight of your own arms
there is no massive weight resistance. Consequently it is virtually impossible
to tear a rotator cuff as often happens in other physical activities
the upper spine’s vertebrae bear less body weight than those of the lower
spine. Thus vertebrae there are less likely to go out of place if you twist more
than your current limitations will allow (in other words, by forgetting the 70
percent rule). And if they do, they usually give early warning signs with
twinges of pain well before they misalign. You thereby gain experience in
how to maintain the 70 percent rule and protect your spine. This becomes

a vital skill when you later engage the abdominal cavity and lower spine.
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2. Between the toes, legs, and lower spine.
Normally significantly harder than twisting the arms, the idea of fully twisting the
leg muscles is not a normal idea in Western physical culture. The normal Western
lifestyle commonly causes us to have much less feeling in our legs than arms.
Reasons abound. In general, the West is an upper body culture where many
don't regularly stretch their legs. We wear overly tight shoes that deaden and cut
off blood circulation fo the feet. We also sit on chairs, and do not tend to squat
flatfooted, sit on the ground crosstegged, or walk barefoot.

The weight of gravity pushes on and will deaden the natural feeling in any-
one’s legs if something is not done to compensate for the problem.

You need a competent teacher to teach you twisting in the lower body, and
even more so if the twisting is fo extend into the internal organs and the soft
fissues that offect the entire spine.

Lower body twisting is a double-edged sword. If done correctly it immensely
benefits all the leg joints and spine. However, if done incorrectly it can misalign
and harm them. For example, relatively speaking, the knees are structurally the
body's weakest joints. Progressively overtwisting the knees can result in long-term
damage, similar fo that which con happen within a split second in martial orts
when twisting someone’s arm with the intent of ripping it apart

Equally vulnerable is the lower spine and sacrum. Incorrectly applying twisting
techniques or exceeding the 70 percent rule can weaken the ligaments that
attach io the lower spine. This can potentially create back pain, by causing
the lower back's vertebrae to go out of alignment, the sacrum to become more
unstable, and associated back muscles and ligaments to weaken. Given the
prevalence of back pain in the West, it is best to learn twisting with a
competent instructor

3. Between the fingertips, neck, chest, and diaphragm.
The twisting in the arms extends into the chest, affecting its inner anatomical
structures including the lungs and heart. Anatomically the diaphragm connects
to and affects all the structures from the arms through the ribs, chest, neck, ond
head [as well as to the bottom of your pelvis)

4. Between the toes, hips, and torso to the diaphragm.
Initially the twisting begins in the toes, moves up the leg muscles, and then to the
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external muscles of the buttocks, lower and mid back, sides and front of the waist,
and sacrum. Do not deliberately twist the sacrum under any circumstances. In fime
the twisting, which is generated in the legs, buttocks, and hips can extend through
the pelvic floor and progressively enter into and twist the tissues associated with
the internal organs within the abdominal cavity, ending in the diaphragm

5. The twisting and spiraling of your whole body links up.
This means that during all tai chi movements, depending on your level of develop-
ment, there is continuous spiraling:

a) either towards or away from your body

b) from your feet to your head or your head to your feet

c) from the legs, through the abdominal cavity to the head and fingertips, or
from the fingertips and head, through the abdominal cavity to the hips, legs,
and toes

d) originating from the lower tantien; the spiral reaches simultaneously 1o the
extremities and returns bock again to the lower tantien.

All five of these progressive developmental stages first have a beginning and then an advanced
methodology.

Distinctions Between Twisting and Spiraling

The beginning methods of learning twisting provide a margin of safety. They loosen your body.
As much os possible, these methods ensure that you don't later (in spiraling] overtorque and
damage your body’s weaker areas.

From the perspective of either insertion points or the longer tissues attached to them, you will
only twist your soft tissues in one direction at a time. Everything either twists towards your spine,
or away from it. These sublle inword and outward twists can also oppear to be different
depending on whether you initially begin the twisting process with the palm or back of your
hand facing you. An instructor is required to make these distinctions clear, as for many they are
fairly subtle and counterintuitive.

The spiraling method is clearly more advanced. Either moving up or down, the nature of a
spiral is not fo move only in one direction, but rather it regularly changes its direction from inside

to outside as it continues forward on its trajectory. Likewise to spiral the body's inner soft fissues
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you do the same. For example, the muscles on one part of your arm (legs or waist) go in one
direction, and a bit later simultaneously go in the opposite direction. This creates a corkscrew
effect that not only works your soft tissues, but coordinates with ond results in increased open-
ing and closing of your joints and other structures deep within the abdominal cavity. Again, @
competent instructor is absolutely essential to learn this method, os it cleorly goes beyond the
limits of visible choreography.

Cautionary Notes

The focus of twisting must always begin in the arms, not the legs. It then progresses to the legs
through to the pelvis. Only last does twisting focus inside the abdominal cavity. The practition-
er must keep fo this order. To do otherwise is to indulge in o journey that has the potential to
strain or damage your joints and other vulnerable body parts.

Twisting is only done with the body's soft tissues. Never twist within the spine or joints
themselves. This can harm you. While soft fissues can twist without harm, harder fissues, such
as bone or carfilage, cannot. Twist the soft tissues around the bones, not the bones themselves.
If twisted, joints dislocate and tissues tear out of their insertion points, and the joints can
potentially develop hairline cracks or worse. For example, it martial artisis twist someone’s arm
excessively, and focus the force of the twist into their opponents’ muscles it will cause pain, but
once released the poin usually quickly dissipates. Conversely, if the force is focused within the
joint or the spinal vertebrae they will first dislocate, then crack, and finally break.

Subtle Energy: Chi Development

For most of human history the higher arts of learning how chi-energy works have mostly been kept
secret, and only shared with a privileged few. These ancient traditional barriers are beginning to
break down, so that access is becoming more openly shared. Nevertheless, the work itself can
be definitely challenging. VWhen its components are clearly spelled out, as this chapter atiempts,
developing chi can sound deceplively easy, in much the same way that golf can sound easy—
you just hit a ball through the air and tap it into o hole in the ground. This said, any golfer will
tell you that there is much more to the sport than it seems. However, just as many golfers refuse
to be put off by golf's hidden complexities, neither should Iai chi's advanced chi work scare you
off. Just remember, the greater the challenges, the greater the rewards if only you try.
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The basic tai chi phrase that describes the process of how human beings can influence their
chi from within is called “the mind moves the chi.” This occurs in two ways.

The first is through the normal use of awareness, will, and intent. This is the entry point of
practice. Here your mind has a specific goal of what you wont to occur. You then, without
tension, gently focus your will and intent like a laser to accomplish X or Y. This is the way to
acquire background, then progressively advance, stepby-step, one stage building on the next,
until you reach o high level of chi development.

The second is the heartmind. This is the center of the energy art of tai chi. In Chinese thought
the heartmind is the center of consciousness in the body, located in the center of the chest next
to the physical heart. Here rational intellectual thoughts and what we call the emotional feel-
ings of the heart are one. In the heartmind, there is no schism between the talking head and
heartfelt wisdom. The heartmind is what makes human beings more than just jumbled emotions
or biological thinking machines.

The heartmind functions before the specific conscious intent to do something arises. The
heart-mind merely has a general tendency or possibility. It is diffuse rather than goal-orientated.
It flashes with an intelligence that shines before words and intellectual descriptions monopolize
your owareness. |t also gives your intention the power to function well.

Although intent or will enables you to achieve focused gools, using it exclusively is often
myopic and lacking balance. For example, the conscious or unconscious sense of how to
achieve your goals often leads either to positive or negative ramifications that can affect your
whole being, including the inner and outer environments in which you live. The heartmind
allows you to see the whole forest of consequences; using the intent only allows you to see
clumps of trees. It is not at the level of intent, rather it is at the next level of the heart-mind that
inner peace, emotional balance, intuition, and spiritual insight arise.

Relatively speaking, intent is the easier way to project your chi in order o do something
specific, as well as relax your physical muscles. However, it also can make it harder to relax

and release deeper emotional or spiritual tensions that lie below the radar.

Simple and Complex Chi Development
At first, statements about chi usually arrive in very simple sentences: for example, drop your chi

fo your tantien. On the surface they seem very simple, straightforward instructions. However,
after working with these simple instructions, you find that the inner web they open up inside
you can become incredibly complex. Felt sensations, emotions, recognition of subtle meanings
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to all kind of situations your life has led you to, all become part of the fascinating story involved
with either, “let this or that happen with your chi,” or "have your chi go from here to there.”
The simple statement takes you through an engaging journey of selfdiscovery as interesting
as seeing maijor fourist sights of the world, such os the Himalayas or Pyramids. Yet at the end,
after all the complexity has surfoced and integrated, it still boils down to the same simple
original statement.

Chi is like @ mountain you want to climb. On approach it has a simple shape you can
recognize and feel comfortable with. However, when climbing it, it ceases to be a mountain.
It becomes an infinite series of rocks, paths, handholds, sunny and shady spots, etc. You expe-
rience the mountain differently both on the way up and on the way down. Challenging the
mountain acts like a focal lens that brings up all sorts of things about your personal life and the
ways you perceive, inferact, and deal with yourself, people, and events. And yet, once you
know the mountain intimately and look of it again, it is still the same mountain. However, now
it has a discemable shape more comfortable, interesting, and alive than it appeared on the
original approach.

Gross to Subtle

In tai chi, it is said that you only can go as high as your foundation is solid and deep.
Developing chi, by its very nature, progresses from the gross (which is easier) to the subtle
(which is more difficult). If you have a teacher who is willing and able to teach chi work from
the start, it is most useful, even if you can't yet feel the chienergy inside you, to imagine’ your
chi moving in line with the specific recommendations your teacher gives, so that over time you
can develop a sense of it. This can help you benefit even more from the exercises.

How chi works can be intellectually described. However, like love, it has a sublle mysteri-
ous quality that must be experienced for it truly to make sense. When encountering the chi of
tai chi, it will most reliobly hoppen through a series of basic processes, on which different
teachers have different views.

In general, however, the more subtle the chi you are working with in tai chi, the more innate
power and capacities it has hidden within, just waiting to be released. Ultimately, however, the
maximum benefit occurs when body movements, full intention of the mind, and the movement
of the chi all happen together. With gentle patience, over time they will.

Upon recognizing what your own chi feels like, you begin two separate phases that syner-
gistically work with each other. The first is centered on your central nervous system. Having

* Yang style Iai chi teacher T.T. Liang wrote @ book that poetically describes this process. It is called Imagining
Becomes Reality (Dragon Door Publications, 1992).
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gained the experience of putting your mind (awareness) into your muscles, you now learn to put
it into your nerves. Relaxing and releasing the nerves themselves enables you to recognize the
constant nervous buzz that runs through your entire nervous system. Most of us are not oware
of this everpresent stressful buzz because it has become so normal. This buzz is a sure sign that
your nervous system is either beginning to rev up (like a car going from 0-60 miles per hour in
a few seconds), or even worse, has been locked habitually into a constant rev. This rev or buzz
is how stress hardens into your body like soft cement into concrete. You now focus on ways to
re-soften this nervous buzz inside you, and progressively relax and release it from your nerves.

With a growing capacity to relax, you move into the second phase. Here you wont fo
release the more subtle nervous buzz of blocked chi inside all your body's tissues. Progressively,
one by one, you find and release the rev in your joints, blood flow, spinal system, internal
organs, and glands. Our modern fechnological, industrial landscape has created o world that
is moving too fast for most to handle. Consequently, it is no surprise that people are becoming
ever more numb inside, as a kind of self-defense from being overloaded and overwhelmed.
Each stage of releasing the rev from your bodily systems makes your body more awake. This
takes you into more subtle and powerful experiences of what it means and feels like for your
body to be fully alive. This reawakening can be quite mind-blowing.

An essential port of recognizing ond releasing the buzz inside your nervous system is to
release any stagnant chi (see p. 59). This may happen naturally as your tai chi improves or
because you leam to apply various techniques from the 16-part nei gung system to specifical-
ly oddress stagnant chi issues. Nei gung methods within tai chi that resolve stagnant chi situa-
tions include:

getting the balance right between sinking your chi to the lower tantien and raising chi fo
the top of the head

clearing stagnant energy from the left, right, or other channels of the body

working with various openings and closings (see 16-part nei gung system number 7

p. 230), so that when you are pulsing between opening and closing, you don't get stuck
on either end of the pulse.

Resolving stagnant chi condifions can become major ongoing projects.
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An Example of One Kind of Progression in Chi Development
Here, technical tai chi terms will be used. Even though you may not understand the meaning of
these terms, just try to get the gist of how the general process works for delving deeper into your
chi development.

For example, here is what could happen during the journey to actualize the principle of
sinking your chi info the lower fantien.

1. The first step requires that you get some part of your intention—your mind or
awareness—1o stay stabilized in your lower tantien. When that hoppens, a sense
of heat, electricity, fullness, or some other kind of special feeling begins to reside
there as a matter of course, without the need to expend much effort to maintain it

2. Progressing to the more sublle, you need to clearly feel chi rising up the spine
to the top of your head until that feeling becomes stable

3. Chi must now rise above this point to the energetic boundary of your aura
related to your physicality. When this subtle energy becomes stable it draws
your spine and head upward, making it relafively easy to maintain space
between the spinal vertebrae of your neck. This fulfills the chi principle of “the
head is suspended from above as if by a string.” The string completes the
flow of energy from your physical body to the boundary of your bicelectric body.
At this point the sense of chi, although very sublle, becomes concretely felt, as
though it is solid matter

4. Going fo a yet more subtle level, you must again drop your chi from the top of
your head either down your body's front yin acupuncture channels, or down the
even more subtle and powerful left, right, or central channels (see the energy
anctomy diagrams on p. 228-29). Slowly these very subtle downward flows
increase in strength, until a subtle but strong chi flow is continuously felt dropping
into your lower tantien during all movements. As each subtle chi flow completes
ond becomes stable, it kick-starts the next. So as more chi falls, more rises, in a
connected, spontaneously repeating circle

5. These rises and falls of energy then set the stage for every point along the
ascending and descending energetic pathways to open and pulse in specific
thythms (called “opening and closing” in tai chi, see p. 231). This takes you into
yet more subtle possibilities of your chi rising and falling
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6. You next will become progressively aware of more and more subtle layers and
possibilities inherent within each of the 16 parts of the Taoist nei gung system that
are part and porcel of the entire meaning of “sink your chi fo the lower tantien.”

Chi Flow and Tai Chi Movements

Each individual posture [movement) has specific chi flows associated with it, as do four or more
linked moves. The chi flows of these linked movements have specific internal rhythms, which
altogether create a certain kind of chi. Small series of movements simultaneously benefit the
body's overall chi in specific ways, just as individual postures create specific chi flows within
particular parts of the body.

Intermittently you may get spontaneous insights into how specific flows work. Initially, how-
ever, impressions are usually more vague and imprecise, or just out of reach. You sense you
know but aren’t quite sure how.

You can make your chi flow in various specific ways. For example:

® inside to outside, outside to inside

® up fo down, down fo up

® left to right, right to left

® towards or away from the spine, lower tantien, or central channel of energy
* within the energetic space or aura around your body

® between the physical body and the boundary of the aura.

These energy flows in you can externally affect observers. Animals often stop and watch trans-
fixed or come close to suck up the energy. It usually helps people who are sick feel better and
often speeds up their healing process when someone practices in their room. Chi flows may
stay focused only within the physical body fo the edges your skin, or may extend into the
external space around your body, commenly called the bioelectric field, etheric body, or aura.

The 16-Part Nei Gung System

The Taoist science of how these energy flows work is called the 16-part nei gung system. These
energy techniques were discovered and developed by Taoist monks as they delved deeply into
their minds and bodies during meditation. They developed chi-energy to maintain superior
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health, heal illness, and realize profound inner stillness and spirituality. Later their work created
nei gung, which became what is often called chi gung today ond formed the energetic foun-
dation of the internal martial arts of tai chi, hsing+i, and ba gua.

These ancient methods, which have been kept relatively secret for millennia, have immense
depths. With good teachers, they may be communicated on a surface, medium, or very deep
level. Each one of the components of nei gung could legitimately merit a very large book of
its own. Each component forms a segment of a confinuous circle, where there is no definitive
starting or ending point, and each is organically connected to the rest. The order is not fixed
and linear, only descriptive. As it is impossible to state the precise beginning or end of a
circle, so the 16 components also have neither a beginning nor end point. As such, each and
every time you go around the circle of 16, it becomes possible to go to a deeper, more fulfill
ing, and beneficial level with each individual component.

The complete nei gung system can be made accessible for an ordinary person, although it
is generally only known or taught by masters of tai chi martial arts, Taoist chi gung, or medita-
tion. Any individual tai chi school may know or teach none of the components, a few of them,
or all of them. Some are comfortable teaching the 16-part nei gung system openly, others only
in secret,

The 16 parts are:

1. Breathing methods, from the simple to the complex. In regular breathing, your
belly expands as you inhale and shrinks when you exhale. In reverse breathing,
you do the opposite —shrink your belly when you inhale and expand it when you
exhale. Every anatomical part and energetic function within your body and exter-
nal aura will get larger and smaller in coordination with the expansions and
contractions of your belly

2. Causing chi to travel along all the various ascending, descending, and lateral
connecting channels within the body. The whole process includes methods to help
you feel your chi so that you can move it smoothly fo where it will work most effi-
ciently for varying purposes. Part of this is concerned with how to transform or dis-
solve and release the qudlities of the energies flowing within specified channels

3. Precise body alignments to prevent the flow of chi from being either blocked or
dissipated. From a Western perspective, practicing these principles brings about
exceptionally effective biomechanical alignments
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The Energy Anatomy of the Body

reprinted from The Power of Internal Martial Arts
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Dissolving, releasing, and resolving all blockages of the physical, emotional, and
spiritual sides of yourself
Moving chi-energy through the main and secondary acupuncture channels,
energy gates and points, as well as @ multitude of tiny channels that cause specific
functions to occur. Many of these are not widely known in the West*
Bending and stretching the body’s soft tissues from the inside out, and from the out-
side in, and along the direction of the body’s yin and yang acupunclure channels
Opening and closing methods. Opening means o expand, grow larger, or flow
outwards and emanate like a sun. Closing means to condense inwards, and get
smaller along an inward direction of motion, like the gravity flow of a black hole
or dwarf star. Closing carries no connotation of fension, contraction, or force in
the movement, only continuous inward flow toward a point of origination, like
iron filings moving foward o magnet. Opening and closing actions can occur
within any of the body’s soft and hard physical tissues. Equally, opening and
closing con occur anywhere within the body's subtle energy anatomy
(channels, points, aura, efc.)
Working with the energies of the external auro, as they interchange and connect
both with the contents of the physical body and non-physical mental states;
equally, going beyond the personal to the connections between the physical
body, oura, and the rest of the psychic and spiritual forces and flows that exist
within the universe
Generating circles and spirals of energy inside your body that have been clmost
entirely dormant, as well as amplifying and controlling the flow of these currents
that are already naturally operating well

. Moving chi o any part of your body at will (especially the internal organs,
glands, and spots within the brain and spinal cord). This includes absorbing or
projecting chi from any body port at will

. Awakening and controlling all the energies of the spine, and what they connect
to. This includes the vertebrae, cerebrospinal fluid, and the spinal cord itself

12. Awakening and using the body's left and right energy channels

13. Awakening and using the body’s central energy channel, which ultimately controls
all the others

14. Developing the capacities and all the uses of the body's lower tantien, the main

“ The enfire, immensely complex Tacist science of chi works with thousands of specific channels, each with specific
and interconnected funclions.
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energetic center that directly affects all physical functions, our sense of bodily fear
or insecurity, including death, and our sense of being stable and grounded in
this world

15. Developing the capacities and all the uses of the body’s middle and upper
tantien, the “higher” human spiritual centers. The middle tantien, also called the
heart center, governs all relationships. It is intimately tied to all our most subtle
emotions and intuitions, and is considered the source of consciousness within the
body. The upper tantien, located within the brain, is critical to longevity because
of its ability to activate the master glands of the body, the pituitary and pineal
glands. It is also responsible for wellfunctioning thought processes and potential
psychic capacities

16. Integrating and connecting each of the previous 15 components infto one unified
energy, physically and otherwise. Permanent integration is different from a
temporary buzz, or having a lot of energy that generates strong experiences but
ultimately goes nowhere. Lacking number 16, it is difficult to absorb and
integrate the good qualities of the other 15 in o stable and comfortable manner
that allows you to use them effortlessly to maximum effect—such as when you

are nof thinking about them, while resting, or during sleep.

It is useful o recognize that being able to create a temporary energetic state is different from
stabilizing it within you, so in extreme need you can call on it easily at will. Integration allows
the nei gung within tai chi to give you its maximum potential smoothly and easily throughout
daily life.

Opening and Closing
To quote Men Hui Feng, the former head of tai chi instructors at the Beijing Center of China’s
state tai chi cerfification system, “Without opening and closing, there is no fai chi.”

For the average person the opening and closing methods for intemnally and externally
expanding and contracting are very counterintuitive, especially because neither muscular nor
any other kind of tension is to be employed. These openings and closings are achieved through
relaxation and having the movements flow either towards or away from a point of origination.

Embodying these levels of physical, mental, and energetic relaxation is a challenge that every-
one must undergo fo progress through each stage of fai chi's more advanced levels. Opening
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closing the joint.” In time, however, the openings and closings become more circular as the
ends and beginnings of all opening/closings seamlessly flow into each other.

When done properly, opening and closing the joints of the body enables you to pressurize
the movements of the synovial fluid, which results in a gentle and regular pulsing of the joints
and noficeable sensations. As these pulsations become more powerfully felt, they can create
a warm pleasant wave, which can spread from the joint to the entire body. In time, the delib-
erate pulsing of the joints will extend beyond your practice and result in this pulsing automati-
cally and naturally continuing in a healthy, rhythmic fashion throughout the day.

Pulsing the joints has @ number of benefits:

® Anatomically, pulsing creates greater fluid movement within the joint. This both relieves
pain and discomfort and makes the joint sironger and more flexible. Energefically, pulsing
activates the specific energy gate within your body's energetic anatomy that helps regulate
the joint's normal healthy functioning

® Pulsing in one joint can cause the next joint connected to it to pulse in sympathetic rthythm.
This can happen either in a line, for example pulsing the fingers or toes can create o
wave that can sequentially influence internal movement within the joints to the end of the
arms [shoulder joints), or legs [hip sockets). Alternatively, the sympathetic pulsation wave
can move in two directions at once; for example, from the elbow to the shoulder and
hand, or from the knee fo the hip and foot. Eventually this allows all the body's joints to
mave in unison, fulfilling a central principle of the Tai Chi Classics, “One part moves, all
parts move; one part stops, all parts stop”

* |ncreased presence of these pulsations can help heal injured joints faster and prevent or
reverse arthritis or rheumatism. Conversely, lack of these pulsations can inhibit healing or
cause natural body functions to degenerate

® For achieving high performance in the martial arts, closing actions are energetically
essential to all its yielding or defensive techniques, and opening methods help increase
its attacking or fa jin (see p. 236] qualities.

Once you learn how to use opening ond closing techniques with your joints, you will be
taught how to use them fo affect physical and energetic movements to improve the functioning
of virtually all your other body systems, such as:



234  The Big Book of Tai Chi

* breath

* muscles

¢ ligoments and tendons

® blood vessels

® blood, lymphatic, and interstitial Auids

o fluids within and around the spine and brain
® infernal organs

® glands.

Eventually you will be taught to incorporate pulsing methods into many components of the 16-
part nei gung system, or other techniques within Taoist tai chi. These include continuously puls-



ing between:

a specific fantien and the body's extremities

the physical body and the boundary of the etheric bedy [aural
the boundary of the etheric body fo the universe

any yinyang relationship within the body

empty and full, or emptiness and form, in either marticl or Taoist tai chi.

Separate and Combine

Westerners live in a fundamentally linear society, where progress is measured by achieving
quantifioble goals. It is easy to adopt this mentality when learning tai chi, which is initially
taught as a series of stepby-siep, relatively separate linear techniques.

But for practitioners to advance, tai chi's linear techniques must be combined and integrat
ed until they become circular and/or spherical and emanate from one undifferentiated, internal
center. If this is so, the internal and external movements will be relaxed and smooth, without
stops or sfarts. It is not that @ hand makes a circle in the air in coordination with the movement
of the foot, but that the hand is no longer differentiated from any part of the body, the mind, or

the spirit, but is simply encompassed within your undifferentiated internal center. Everything
is seamlessly integrated within that one movement in terms of its effect on body, mind, and

spirit—for example, your intent both moves the hand and coordinates the hand movement with
the energy flows that are generated within the body and the external aura.
When you discover the circular and spherical nature of tai chi within yourself, you will begin
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to understand what is meant by the 16th component of the nei gung system: integration.
Although the outside of a circle or sphere is smooth and has no differentiated edges, points, or
planes, it seamlessly encompasses all linear points, with no starting, stopping, or separation.
This allows you to have a sense of moving only from within an internal center. The sense of indi-
vidual techniques and of linear progression disappears.

Unfortunately, too many times, practitioners gain a false sense of accomplishment when they
gain o specific technique. They get stuck in a goal-orientated mindset that does not enable them
to pass beyond linear dimensions. The process by which growth occurs in any living organism
is not merely a series of measurable linear progressions, but is more like the growth of an
embryo from a single undifferentiated cell. As you learn fai chi at its most profound, undiffer-
entiated core, you discover that you can strongly influence, realize, and increase your poten-
tial ot very profound physical, energetic, emotional, and spiritual levels.

However, before this integration can occur, specific training techniques help you fo learn
specific facets of the various components of the nei gung system. You may learn 40 techniques
or more for any one component. For example, at the beginning of your learning curve, you will
learn to use the various techniques of breathing to accomplish specific, quantifiable, linear
goals. For example, they could include how to specifically move the insides of your body, both
in coordination with each inhale and exhale and with any external or internal physical move-
ment you may make. Ideally within all movements, all the separate breathing techniques relate
to and build upon each other, either tangentially or directly. However, at the end of the learn-
ing curve, after learning all the layering that encompasses the multiple aspects of breathing, all
that remains is one component, number 1, of the nei gung sysiem—breathing.

When separate breathing techniques cease to be the mind's focus, then breathing, physical
movement, and energy become undifferentioted. They are seamlessly integrated into all aspects
of the tai chi form from the very center of your internal being and awareness. If anything unto-
ward happens during some specific linear movement, that center point of your being instanta-
neously recognizes, adjusts, and corrects it, without needing fo break the internal flow.

The process of separate and combine is repeated for each of the first 15 nei gung compor
nents individually. In fime, any two components combine to become one integrated, circular or
spherical whole controlled by your internal center point. You then combine three components,
then four, efc., until all 15 become a circular whole. Each increase in the number combined
brings a quantum leap in your practice. Each new whole truly exceeds the sum of its ports.

This linearcircular-spherical process repeats within all the layers of the three treasures—body,
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body, bringing him no physical damage or pain, but causing his body to be thrown several
feet away as if picked up by a gust of wind. Alternatively, the force of fa jin can be concen-
trated inside the attacker's body, where the energy released can cause serious harm.

The critical issue in fa jin is the storage and sudden release of energy at a specific point in
time and space. This technique may be introduced to beginning students, but is more appro-
priately explored by intermediate and advanced students during push hands and martial art
training. If fa jin is done gently during the tai chi form (rather than during push hands or in fight-
ing), it benefits your health by releasing the body’s stagnant chi. (See Chapter 3, p. 59.)

The Tai Chi Classics

learning to fully understand and implement the principles embedded in the Toi Chi Classics
is central to succeeding in tai chi’s infermediate and advanced aspects (see Chapter 9 for
its historical origins]. Without incorporating these principles within your own practice, the full
potential of tai chi cannot emerge. They are the meat of both tai chi's external and internal
movements.

The Tai Chi Classics contain series of short, terse, sometimes opaque, poetic, phrases, for
example, “from posture to posture the internal energy is unbroken.” Each phrase is composed
of four Chinese characters, which do not translate well into literal English or other Western
languages.

Because of the emphasis on finding a good teacher in the Tai Chi Classics, most teachers
in China start introducing phrases appropriate to the level of a beginner’s understanding fairly
early on. This is because all the phrases are, by nature, very multilevel, so much so that they
are equally relevant for the novice and the most proficient master.

Although many authors elaborate on the meanings of the phrases, none of them really go
into the full range of what they ' mean. Their progressively deeper meanings often cannot be fully
understood through common sense or intellectual extrapolation but must be experienced within
the tai chi movements. The deeper meanings of each phrase require specific new knowledge
to interpret, implement and, understand. Until a person diligently practices, ponders, and draws
the meaning out of his or her own depths, the meaning will remain secret, regardless of how
clearly it is verbally explained.

The meanings of each phrase will unfold and deepen as a person practices. If you want to
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become an advanced student, you must find out (1) what the primary and tangential meanings
of each phrase are; (2) learn about the specific training methods that implement each phrase;
and (3) learn how each of the different phrases are subtly interlinked and build upon each other.

Eoch phrase could be used to cover only one specific principle in a specific context. More
commonly, however, each phrase is interconnected and directly linked to many other phrases
within the classics in webs of intricate, integrated, and useful information. The complete story
about some very large topic could be embedded in ten or more phrases dispersed throughout
the Tai Chi Classics. These topics might be:

chi cultivation directly applicable to health, healing, and longevity
Tooist philosophy, psychology, and spirituality
sirategies for handling conflict in general, which are directly applicable for higherlevel

martial arts or the world of business, sports, or government.

Each individual phrase could have very different implications depending upon whether you are
looking ot them from the viewpoint of body, energy, or spirit.
Some examples of the ideas in the Tai Chi Clossics could include:

Physical principles:
shoulders stay down rather than raised
spine is straight not slumped or arched
waist moves the hands rather than vice versa
waist and legs are fully connected and move as one unit
the body should be without bulges or hollows
one part moves, all parts move; one part stops, all parts stop.

Energetic principles:
¢ mind leads and the chi follows
chi moves through the body like the thread between a string of nine pearls

chi descends from your spine, fo your waist, legs, and feet, through and below the ground

chi begins in the feet, and moves through the legs and waist, spine and arms, and
expresses itself through the finger tips
chi sficks to the spine
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® empty and full must be clearly differentiated

® sioring energy is like bending a bow, releasing energy is like shooting an arrow

® the neck is emply and the internal chi rises to above the head, and holds the head
suspended.

Spiritual principles:

e from posture o posture the internal power is unbroken
® the spirit should be collected within

® yang does not leave yin, yin does not leave yang.

Martial and strategic principles:

® seize the moment and fake the opportunity

e one’s mind during the form should be like a hawk waiting fo seize a rabbit
® four ounces deflects a thousand pounds

e | begin after my opponent, but arrive before him.

Many tai chi books in European and Asian languoges contain sections on the Tai Chi Classics.
Different authors have either more basic or profound insights into the ways they interpret the var-
ious phrases within it. Some books mention some essential phrases, but not others. Within China
most of the more respected authors would not seriously consider tackling the Classics until they
had extensively practiced tai chi and chewed on its deeper meanings for at least thirty years.

How to Practice for High-Level Performance

To go beyond simply being free from illness to developing superior physical, mental, and spir-
itual functioning, tai chi becomes increasingly more complex and challenging. Usually the pro-
gression goes from easier health practices, to general overall fitness, to martial arfs, to pushing
the envelope to encompass maximum physical speed, power, vitality, mental clarity, and spiri-
tual potential. Besides the form, you learn other techniques such as push hands, sparring bare-
handed and with weapons (mainly swords, spears, and poles), and basic meditation fech-
niques either incorporated within the form, or others done standing and sitting. If your interest
is to achieve spiritual potential, extensive seated meditation at ever more profound levels would
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be alternated with the moving tai chi form. In a few traditions, the full range of techniques for
tai chi as a martial art would also be odded to the spiritual mix.*

To obtain optimum performance you will need fo learn and embody the 16-part nei gung
system in grecter depth for two basic reasons. First, to maximize the amount of exercise, chi
flow, and power each minute of your practice time will generate. Second, to prevent unneces:
sary injuries, which reduce your ability to train and use up valuable time in recovery. Or, ot the
most extreme level, injuries could compromise your abilities for life, as often happens fo com-
pelitive athletes who get so damaged that they must refire entirely and suffer lifelong pain.

High performance will eventually require doing the tai chi
form both in extremely slow motfion and with lightning fast
speed. It will demand many things, including agility, flexibility,
physical power training using subtle chi methods, and the abil
ity to stand on one leg for extended periods.

If you wish to add self-defense techniques to the mix, appli-
cations done at slow and medium speed are sufficient for
health, while full-speed rapidly changing defense maneuvers
are necessary for full fitness. To perform tai chi in a superior
manner under the pressures of combat, or adapt it to the

extreme rigors of compelitive sports or business requires very -

consistent training. It demands that you upgrade your internal Repulse Monkey from the Wu
style long form. This movement
is difficult in terms of physical
balance. It is integral to many
and central nervous system that are relaxed, calm, flexible, and of the throwing techniques of
the Wu style

organs, alands, and joints in order to deliver superior vitali
9 9 I p by

and mental alertness. All of this has to be combined with a mind
able to recover from stress rapidly

How Much, Where, and When to Practice
For high performance you need to practice af least one to two hours daily.

However, the issue of high performance begs the question of how healthy or fit you wish to
be. It should be mentioned that a quality of fitness that makes your body and mind ever more
strong ye! relaxed is quite different than fitness that makes your body and mind ever more tense,
albeit strong.

IF you have a busy working life, doing the form an hour daily most days o week will usually

give you the maximum high performance benefits without violating the 70 percent rule and

See The Power of Internal Martial Arfs [T'\llull" Atlantic B{_‘OL‘.S, ]OQB] Chopter ] which covers the Qnimg]_ human
and spiritual approaches to martiol arts.
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creating excess stress and strain. For most people under sixty with a lot of free time, two hours
of solo form work daily is about the maximum amount of recommended practice time. Partner
practices such as push hands could then be added on top, according to your interest and
scheduling considerations.

For those who wish to attain the highest level of achievement, the issue becomes what is the
moximum, productive time you can spend, without overtraining and exceeding the 70 percent
rule and thereby expending unproductive effort. Over-training in tai chi, like in all sports, can
lead to burnout and the tendency toward injury due to exhaustion, which unravels the benefits
of praclice.

As a general guideline in terms of solo form work, barehanded or with traditional weapons,
the absolute maximum practice time for a fit person so “you can be all you can be” reaches o
point of diminishing returns. Nowadays this is usually:

before the age of thirly—six hours daily
between thirty and fifty—four hours a day
between fifty and seventy—two hours a day

ofter age seventy—less than two hours a day, with one hour being the most common.

The best time to practice is between two to two-and-a-half hours before sunrise. The next best
time is at sunrise, to gather yang chi, and sunset to gather yin chi. However, as these limes may
be impractical for many, you should practice when and wherever possible. If you are appro-
priately attired, hot or cold environments need not be a problem. It is good to practice in the
cleanest air available.

Stay out of strong winds or wear clothing that blocks it. Cold, damp places are best avoid-
ed. Also it is not recommended to practice tai chi around physically or mentally ill people,
unless you are highly skilled and can energetically protect yourself. Otherwise they can exces:
sively drain your chi, or you can pattern their unhealthy, unbalanced chi within your own body
without knowing it.

High Performance Teachers

To become an accomplished practifioner and gain some of tai chi's more extraerdinary chi-
energy benefits, you must find an expert teacher/master in these practices, who can help you
learn and integrate the Taoist 16-part nei gung program within your form.
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To achieve their high level of practice and teaching, before the 1940's, the best fai chi
adepts engaged in the same degree of arduous physical training that today's professional
athletes, dancers, and musicians do to become and stay successful. Traditionally, training four
to eight hours a day for decades was quite common among famous masters. This training time
is necessary lo access the full range of extraordinary chi-energy possibilities inherent in fai
chi chuan.

The vast majority of those who are expert in teaching tai chi for high performance come
from the tai chi chuan or martial arts tradition. These teachers fall info two camps. The first teach
with a very fierce and intense marfial flavor. Fierce martial arts practices in general, and tai chi
specifically, normally take you through things you might rather avoid. These include coping
with extreme aggression, both within yourself and others, exposure to physical injury, and
confronting your deepest and often hidden emotions and psychological fears,

Other teachers are willing and able to teach tai chi’s high performance aspects, but do
so with o lighter martial arts flavor. This allows them to keep it real in terms of tai chi's health
and high performance enhancement capacities, but without undue emphasis on fighting and
combative practices.

Conclusion

Tai chi is a lifetime learning experience. Be patient with yourself. Patience is a virtue that tai chi
brings out in people, something much needed in this age of anxiety.

Remember that the greed for knowledge can easily make you obsessed and do silly things,
as well as cause you to violate the 70 percent rule. However, the more you put into tai chi, the
more its gifts will continually unfold and benefit your life.

To quote my late mentor Liu Hung Chieh, “Whatever you practice over time, you become.”
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Correcting a student’s posture first requires careful
observation. Then the instructor makes gentle and
precise adjustments. The posture shown here, Brush

Knee, Twist Step, is common fo almost all tai chi forms

Guy Hearn
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a very sophisticated and carefully constructed body-mind training, which with practice deepens
and has a profound effect on health, emotions, and longevity. It offects the insides of the body
and mind in ways that are not obvious and even counterintuitive to those who have not learned
it from a good teacher.

More is required of a skilled tai chi teacher than one teaching an intellectual skill, such
as mathematics or English. When students are working with chi development and personal
internal growth, intellectual knowledge alone is insufficient. The level of the teachers’ personal
accomplishments also determines their capacity to transmit these qualifies to another. The
universal spiritual qualities of teaching intricate body-mind relationships mandate that teachers
be able to embody and communicate the qualities they feach nonverbally. If their chi is not full
and relaxed, then it is unlikely that their students” chi will become so.

To obitain tai chi’s valuable and long-lasting benefits, choosing a skilled teacher is key. This
is ultimately more important in learning any aspect of tai chi than the specific style the teacher
does. Unfortunately, there is no equivalent to a consumer’s guide to help you choose among the
thousands of tai chi instructors and the few masters currently teaching in the West. Levels of
competence vary greatly and your choices will likely contain many trade-offs.

There are no simple criteria for determining competence. To make this issue more compli-
cated, the criteria for determining a teacher’s competence for a beginner is very different than
those for an advanced student,

The four basic issues that generally define “better” are: 1) the quality of the teacher’s knowl-
edge (competence); 2) the teacher’s ability to communicate, both verbally and non-verbally; 3)
their decency, honesty, and generosity; and 4] the student’s comfort level with the teacher. Most
students who choose and stay with a tai chi teacher will define why they like that teacher in
one or more of these terms. If you have teachers with the same innate talent, the ones that are
decent, hones!, and generous are likely to take you further and upgrade your knowledge faster,
since tai chi is an activity that deals so directly with the human spirit.

However, if you must choose between an ordinary teacher you are comfortable with and
an excellent but somewhat less personable teacher, in my opinion, choose excellence. In gen-

eral, the quality of instruction will be remembered long after the price of learning is forgotten,

or as the old maxim goes, “you get what you pay for.”
A competent fai chi teacher can positively influence you and possibly change your life for
the better. Incompetent ones can turn you off forever.
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Benchmarks for Beginners

Although everyone would love to begin studying with a master, for a variety of positive and
negatfive reasons, most beginners do not need to do so. You do not initially need to learn piano
from a world-<class concert pianist to enjoy the benefits of playing the piano or to understand
whether you want, or have the falent, to become such a worldclass pionist. Particularly for
beginners, the basics that are outlined in Chapter 10 can be effectively taught by many tai chi
teachers, whether ordinary or quite exceptional. By practicing regularly you will begin fo
acquire the health and relaxation benefits of tai chi.

However, the better the teacher, the faster the students who are exceptionally committed will
learn and absorb what is being taught, and the more motivated they will be to continue their
practice. If this is you, take the fime to seek out exceptional teachers that are right for you and
can help you advance more quickly.

If you have yet to take a tai chi class, read this book carefully so that you understand the
benefits tai chi can provide. Remember that this lifelong practice requires effort to learn and
looks easier than it is. Here are some guidelines that will help you choose the teacher who is
right for you:

o Consider what goals you want to achieve

e Apply some simple competence gouges

® Evaluate the instructors’ teaching experience and their ability to communicate

e Understand the differences between styles/frames/forms and how they may apply to you
e Think about which teaching approach works best for you and which personality types you

can work with.

You should also visit some fai chi classes and talk with students about some of the issues
covered in this chapter. The goal is o find o teacher who works for you and helps you gain the
benefits for which tai chi is justifiably renowned.

Credentials

Contrary to popular myth, tai chi does not have black belts or other obvious visible signs of
competence. Nevertheless in Ching, there is a longestablished hierarchy of learing and teach-
ing (see p. 259—China's Five Llevels of Competence—later in this chapter).
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Western countries have no equivalent to the Chinese system for testing competence. There
are no generally recognized rating and accreditation systems, no consumer guides, no uniforms
or belts. Although some masters are beginning to issue teaching credentials to students who
have passed instructor trainings, the vast majority of ovailable tai chi teachers lack such
credentials.

In the West, many teachers will allude fo their competence by stating how long they have
done tai chi and referencing their teachers. Although some may have studied with high level
people and practiced for many years, they may still be incompetent or poor practitioners and
teachers. Moreover, just because a teacher hos a Chinese or Asian name does not automati-
cally confer competence, nor does the fact that @ Westerner has studied with o Chinese or
Asian practitioner. There is usually no practical way for most people to check the credentials of
a teacher. This can make it difficult for students who want to study with an exceptional teacher
or moster to find one.

Currently the tai chi, chi gung, and yoga worlds are struggling with the issues of whether
teacher credentials should be issued, through what organizational mechanisms, and by what
standards. In yoga, for example, they are questioning whether it is even proper fo credentiol a
“spiritual subject.” In tai chi’s case, the Chinese language barrier is a further complication. The
issues are complex and for at least the first decade of the twenty-first century, resolution of them
seems unlikely.

Consider your Goals
After reading this book, you may have determined that you want to learn tai chi for one or more

reasons, which may include:

relaxation and stress reduction

improved health and wellness

longevity

joy of movement

entertainment and socialization

learning an unusual and challenging body/mind/spirit practice
self-defense

putfing more chi-energy in your life

spirituality and personal growth.
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Perhaps you want to enhance your life or address specific health issues, such as high blood
pressure, pain management, prevention or alleviation of carpal tunnel or other repetitive stress
injuries, or recovery from an accident or operation. Perhaps you need a teacher skilled at teach-
ing the handicapped or the elderly.

You need to tell potential teachers what you specifically want to achieve and osk if they can
help you rather than assuming that they can. Not all teachers may be able or willing to teach
what you need or desire to learn.

The more specific your requirements, the more experience your teacher needs to have. For
example, if you are interested in selfdefense, you should study with someone who can teach
you the applications for each movement and how to apply them in threatening situations. To
enhance physical or intellectual performance, you need someone who thoroughly knows and
is experienced in internal power and developing the 16-part nei gung system [see p. 226). If
you have a specific health problem, it is best to find someone experienced in dealing with that
problem or related ones.

No one can teach you what they have not learned themselves.

Therapy

Some fai chi teachers work better with sick people than others; some work better with specific
types of illnesses and physical ailments. If you wish to use tai chi as selftherapy for a specific
problem, it is important that the instructor’s bedside manner or personality works for you and
doesn't turn you off. Otherwise you may find it psychologically difficult to practice on your own,
an essential component for your recovery.

The most effective teachers for selftherapy have personally used tai chi to recover from seri-
ous illness or injury. Having been through it themselves, they know the pitfalls, and how to apply
the 70 percent rule. They can truly empathize and have insight info how fo overcome the
inevilable psychological and physical hardships the healing process engenders—walking the
razor's edge between frustration and patience, pain and healing.

It is best is to find an instructor who has personally managed to heal an illness or injury with
tai chi and has professional experience in adapting it for therapeutic purposes. These teachers
are rare, because it is hard fo get the training and clinical experience in the West. However,
because this area of tai chi is getting more attention, more instructors are getting involved, and

consequently, over fime, an increasing supply of qualified personnel should emerge.



Marthew Brewer

Brian Cookman teaches tai chi ot the Kent and Canterbury Hospital in England. He is a member of the Steering
Group for the UK Tai Chi and Chi Gung Forum for Health and Special Needs. “I have been working for four years
af the first UK hospital to use tai chi as a complementary therapy. | teach people who are suffering from multiple
sclerosis, chronic fatigue, rheumatism, arthritis, heart conditions, unresolved pain—basically anyone the doctors
cannot further help. They give me their notes and details and | try to work out what is best for them. Their
improvement is dramatic and many have reduced their medications. Amazing.”

Gauging Competence
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The teachers must be present, aware, and relaxed when doing the form
Their movements must be smooth, continuous, and fluid
They must never lock or straighten any of their joints

B W M=

Their body must move as a connected, aligned, and integrated whole, without
some body parts seeming to move independently
5. The teachers must have a lot of relaxed chi-energy.

Experience Counts

The three kinds of experience that are important are time spent studying, time spent doing, and
fime spent teaching. It takes fime and experience to understand how to teach almost anything
effectively. How much and what experience does the teacher have?

This is a difficult area to address because actual time spent studying, doing, or teaching
does not always equate with competence. That someone should be good and thot they are
good don't always fit. Studying something doesn't say if you learned it well or even ot all.

Even for the very tolented, from the original point of learning with @ master it can take
approximately ten years to “understand and fully put what you learned into your blood and
bones” and gain the mature ability to fully impart the basics to a student.

Teachers usually improve if they have more study time behind them, either ot the beginning
or by continuously upgrading over fime. This is because, like you, they are students who need
to train their bodies fo stretch, relax, and develop extroordinary coordination and chi.

In the West there are many who learned from o teacher for only o few months and then
practiced for twenty years by themselves. Chinese masters would call these people selftaught.
Generally speaking, only a few of these individuals are extremely competent practitioners, as
most do not overcome the limiting conditions of an incomplete education. This does not even
bring up the question of whether their original teacher was competent. Selfaught teachers may
not know enough fo teach you the basics correctly. So when you find a more competent teacher,
you could easily spend a long time shedding bad habits.

Other teachers might say that they have cumulatively spent years, even the full two decades
on a very regular basis with one or more teachers. Even if very untalented, they usually don't
confuse what the basics should be.

Teaching experience is even harder to quantify. Although the same ten-year marker applies
for almost all, some people never become good instructors no matter how long or how many
they teach, despite the fact that they might be very competent in their own proctice. Great
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practifioners can be wonderful, average or very poor teachers.

Most teachers improve with experience. For example, after decades of teaching, a teacher
can recognize what a student needs in under a minute, whereas it may have taken them an hour
or longer to correctly determine the same information in the early years. Time can also sometimes
upgrade those who begin with mediocre natural teaching abilities info exceptional mentors.

There is a fairy well known example of someone in China who began as a mediocre
student but eventually became an exceptional Wu style practitioner and teacher. Ma Yueh
liang (1901-1998) of Shanghai was considered in the 1920s and 1930s to be only soso
by his classmates, although married to the daughter of the founder of the Wu style. Over time,
however, he became known as one of the best practitioners. Even Ma himself said that although
exposed fo Wu's inner teachings, it was only ofter over thirty years' proctice that he began
to uncover what Wu was really driving at. Like the ancient Greek fable of the tortoise and
the hare, slow, but sure and committed, can win the race.

Finally, you need to know whether the teacher is a professional or amateur—that is, is he or
she teaching primarily to make a living? Professionals usually offer a more consistent level of
quality. Perhaps as important a question is whether or not a teacher is continuing to study fai chi.

Amateurs may be more erratic in their practice and in their teaching. The pressures of their
regular job and daily life might cause them to miss classes, be distracted, or be focused else-
where when they are supposed to be teaching.

Professionals tend to be more skilled ond orgonized than most omateurs. Often they are
significantly better. Since they need to make a living teaching tai chi, they have a greater stake
in being competent and developing a consistently high quality product. The exceptions are the
naturally talented who, when young, studied fai chi extensively with excellent teachers and
continued to practice while becoming involved in an unrelated career. Such practitioners could
still become excellent instructors if they decided to take up teaching tai chi even decades later.

Communication

Having compelence in tai chi, “walking the falk,” and being able to teach and effectively com-

municate it, “talking the walk,” are two different skills. The best teachers combine both in one pack-

age. If several teachers seem equally competent as practitioners, pick the best communicator.
Ideally, teachers should be able to convey accurate, complete, and understandable instruc-

fions. This will help you avoid wasting time through misinterpreting what you thought you were




Instructors demonstrate Wu style tai chi at the Tai Chi Schule Neu-Ulm in Southern Germany
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teachers start this way, some because of an inherent language barrier, and

some because it was how they were taught. Although the teacher may be
inspiring, technical corrections are rarely given. This approach is difficult for many
beginners, particularly in the West, because they have no context for understand-
ing why they are doing the movements and what they are supposed to avoid (such
as overextending the knee or locking the joints)

. What you are supposed to do is broadly explained either before or after

cerlain movements; or individual movements are broken down into their specific
constituent parts (how to move the hand; when to shift the weight, what to do
with your chi, etc.). Over fime the instructions get deeper and more complete,
enabling you fo incorporate more of them into your form

. Either in single movements or at specific points during the form, the teacher

makes nonverbal corrections, perhaps by fouching and molding your body
and energy. Often with the most worthy students, masters will use this as a
primary teaching method

. Touch is combined with specific oral instructions
. Some teachers communicate by inspiration and the power of their chi only. Either

subtly or dramatically, they demonstrate various qualities of tai chi, but offen don't
overtly explain the meaning, give a coherent specific context for what they just
did, or elaborate on its potential. The student must use his or her intuition fo work
out how it was done without help. For example, my first main internal martial arts
teacher, Wang Shu Jin, depended upon his chi and personal prowess more than
his explanations to teach. This approach is seldom effective for beginners. It
works best only for relatively talented or more accomplished students with whom
the subtle connections between teacher and student are very strong

. Some teachers first give the big shape of movements without much explanation,

and over time put flesh on the bones. However, they may or may not let you
know when the pieces of the fleshing out process will be taught. Their teaching
method appears random, so that you don't know what will come next. If you are

absent one day, important pieces may not be repeated for years. Again, this
approach works best for advanced students and not for beginners.
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Consider What Style to Learn
Initially, it is best to start off with the right style and frame size for your needs, as explained in
Chapter 9. This will more effectively help you move through the challenges of learning tai chi
and avoid emotional and physical problems. For example, older people with little tai chi
experience may want to choose a short form style. It will be quicker and simpler to learn than
a long form and will be easier on your joints. A very tall, lanky person, for instance, may want
to choose a large frome style.

A fai chi teacher who has been trained in one style may not be competent in teaching or
even understanding a different one.

Personality and Substance

Good teachers keep your affention, especially in hard4ounderstand and challenging areas. They
will have different ways of accomplishing this: encouragement, forcefulness, humor, gentleness,
blunt directness, non-verbal body language, efc. Some teachers use precise words to make the
point clearly understood; others say more with o simple gesture than a three-hour lecture.

Many students cannot separate what is being taught from an instructor’s personal teaching
style. But o great personality may be a very poor tai chi practitioner. Allernatively, a teacher
may have some disagreeable personal traits and be an excellent practitioner. In terms of
benefiting students, it is my opinion that in tai chi, substance is ultimately more valuable than
personality or teaching approach. In deciding between a charming but incompetent teacher or
a highly competent teacher with some disagreeable personality traits, choose competence.

However, if you find yourself reacting too negatively to your teacher’s personality, your
ability to learn may be adversely impacted. For example, you may not be able fo learn from
someone too critical or authoritarian or too lax; or from one whose politics and religious views
you cannot abide. Only you will know how to stay within your comfort zone.

Some teachers have strong emotional boundaries, which can make them seem distant,
aloof, or inaccessible. Still others may use these boundaries os a defense against any extreme
or dysfunctional personalities in their closses.

Some tai chi teachers go the extra mile fo share their knowledge, others dole it out spar-
ingly, if at all. The best try to maximize the benefit of tai chi to all their students and don't ploy
favorites. They treat all their students evenhandedly, whether they like or dislike them or find them
difficult to teach. A teacher’s generosity of spirit often naturally translates into inspiring students



naturally gifted to the physically awkward—and the best know how to deal with the more vexing

human limitations.

Choosing Teachers Who Are Healthcare Professionals

Healthcare professionals who do tai chi—from doctors to body workers—have a deeper level
of understanding of health issues, and are able to see how fai chi practice complements many
Western and alternative medical proctices. If they become teachers, they may be able to tune
info this knowledge and suggest that you investigate treatments that might help you that some-
one not medically oriented would miss or ignore. However, medical knowledge alone will not
make their tai chi any better.

In the alternative medical field, where knowledge is often acquired in two- or three-week
intensive courses, you need to find out what the depth of competence is. In terms of helping
you use fai chi to become healthier or to solve specific medical problems, you need to ascer-
tain how teachers acquired their knowledge and the degree of their healing talents.

For major problems of stress, fai chi teachers who have a clinical psychology background
are helpful, as they are familiar with dealing with difficult human emotions. In the same way,
older, emotionally mature teachers often give a steadying hand to younger students.

Where Do | Find a Teacher?

Increasingly, tai chi is being taught in virtually every city and town in America, and more and
more throughout the West. Group classes can have as few as three or four people or over a
hundred participonts. Many are held on an ongoing weekly basis. .They occur between one
and six days a week, usually during weekday evenings, or during the day on weekends.
Classes tend to last from one to three hours,

Some teachers have large schools that are located in major cities and hold ongoing
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classes or seminars open to all. Other teachers travel and give seminars and retreats for the
general public or for designated groups in corporations, government departments, associations,
or hospitals. Seminars can last from o half-day to three days; retreats generally from five days
to one month. Length of time for designated groups is by mutual agreement, although corporate
seminars ond refreats are offen relatively shorter.

Venues commonly used include:

® Recreational, exercise, and sports facilities, such as private clubs, commercial health
clubs, publicly funded sports centers, and YMCAs

* Universities, colleges, and community colleges, usually through physical education or
philosophy departments

® Adult educational programs, along with hundreds of other courses ranging from
accounting, fo real estate investment, to New Age fopics. Or alternative educational
settings that offer seminars to the general public

® Hospitals or clinics

e Pyblic porks

® Gymnasiums and martial arts schools, where offering tai chi for older adult students is
becoming more popular, along with stretching and yoga classes

® By-the-hour rental spaces commonly found everywhere, with churches and dance studios
being very common

e Community and senior centers.

Where Classes are Advertised

Places you will most likely find classes or workshops advertised include:

e Yellow pages, usually in the martial arts category, or sometfimes in other sections like
yoga or health

e Health, fitness, martial arts, and tai chi magazines

* Free advertising catalogs and magazines of New Age courses, like Common Ground
in San Francisco or Earth Star in Boston

o The Internet, under the headings: fai chi chuan, tai chi, and tai ji quan, or sometimes
qi gong, chi kung, and chi gung. Websites are especially useful for people who want
to know what is happening in nearby cities
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e fFlyers in health food and bookstores, laundromats, restaurants, and university bulletin boards
e Paid newspaper ads are relatively rare, but free newspaper ads are commonly used.

It is generally not the best idea o try to learn tai chi’s movements solely from a book or video-

tape. You need a live instructor.

Benchmarks for More Advanced Students

If your practice has advanced beyond the beginner’s level, and you now want to train to a high-
er standard, or study a more specialized areq, for example, martial arts or spiritual training,
you need to find an authentic master. In China, there is o hierarchy of learning that gives peo-
ple the title of “master,” which makes it easier fo find them. However, as with any art, excep-
tional tai chi teachers (masters) are, by definition, rare, and very few exist outside China.

As an old adage goes, “If you wish to become the best, train with the best.” Only genuine
masters can produce masters.

It is difficult to find out who are masters in the West. Since there are no credentials or
consumer guides o teachers, it is much harder fo know who's who than in China. Even more
unfortunate is that the term “master” is more casually bestowed in the West and often lands
where it does not belong.

In the West, exceptional teachers and masters are known by reputation among advanced
students and teachers. However, this area is loaded with politics and many are reluctant fo
“name names.” In general, the closer a teacher belongs in a direct line to the original founder
or lineage master of a style or school, the better are the odds that they teach a more complete,
as opposed to a more watered-down, version of tai chi. Therefore, when instructors state that
they learned from a specific person (especially an acknowledged master or lineage holder) it
has meaning. This is why lineage charts are always predominately displayed in tai chi books
or articles. It is the equivalent of a resumé stating which university or scientific institute someone
has attended.

In Ching, studying with a genuine master is considered a privilege, rather than a right.
Gaining access to masters may be difficult, particularly if they only speck Chinese. Usually, you
need someone personally close to a master to vouch for you or give a letter of introduction.
Once infroduced, you must not only be able to demonstrate proficiency and competence
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[judged externally and internally), but the commitment, heart, and willingness to overcome the
many challenges of studying with the master. These are qualities that will be tested and judged,
in both overt and subtle ways.

A few English-speaking masters live in the West. Most will not require letters of introduction
or someone close to them to vouch for you, as might be the case in China. However, even when
you find them, these masters may not teach in convenient locations, or be willing to teach you.

Studying with a Master or Exceptional Teacher

Studying with tai chi masters can be very inspiring. They offer a higher level of consistent
quality than ordinary instructors. They can impart information not otherwise available ond help
you reach onr goals faster. Their high level of personal accomplishment inspires you to reach
for your higher pofential.

Masters have the overview fo see what you could easily miss and help reconcile confusions
between the essential and marginal, the real and the folse. Even advanced students have
difficulty recognizing what are the essential or secondary points fo concentrate on and practice
ot specific times. A master's few well-placed and timely words can be worth months of constant
lectures from an ordinary instructor.

Masters have the necessary knowledge to give the best consistent advice about what,
when, and how o particular aspect of tai chi is most efficient and beneficially useful for you.
These concerns about quality are some reasons why tai chi people always say, “The most
important thing is to get a good teacher.”

Is Advanced Knowledge Being Shared?
Masters who have specific kinds of knowledge, may or may not be willing to share it with you.
What will motivate a tai chi teacher to open up to you depends very much on the teacher's
personality, cultural conditioning, and style. Some have an intrinsic sense of duty and generos-
ity towards their students. Some will simply reward a student's genuvine effort; others may only
reward student's merit and accomplishment. Some care about their students’ morals; others
don't. Generally, however, the simple principle is to give if you ultimately wish to get.

To what degree masters will or won't give out knowledge depends on several factors, such as:

o the degree of their generosily of spirit
e philosophical disposition
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Chi-Energy Development
Although some teachers may introduce some chienergy principles in beginning classes, chi-
development occurs most strongly in intermediate and advanced classes, taught by teachers
trained in the 16-part nei gung system. The better ones have been trained fo teach students to
progress according fo their individual developmental needs. :
If you want to learn chi development, you need to ask teachers if they know and are wilk
ing to feach it to you. Remember, before working with more advanced methods that can strong-
ly develop your chi, you first need a strong foundation in tai chi’s basics. Otherwise the odds
are that you will ultimately fall short in your ability to develop strong chi.

China's Five Levels of Competence

In China, higher quality tai chi knowledge is acquired orally through specific teachers (individ-
uals and their schools) and the masterdisciple system, rather than state-sponsored institutions
and universities. It is passed on through o welldefined hierarchical system. Students are able
to define where they are in that hierarchy by the name they are given, e.g., master, disciple,
senior, and junior student, etc. Being a disciple connotes a higherlevel student and is the
equivalent to being accepted into the top tier of Western educational institutions.

Traditionally, the most important core information was passed to only a few students,
depending on their place in the hierarchy, while more peripheral information (body mechanics,
movement struclure, eic.) was openly and widely disseminated.

In China, students acquire five levels of knowledge during traditional tai chi education:

Level 1: Beginning students study unfil they are competent in the basic movements and body
olignments. The overwhelming majority of China’s active tai chi instructors that now teach
belong to this category. Many learned tai chi through China’s state-sponsored sports systems.

Level 2: Junior students study regularly for at least five years with a master, and actively prac-
tice for at least ten years. Their advancement fo the nexi level depends on natural talent, hard

work. and other factors.

Level 3: Senior students take classes with a master several days o week—if not daily—for at
least o decade. Over decades some do and some do not organically develop to the level

of masters.
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Level 4: Masters are the formal disciples of lineage holders. They receive the deepest and most
secrefive levels of specialized knowledge available in tai chi. Masters can be truly exception-
al at some but not necessarily all aspects of tai chi. Study and time practicing clone will not
make a master. Unremitting effort, intense self-introspection, and o degree of natural falent are
required. In China, it is said that at least thirly years are required to make a genuine master.

Masters are the superstars of tai chi, holding the equivalent of a Ph.D. and department chair
at great universities. They can be compared to masters in other fields, such as basketball player
Michael Jordan, dancer Mikhail Baryshnikov, and the composer Mozart.

Level 5: In a particular tai chi or school, lineage holders are disciples who over time are
chosen and specifically trained in the entire tradition to hold all, not only selected ports, of the
tradition and the knowledge of the previous lineage holder.

The traditional fai chi lineages had a very clear protocol regarding who waos allowed to teach.
Merely being a master's student did not automatically carry the master’s permission to teach. In
China, permission to teach could be verbally given, deliberately withheld, or not discussed by
a master or by one of the senior students he or she had authorized to teach. For the quality of
a teaching line to remain intact a student had 1o be told he could authorize others to teach, and
could not take it upon him or herself to assume this was the case.

A master's permission to authorize others to teach was not casually given, either on paper
or verbally with a formal ceremony. Since the master’s name was behind it, it was assumed that
what he knew was effectively passed to the student unless specifically cited and excluded.
Classically, unless a student learned well, masters would not give them authorization to teach,
as doing so diminished tai chi and insulted their own teacher’s memory. Traditionally, photo-
graphs were taken with the goal to make o statement ranking the relative abilities of students.
In these photos, the master was normally seated in the center and the better students were
seated next fo him or standing directly behind. Informal photos do not fit in this category.

Martial Arts

Many tai chi teachers include some martial arts applications as part of @ more recreational and
educational approach to helping you remember the movements. Some schools teach push
hands, either with or without orientating it towards practical self-defense skills.

However, if you want fo learn tai chi for selfdefense and use it to protect yourself in a
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violent confrontation, you need a master who can walk the fighting talk. These teachers must
be able to demonstrate applications for all movements and teach all the stages of martial arts
outlined in Chapter 7. It is best if they teach safety protocols to prevent avoidable injuries. To
learn practical self defense, you need a teacher who provides realistic combat situations and
sparring with others. This can be physically or psychologically scary, and not necessarily
user-friendly for some students.

Spirituality and Meditation
Many fai chi teachers consider tai chi as moving meditation and use it to instill relaxation
and calmness (secular tai chi—see Chapter 8). Many teachers who approach tai chi from o
spiritual standpoint bring in experiences from a variety of non-Taoist traditions and adopt them
into their classes.

If, however, you are interested in learning tai chi as Taoist moving meditation, you will need
a master extensively trained in this tradition by @ master or lineage holder who is finely attuned
to Taoist tai chi’s spiritual traditions. Only masters can teach you all the steps that are outlined
in Chapter 8. Masters that know the Taoist moving meditation tradition are rare both in China
and the West.

Developing a Relationship of Trust

Teachers and students alike invest in each other. Trust and good feelings take time to build.
Studying with one teacher over the longterm increases the odds that they will decide to open
up completely and teach you all they have. The teacher has to know you and you need to take
the time to get fo know him or her. Since tai chi can involve helping to release emotional block-
ages and tension, trust needs to develop in both directions. It is to your advantage if teachers
can become wellacquainted with your moods, so they know when best to impart new infor-
mation, or encourage you fo refine and stabilize previous material. The disadvantage is often
that familiarity, intimacy, and trust can be misinterpreted or taken for granted.

Changing Teachers

There may come a time when you need a betfer teacher or master to advance to the next level.
Or it may be that another teacher or master who takes a different approach can shake you up
and help you upgrade previous areas of weakness or lost potential. However, finding that

teacher may be difficult.
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China has a wellrespected tradition. When a teacher feels he has taught his student all
he can, he either hands the student over to his own teacher, or o better fellow disciple, or
recommends the student to another master he respects, and whom the teacher considers has
qualities he personally lacks.

However, the West neither has this tradition nor many teachers with sufficient training to
know when they cannot impart any more knowledge to their students, and, if they recognize
this, whom to recommend.

Here are some suggestions for making changing teachers less disruptive, especially if you
are fraining with @ traditional tai chi teacher.

Jealousy and human possessiveness can always factor into human relotions. Metaphorically
speaking, some traditional teachers can be like jealous spouses when you train with someone
else. Others are neutral and say nothing. Some only voice their reservations if they feel it could
truly hinder your development. As we move farther and farther away from ancient times, some
(but definitely not all) traditional teachers may be somewhat more flexible on this issve.

If you are studying with a more traditional tai chi instructor, and you want fo study with some-
one else and think you might ever want to return 1o your original teacher, keep in mind that trust
once lost is not easily regained. In order to mitigate potential bad feelings it is important fo be
diplomatic and try to save everyone's face. To successfully navigate these tricky cultural waters
diplomatically often requires abandonment of Western ideas about hypocrisy and forthright
honest relationships. As a Westerner who went through this for over a decade in China, | can
state it is not always easy.

First and foremost, don't falk about either teacher by name or implication in the other's
presence, or with their close senior students who might repeat what you say. If cornered and
you must admit it, do so indireclly. Wounds that might heal will not if they are continuously
reopened. leave yourself what the Chinese call a back door—a way back into your old
teacher's good graces. You could, for example, give an indirectly acceplable, or ot least
plausible reason why you need to go, with the possibility of returning in fime. Equally be
indirect with your next teacher so he doesn't lose face by being confronted that he “stole” you
as a student, or shouldn't trust you because you have already proven your disloyalty.

If you are moving far away, ask your teacher diplomatically if he has anyone he could
recommend you to study with. If, however, and only if, you see a subtle or overt wave of
resistance or disapproval arise, back off. Then, let a litfle time pass and find someone else fo

ask if there is anyone the teacher respects in the new location or even someone who might
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be the best of the lesser lights. These facessaving forms with very traditional teachers can
leave you a way back to studying with them again, without visible or invisible storm clouds
in the background.

However, the tactics mentioned above may not apply at all to less traditional teachers, who
might prefer a more direct approach and could even be insulted if you don't fell them the truth.

Are Oriental or Western Instructors Better?

Every race and culture produces good fai chi teachers. Unfortunately, those students that have
innate prejudices or preferences for instrictors of a particular race or religion will seldom be
persuaded to learn from someone of a different race or culture. The truth, however, is that tai
chi is a learned behavior, not one that is genetically passed on.

Many Westerners are more comfortable with teachers from their own culture; for the same
reason, Chinese are generally more comfortable with Chinese teachers. Crosscultural relafion-
ships are sometimes difficult to bridge, particularly if language becomes a barrier.

Many falsely think that Chinese instructors must know more and have better skills because
fai chi comes from China. This con be true for those rare Chinese teachers who spent years
with China’s best masters and had the requisite falent to fully absorb what they were taught.
However, it is not true for Chinese tai chi instructors with little training or talent who may have
been the equivalent of poor or mediocre students in their own hierarchies.

Westerners con and have become masters of tai chi. Over the past several decades,
increasing numbers of Westerners have studied fai chi in depth with some of the best Chinese
masters. Some speak Chinese fluently, trained for years in China, have won major tournaments
there, and have surpassed the skills and knowledge of the vast majority of Chinese and non-
Chinese who are publicly teaching.

When evaluating teachers, the rule is look to their training and personal accomplishments,
not their accent or the color of their skin.

Ability to Communicate
In terms of communications and longuage some people can teach so brilliantly on a nonverbal
level that their students feel completely satisfied. Other students are frustrated by the non-verbal
opproach because although they can see something is going on, they don't understand what
it is, and need clear explanations.

language and cultural misunderstandings can obviously hinder teaching, and they happen
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in toi chi between Chinese and non-Chinese, both in funny and sad ways. At times both
parties can think or assume they understand each other, when in fact they don't.

When | first began martial arts training in Tokyo and had not yet learned Japanese well,
my teacher kept repeating the same instruction to me. | asked a fellow American who spoke
Japanese well, “What did he say2” This person began to talk about spiritual masters and
metaphysical mumbo jumbo, continuing on until | was sure he was going to speak about UFOs.
Months later, another English speaker showed up and | asked him what the teacher’s phrase
meant. He replied, accurately, “Tuck your tailbone under and turn from the waist.”

Studying with Oriental Teachers

You may find yourself studying with an Oriental teacher who seems culturally or philosophical-
ly very foreign to you. Western and Chinese, especially Confucian, models of what consfitutes
a "good” or "bad" attitude can differ significantly and dramatically.

Cross-cultural interactions can easily breed incredible misunderstandings and aggravations.
Knowing and understanding that people don't think alike, nor should they, is a major challenge
when trying to achieve smooth human relations across cultures.

Generally, human affection, respect for hard work and for the feacher, and a sense of the
ultimate good for the group and the art of tai chi, helps bridge this divide. Almost universally,
kindness, generosity, respect, deference, and caring help teachers from different cultures open
up to you. And it is almost always acceptable to be neutral and diplomatic. To paraphrase
Thumper’s mother in the Disney cartoon, Bambi, “If you can't say something nice, don't say
anything at all.” Before most traditional masters will open up and even entertain the idea of
fully sharing their innermost secrets, they must first judge if a student is honorable, moral, and
loyal both to the tradition and their teacher. Whether or not continuous interpersonal contact
would be retained, after a student had accepted significant training from a teacher, respect was
expected for life. loyalty was a lifelong bond, where the traditional culturally-implied contract
went way beyond the specific years that the transmitting of knowledge occurred.

Teacher-student perspectives can mirror Chinese perspectives concerning fraditional patriar-
chal family relationships. Here, those above had obligations to care for, love, and nurture
teach) those below. To be considered good students, those below had the duty to behave
deferentially and properly to those above, in order to be considered worthy fo receive their

beneficence. Those who acted in overly direct, rude, or aggressive ways that ran counter to
these precepts were often considered bad students.




Choosing a Teocher 265

There are other cross-ultural differences of which to be aware. Some Asian teachers create
family-like situations that are strongly based on respect for the teachings and implied social
obligations. Teachers may be referred to in Chinese as a surrogate mother or father, while
students are called older and younger brothers. A sense of implied responsibilities and obliga-
tions pervades all involved. Strong bonding experiences are common, as both students and
teachers frequently go out for outings or meals together after class, and those who don't remain
outside the inner circle.

Many like this sense of closeness and community. The sense of belonging to a family, fribe,
or community has always been and is still a powerful, even primal, human desire. On the
negative side this quality sometimes generates confusion and complaints from Western students
who, after @ while, progressively find the situation becoming weird or frustrating. A student may
perceive that knowledge is not being given out based on even-handedness and merit, but
instead is denied because the student has transgressed or not met confusing social boundaries
that were never clearly spelled out.

Some teachers have a strong conservative Chinese, even Confucian philosophy (rather than
a Tooist perspective). Western and Chinese masters alike who have been powerfully influenced
by these ancient attitudes may be viscerally attached to them. For example, before the twenti-
eth century, many women were excluded entirely from martial ars instruction in China. Although
these aftitudes are changing, some Chinese teachers are still less open to teaching women fully.

Another example is the perspective by which, according to Confucian thought, a wise,
learned, and experienced teacher passes on superior knowledge to students. These modes of
thinking are personified by the classic phrase traditional teachers constantly and repeatedly tell
their students in Chinese, ‘I give you teachings.” The Western model is far more the Socratic
method, by which students and teachers explore and debate points together.

Although standing up and saying what you think and feel is considered your right these
days, if you use this approach towards many traditional Chinese teachers, they could perceive
this as insulting, either personally or to the art of tai chi itself. Why? First, it will make the teacher
feel as though you didn't trust his authority or knowledge, which is tantamount to calling him a
fake. Second, by merely raising a question that the teacher considers inappropriate, he may
feel you were deliberately trying to cause him fo lose face—an unforgivable act. This may
cause him to think of you unkindly and perhaps deliberately withhold information for a short
or long period of time. To avoid these situations, it may be a wise idea to learn to sublimate
whatever Western models you grew up with and learn to seek out information differently. You
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can, for example, avoid talking about other teachers’ opinions and principles in any way that
may be interpreted as challenging your current teacher. Rather than saying so-and-so said this,
only talk about the principles involved. State either your own or another’s position without
mentioning names and ask the teacher’s viewpoint about the principle only. Or indirectly quote
a dead master's words and ask for an explanation. As the discussion progresses, you can lower
yourself slightly by possibly saying, ‘I thought this was what was meant. Can you tell me
how | have misunderstood the issue?” In this way no face is lost and you have shown proper
humility. It will hove the same effect as a genuine truth-seeking inquiry without transgressing
traditional boundaries of face or propriety.

Many Westerners don't appreciate these sophisticated and subtle perspectives. Even more
egregious are those students who affer they feel they hove learned all they can from their
teachers, then criticize them behind their backs or go into open conflict with them. This is
especially likely to happen if students, accurately or falsely, believe they have exceeded the
accomplishments of their teachers and no longer have any use for them. This may couse some
Oriental teochers fo be less forthcoming with their knowledge to other students downstream,
which is sad.

Just as Weslern students can feel immensely frustrated with traditional Oriental teachers,
these same teachers can also hove equal frustrations and disappointments with Western
students. All systems are open fo abuse. It is mostly by being sensitive to the other person's
perceptions that cultural misunderstandings between tai chi teachers and students can be kept
fo a minimum.

Studying Tai Chi in China

Many Westerners arrive in China for short periods either for tourism or business. If you already

practice fai chi, you may have charming and unforgettable experiences with Chinese who are
flabbergasted thot a foreigner does fai chi. And for Westerners, just seeing so many people
of all ages doing fai chi can be very inspiring. You might also see a wider variety of regular
people, as well as masters, doing a much greater variety of tai chi styles than it is possible to
see at home.

The easiest way to see many people doing tai chi, or to find someone to do push hands
with, is to go to the public parks in the moming. Your hotel staff may be able to direct you
toward the parks that have the most tai chi going on. Higherlevel practitioners tend to arrive
and leove earlier. By 10.00 a.m., most have gone.
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Short two- and three-week tai chi study trips in China ore also advertised in tai chi and
martial art magazines and these may help you decide whether you want to stay longer

If you desire more indepth study trips—several months to years—you will need introductions
in order to be accepted by a good teacher. It is important to learn Chinese because you will
clearly learn more about tai chi than you would through translators or sign language. Even after
learning Chinese, you will sfill need to understand the country’s culture and withstand the feel-
ing of alienation. This is a downside of staying in “exotic” foreign lands, and not everyone is
temperamentally suited to living abroad, particularly in China. Many students who begin with
a great deal of enthusiasm and idealism about staying a long time “learning with the master”
become discouraged and end up leaving the country much earlier than planned.

Conclusion

No matter what age you are, the study of fai chi offers the rich poténtial to positively affect
and inspire many aspects of your life. However, competence in this art is not gained casually.
learning tai chi is challenging for many beginners, much like learning a musical instrument or
a sport like golf: practice and heart make it a greater and greater joy. There are always going
to be those moments of magic when everything comes together and you feel deeply connect-
ed fo your soul.

As with any art or sport, the better the teacher, the easier it is to learn and overcome the
challenges you will encounter. These will include learning the form’s movements and using them
to help you release some of the physical, emotional, and intellectual blockages that prevent you
from being a fully reloxed, joyful, healthy, and mature human being. The most important thing
in tai chi is to find o good teacher and then practice what you have learned.

| wrote this book in the hope that fai chi con become as widely practiced in Western coun-
tries as it is in China and other Asian countries. It will help solve health problems people
face individually, as well os help mitigate the medical crisis that is being created by the West's
aging population. It can gently reduce the stress that is prevalent in so many of us, and at the
deepest levels, reverse deeply-rooted spiritual malaise.






APPENDIX 1:

What is the Difference Between
Tai Chi and Chi Gung?

This is @ much more complex question than it seems, and cannot be fully answered in o few
simple sentences. There are hundreds of styles of chi gung and five major schools of tai chi with
numerous variations. This is a lot of tai chi and a lot of chi gung from which to make a simple
stalement. Actururely distinguishing between them is like separating out all the color flows and
shadings within a single beautiful but complex painting.

There is another issue that muddies the waters and makes answering this question difficult.
Many obtain information on the differences and similarities from a local instructor, or from a
Chinese instructor who cannot translate from one culture to another easily, or who may not waont
to share what has been secret, efc. The trouble is that instructors may only know details about
the specific type of chi gung they do, and not other types or its relationships to chi-energy arts
as a whole. This is not unusual, just as in the field of science, biologists often don't know that
much about civil engineering, and vice versa. As a result, misinformation and halkruths abound.

Anything of truly great value always has great subtlety, whether or not it looks simple and
easy on the surface. Some other differences not mentioned here are too technical, and will not
be covered in this book as they may confuse rather than clarify. To bypass complex technical
issues, just as is done when you want common sense 1o tell you how computers work, we will
lock at the four most commonly given simple answers to the original question—what is the
difference between tai chi and chi gung? Each answer gives o progressively more complete
answer. All are only partial truths, but ot least they are the most accurate answers that can
be given without going into excessive detail.

Level 1: Tai chi is a form of chi gung, or,

chi gung is tai chi’s parent

This is the most common answer. The accurote part of the stotement is this: the invisible chi or
infernal power aspects included within the tai chi port of tai chi chuan derive directly from one
branch of the 3,000year-old Taoist chi gung tradition, whereas Taoist chi gung does not come



270  The Big Book of Tai Chi

from tai chi. However, the statement is misleading because it omits Buddhist or Confucian chi
gung, which have little in common with tai chi’s roots in Taoist chi gung or Taoism.

This answer also involves a common error in logic: since to the Western ear it sounds as if
the word energy is contained in both words, they must mean the same thing. Righte Wrong!
The chi of chi gung means energy, the chi of tai chi does not (see pp. 3 and 7). To add to the
confusion, the chi in tai chi and chi gung are almost universally pronounced by Westerners as
“chee,” which is accurate for chi gung and inaccurate for tai chi ("gee”) chuan. Those who
commonly both see and mispronounce lai chi as chee also tend to assume both mean the same
thing, which they do not.

Conlfusion escalates and gets reinforced when you find out both fai chi and chi gung work
with chi-energy (however often in different ways| and have similar benefits. Adding to the poten-
tial confusion, although many people may have heard the name, most in the West have only
seen tai chi or chi gung in still photos, on television, or at the cinema. When shown visually, if
these arts are even named, usually narrators inaccurately call both fai chi, because they don't
know the difference. This commonly leaves the impression that chi gung is fai chi or vice verso.
The public subsequently has an association that slow-motion movements + Chinese something:
orother = tai chi. Consequently, the public and the medic are more fomiliar with the nome tai
chi than chi gung, and commonly do not make much distinction between them.

Level 2: Tai chi is a martial art, chi gung is purely for healing
The accurate part of this statement is that chi gung has specific techniques or styles that are
particularly effective for specific diseases beyond the ken of tai chi. For instance, there are
specific chi gung methods for helping those with cancer and mitigating the effects of radiation
and chemotheropy. The misleading part is that although all tai chi powerfully heals and
maintains health, only a tiny fraction of participants do any of its practical martial arts tech-
niques. On the other hand, chi gung also has within it proctices for increasing the power you
need to make self-defense techniques effective, even though chi gung per se does not include
the fighting techniques themselves.

Level 3: Tai chi and chi gung have different movements
Although the first part of this answer can be a litfle murky, the second part is relafively clear.
Both tai chi and some (but not most or all], aspects of chi gung do what they do using flowing,

fluid, slow-motion movements. To on untrained eye, all regular, smooth, slow-motion movements
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would tend 1o look the same, no matter how different they are in reality. Yet a casual observer
would be able to clearly distinguish between different kinds of movements done at a faster
speed. Nevertheless, slow-motion movements are only fast movements done slowly.

The second part of the answer is this: just because tai chi and chi gung movements are done
in slow motion does not mean that their movements must basically be the same. There is an
exceptionally wide range of different movements, each requiring different kinds of physical
coordination. Moreover, although the slow-motion movements of different tai chi styles may be
somewhat different, on the whole they are basically variations of the same theme.

In contrast, slow-motion movements in o particular chi gung style con look radically different
from either tai chi or other chi gung systems. Toke, for example, two wellrespected members of
the Taoist chi gung tribe—tai chi chuan and Wild Goose chi gung. Wild Goose has as many
moves as a fai chi long form, yet looks radically different from tai chi. Likewise, non-Taoist
medical and Buddhist chi gung systems also contain movements not to be found in tai chi or
each other.

There are many ways to move the body, as can be seen in the differences in the dance
world between styles of ballet, ballroom, tap, disco, and hip-hop. Like dance styles, within the
hundreds of chi gung schools you can move in other ways besides regular, smooth, slow-motion
movements. There are techniques which involve shaking, jumping up and down, vibrating,
shouting, alternating speed with staying dead still, flapping like a bird, squatting flatfooted, and
even moving freely and spontaneously in ways almost too strange to describe, while making
weird, otherworldly sounds.

Above and beyond moving, chi gung also has primary methods that specialize in:

* standing, either with your arms by your sides or in all kinds of positions

* sitting, both on the floor and in chairs

e lying down in various positions

® sexual ond all kir;ds of human interactions.

Although tai chi may use standing, sitting, and lying down techniques, they are ancillary to the
primary technique of slow-mofion movements for health, longevity, and stress management.
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Level 4: Tai chi and chi gung may work with

chi-energy differently

Why are you doing these movements in the first place2 From a purely physical viewpoint the
body needs to move and exercise fo prevent problems. A different perspective is that the
movements are designed to specifically promote the flow of chi within you. Therefore, if you
want to generate a specific chi flow in your body, one type of movement may make it easier
whereas others may make it harder.

Tai chi is based upon the potential to fully incorporate all 16 parts of the nei gung system
(see p. 226) seamlessly into every movement; chi gung normally tends to partially utilize some,
but not all, of the 16 nei gung components in any specific movement or entire form. In tai chi,
although some specific moves may make it slightly easier to initially learn or solidly assimilate
any one of the 16 components, for an advanced practitioner, the other 15 are ideally always
present and integrated within each and every move of the form.

Some Taoist chi gung schools will teach the entire 16 components initially through a series
of short chi gung forms, each of which emphasizes two or three specific parts of the nei
gung, until the final form which encompasses all 16. After this the student has a complete
background within which o engage leaming the full energetic potential of tai chi. The author,
for example, does this in his teaching work, using six very short chi gung sets, the first five of
which initially emphasize only one to three components of the entire 16 nei gung components.

Chi gung also often separates specific chi functions into separate movements or different
forms. For example, while doing o chi gung form, during one move you might direct energy
through a specific acupuncture meridian (the lung or heart meridian for example), and in the
next move you might direct energy through a different meridian. Or in one move, you might
drow energy through a particulor acupuncture point in your body, and in the next release the
energy from a different one. Or within the same form during one series of moves you could
deliberately only exclusively activate and work with one of your three tantiens or centers of ener-
gy, and later within the same form, in a different series of moves, deliberately solely activate a
different tantien and its functions, or other specific elements of the Taoist nei gung system.

Ideally, in tai chi, an experienced practitioner will not separate these energy practices
in this way.
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The Five Elements

What you do each season of your life matters to your longterm health, as each internal organ
and season has its specific needs, and directly offects the subsequent organs and seasons. For
example, winter affects your kidneys. During this season it is important to rest the kidneys, the
source of your chi and your body vilality in general. Your body is like a harvested field. After
the harvest, the field needs rest to ensure that next year's yield is not diminished by the strain of
this year's activity. Without the needed rest and regeneration its capacity to provide useable
nutrients to seeds and sprouting plants during the spring will be compromised.

Likewise, if the kidneys (water element) are not nourished during the winter, their ability to
activate the full potential of the following spring season's liver's chi (wood element) for the next
yearly cycle will be weakened. To weaken one element during its natural season is to weaken
the element of the next season.

Conversely, if you strengthen the previous season’s organ (the kidneys, for example), not only
will you feel better during the next season, but that season'’s organ (the liver) will have the oppor-
tunity to reach its full potential for the coming year.

If the soil’s vitality is insufficient, the new spring seeds may lack enough support to release
their power fully. Equally, if the seeds do not get enough water, sunlight, or whatever during the
spring season, the new plants are less likely to grow fully during the summer season. In the same
way, whether the liver is or isn't well cared for in the spring will determine if your heart will or
won't do well during the summer season.

Metal

The lungs and large infestine are associoted with the element of metal and the harvest of autumn.

Physical Effects
The lungs extract chi from the air. They are central to breathing and obtaining oxygen, which
are absolutely vital for all metabolic functions. Lungs create a protective layer of energy (called



with life. Conversely, they are also associated with the negative emotions of grief—excessive
dwelling on the past and the inability to let go of sadness.

Seasonal Effects

Autumn is the season when your body reaps the benefits, or weaknesses, of how it has been
treated during the previous year. Strong lungs make you less prone fo the colds that more frigid
weather brings. The consequence of not building the lungs up during autumn is that it compro-
mises the following season’s kidney functions. This results in general kidney problems such as a
lack of vitality, not being able to rest or sleep properly, and sexual weakness or dissatisfaction.
Chinese medicine says, “lungs descend the chi and the kidneys grab it.” If the lung-kidney
connection is poor you can become prone both to bouts of asthma and urinary problems.

Water

The kidneys and bladder are associated with the water element and winter.

Physical Effects
Healthy kidneys kick-start the generation and circulation of the energy that moves through all
your other internal organs. Without this kick-start your other internal organs never get into full
gear. The kidneys are responsible for general vitality, sexuality, childhood development, and the
strength of bones.

The kidneys also preserve and nourish the original genetic chi and constitutional strength
your parents gave you. They are responsible, along with the liver, for correct blood pressure,
and for sperm and ova being healthy. The kidneys help hair to maintain its luster, and keep its
bright natural color without turing gray before its time.

Unhealthy kidneys sap your general vitality, cause you to gain weight, and severely weak-
en your body’s energetic inheritance. The kidneys can be weakened through a workaholic or
excessive porlying lifestyle, drug abuse, or sexual addiction beyond the constitutional strength
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of your body to handle. These can burn your kidneys out like a Roman Candle or lead to chron-
ic fatigue syndrome.

Fertility rates are declining throughout the Western world. It also can be observed that many
people under the age of 35 show the diminished vitality and functional age of people signifi-
cantly older. These conditions may be the result of kidney weakness. Kidney imbalances also
cause kidney infections, kidney stones, urinary tract infections, incontinence, sexual problems
(impotence and frigidity), and fluid retention.

Emotional Effects

The kidneys are associated with such positive emotions as being willing and able to patiently
engage in life fully, with courage, and without easily getting bored. Strong kidneys olso pro-
duce “o will that can't be willed” —an effortless willpower that is the natural consequence of a
strong life force.

The kidneys are also associated with negative emotions of fear. Weak kidneys often result
in light or medium bouts of depression where you feel sad and lethargic, rather than cataton-
ic. Boosting the kidneys can help severe or clinical depression, but cannot usually completely
cure the condition. Weak kidneys can also creote pushiness that is reflexive rather than
deliberate, and an unhealthy overwillfulness.

Seasonal Effects

The consequence of not resting the kidneys fully during the winter (for example through exces-
sive work or not sleeping enough) is the diminished capacity of the liver in the following spring.
This compromises your ability to start and follow through all aspects of your life—work, family,
and play—during the next year. You are de-energized and never get going properly when your
liver is sluggish rather than full of vigor.

Wood

The liver and gollbladder ore associated with the wood element and spring.

Physical Effects

A healthy liver allows the smooth flow of chi and fluids throughout the body, which in turn
creates physical strength and stamina. The liver is responsible for the strength and flexibility of
your muscles, tendons, and ligaments. In terms of functional strength and power, these tendons
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and ligaments are as important, if not more so, than muscles. ligoments, not the muscles as is

commonly believed, hold up, support, and prevent your body from collapsing under gravity.
Chi usually stagnates in the liver, causing other kinds of chi fo stagnate downstream accord-

ing fo the flow of the five elements. The liver is also related to such gynecological issues as

imegular menstruation, excessive bleeding, PMS, and breast tendemess. When the chi of

the liver does not flow smoothly, it often results in repressed anger that leads to depression, o
compressed, imploded body, and high blood pressure.

Emotional Effects

The liver is associated with the positive emotions of perseverance and confidence. The liver is
the source of your ability to overcome obstacles and to deal effectively with life’s everpresent
frustrations. According to Chinese medicine, the liver is the planner. So if your initial plon gets
blocked, you can either push through or go to plan B. Your natural ability to adjust gets
compromised if the liver chi is stagnant. Within the liver lies what is known in Chinese as the
hun, the psychic or intuitive part of our spirit or soul. It empowers us to recognize our higher
purpose in life—our life plan.

The liver is ossociated with the negative emotions of excessive anger and irritability.
Suppressing anger is often linked with depression, as are the functions and chi of the liver and
kidneys. At a less severe level, a diminished liver is responsible for the depression of PMS,
which finishes when menstruation is over. An extremely deficient liver is directly tied to severe
and clinical depression.

Seasonal Effects

The consequence of not building the liver up in the spring is the compromising of the fire
element of your heart and blood circulation in the summer. This is because chi (the smooth flow
of which is governed by the liver] moves your blood. This is especially impertant for men, who
are more prone than women toward heart and circulatory conditions and testosterone-

generated anger. This scorches rather than nourishes plants during the prime-growing season.

Fire

The heart and the small intestine are associated with the fire element and summer.
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Physical Effects
The heart pumps your blood and maintains good circulation. It is responsible for the shine,
color, and health of your facial complexion.

A weak heart can lead to such heart conditions as palpitations, angina, and fullblown heart
attacks. From the Western, but not the Chinese, perspective a strong heart function can improve
excessively high or low blood pressure

Emotional Effects

The heart is associated with the positive emotions of love, joy, and happiness. The heart is the
body's center of consciousness. It is responsible for the clarity of your mental functions. It gen-
erates the spirit referred to in Chinese medicine, described on p. 22 (this is not the same as
religious spirituality—see p. 190), which can be seen in the shine behind the eyes showing
intelligence and awareness. According to Chinese medicine, the heart also keeps the spirit,
which enables the mind to be setlled and calm.

The heart is also associated with the negative emotions of sorrow, sadness, hysteria, and
morbidity. It is responsible for mentally destabilizing people, who often end up incessantly
talking to themselves, a condition the Chinese poetically call “phlegm misting the heart.” When
the spirit or consciousness that resides in the heart is disturbed you experience anxiely, ponic
attacks, insomnia, and an inability to think clearly.

Seasonal Effects

Not building up the heart during the summer can result in the spleen being compromised.

Earth
The spleen and stomach are associated with the earth element and the period of Indian

summer.

Physical Effects

A heclthy spleen enables you to extract, build energy, and obtain vibrant vitality from the every-
day activities that nourish us, such as eating, drinking, breathing, and exercising. The spleen
also dominates or controls the functions of the muscles. It holds up and keeps the internal organs
in their proper places and alignments. The spleen provides the force that keeps the blood in the
blood vessels.
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An unhealthy spleen may cause the internal organs to fall out of alignment, resulting in a
prolapsed uterus or bowels. Through the weakening of the binding force between blood and
blood vessels, various problems can occur such as varicose veins, bruising under the skin,
uterine bleeding or spotting, and red spots under the skin. Deficient chi of the spleen can also
cause candida, a build up of yeast. Candida can lower energy, fog thinking, and cause weight
gain, depression, constipation, diarthea, gas, and bloating. Although it can be transmitted to
men sexually, yeast infections are more prevalent in women.

A weak or damaged spleen makes it easy for a person to lack focus, become disassociat-
ed, physically devitalized, and spaced out. Your mind feels heavy and lethargic, as though you
have cotton wool in your head.

Emotional Effects
The spleen is associated with emotional stability and being grounded, mental focus, and con-
centration. It also enables you to absorb and assimilate information from your environment,
either from natural observation, intuition, or learned behavior.

Negative aspects include indecisiveness, worry, anxiety, melancholy, and obsessive behavior.

Seasonal Effects

The consequence of a weakened earth element for the following autumn season is that you are
deprived of the necessary inner stability to energetically launch the next complete yearly cycle
well. The cycle begins with the lungs. The relevant phrase is that the spleen creates phlegm
while the lungs hold it. As the colder autumn and winter seasons arrive you become prone to
the problems of phlegm and weakened lungs. These include a runny nose, stuffiness, colds,
pneumonia, bronchitis, flu, and excess mucus.

The Five Elements and Tai Chi

The practices for adjusting the internal components of your fai chi form as the energetic flow

shifts from season to season are a fundamental part of Taoist tai chi. Understanding how the
five elements work is also a higher level aspect of secular tai chi. The principles of the five
elements can be incorporated in the movements of any tai chi form, both for promoting health
and for self-defense. Taoist tai chi and secular tai chi are described in detail in Chapter 8.




APPENDIX 3:

How Does Tai Chi Differ
from Yoga?

Health and longevily are primary goals of both toi chi and hatha yoga, and many people
crosstrain in both disciplines. Some of the means both use to achieve these ends are similar,
but others are quite different. Both consider stretching to be equally beneficial for health and
healing, and use it extensively, although often in different ways.

Here is a very simple way to explain the difference: in fai chi, you relox fo stretch; in yoga,
you stretch to relax.

Similarities

Tai chi and yoga are reliable systems that have stood the test of time and have clearly emerged
into the mainstream as benelficial health exercises. Both emphasize the mind's parinership and
primacy over the physical, so oworeness becomes the door into the deeper, more sublle pos:
sibilities of the body. Both emphasize stretching, body alignments, breath work, and chi-ener-
gy, colled prana in yoga. Both seek to inlegrate the body, subtle energy, and mind. Their
approaches to physicality are significantly more subtle than ordinary Western exercise methods
and sporis. Both help you calm your mind and deal with stress.

Differences
Many different variations of yoga have developed and are continuing to evolve in the West.
| studied traditional hatha yoga during my high school and college years. This was followed
by two years of training in India which included extensive pranayama work. My conclusions
about the differences between lai chi and yogo are based on these experiences.

From a technical perspective, yoga and tai chi emphasize different points, as the following

examples will show.
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TAI CHI'S EMPHASIS

YOGA’S EMPHASIS

Advocates never holding the breath.

Tai chi does not breathe into the front of the
chest, rather it sinks and drops the chest, and
does not thrust it forward (as in a military
posture).

Advocates relaxing the chest.

Yoga has practices fo hold the breath for short
or extended periods of time.

Its normal posture uses the front of the chest to
breathe, pushing it forward and raising it, albeit
more gently than is done in a military posture.

Advocates reloxing the chest when not holding
the breath.

Strefch and benelits through sophisticated

flowing movements.

You get the muscles fo streich by getting the
ligaments to release, using fluid motion.

Stretch and benefits through holding postures
rather than moving.

You hold the position and try fo make the
muscles go further. The emphasis is on getting
the long muscles of the body fo stretch.

Postures are always done confinuously moving
with one or both feet on the floor.

The legs are always ot least slightly bent and
can go as far as being in a low squat

Postures are done standing, sitfing, or lying on
the floor, or inverted with the feet facing
upwards (shoulder and head stands).

A straight spine in fai chi is erect, not arched,
with a small rather than a large Scurve.

Postures normally arch the back.

In virtually all moves, the spine does not bend
forwards, backwards, or sideways.

Some postures dramatically extend the spine
sideways, forwards, or backwards [os in
touching the toes or back bends).

The head and neck do not fully bend sideways
or forwards, and should never bend backwards

at all.

Full head and neck bends forwards, backwards,

and sideways are common.

The joints are never fully benl, straightened,
or locked.

Many postures fully bend, straighten, or lock
the joints.

In general, uses less extreme degrees of strefch-
ing that are more like normal body movements.

Includes extreme stretches, such as full splits

or crossing both feet behind the head.

Requires and emphasizes developing physical
coordination and movement skills.

Emphasis not placed on developing
coordination and movement skills.
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TAI CHI’'S EMPHASIS YOGA’S EMPHASIS
Flow and let go. Control.
Each posture works all the joints, internal Uses distinctly separate postures fo work on
organs, and spine simulianeously. speciic joints or organs ot o fime.
| More circular approach. Every movement More linear approach, although some schools
| should be externally and internally circulor. may include some circular elements.
- Energetics based on the 16-part Taoist nei gung | Energefics based on pranayama, kundalini, the
| system [see p.226) and the principles of tradi- chakra system, and the principles of Ayurveda.
tional Chinese medicine.

Tai chi is a fully developed martial art. Yoga is not. Here is a wonderful story that illustrates this
difference.

Cheng Man Ching, an elderly tai chi chuan master, lived and taught in New York City
during the 1960s and 1970s. He was also familiar with high-level yoga. Once he was asked
about the essential difference between tai chi and yoga. After due consideration he said
that both could help you understand the mysteries of chi, explore the possibilities of spiritual
potential, and become healthy and strong.

Then, with a wry smile, he said the difference would arise if both a yogi, who was flexible
enough to put his leg behind his head, and a fai chi chuan practitioner were sitting and
meditating when @ violent and determined person attacked. He mused that the yogi, who was
flexible enough to put his leg behind his head, and strong enough to stand on his hands would
get knocked off his meditation pillow, while the tai chi adept would not. Remaining seated, he
would physically deal with the attacker, and would peacefully continue meditating.

There is some crossover between both disciplines from the perspective of dynamic move-
ments versus static postures. While sianding only, rather than sitting or lying down, 1ai chi does
hold static single postures, although with the goal of producing body strength and internal
coordination rather than stretch and flexibility, as in yoga. Equally, some yoga systems such as
Pattabhi Jois's Ashtanga Yoga, weave yoga postures into short sets of movements, albeit with
much fewer and less sophisticated movements than fai chi uses.

If you do practice both yoga and tai chi, which practice you do first depends upon the

following:
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¢ if vou do a very soft form of yoga that strongly emphasizes deep relaxation to enter into o
Y ) f yod gly emp P

stretch, it will not matter if you do yoga or tai chi first

if, however, you do a form of yoga that emphasizes power development, tensing first in
order to achieve a stretch afterward, or procticing in extreme heat, either do yoga before
tai chi, or do each separately at different times of the day.
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“The Perfect Exercise’ TimeMagazine

Tai chi heals, prevents illness, and promortes longevity. Its incredible powers are reflected in its popularity,
with over 200 million practitioners worldwide. Frantzis explores how tai chi offers amazing benefits to
your health and well-being, whether you are an athlete wanting higher performance; an office worker
suffering from carpal tunnel syndrome, back pain, or low energy; or a senior with high blood pressure,
arthritis, or poor balance.

With regular practice you can expect to:

B Lower blood pressure and improve circulation

B Boost immunity and prevent disease

B Develop stamina, flexibility, and balance

B Improve sexual, athletic, and intellectual performance
B Stabilize mood swings and sharpen thinking

Frantzis examines the five major styles and shows how they match different body types and ages.
He explains what you should aim to get out of your training at every level and offers invaluable advice
on choosing the right teacher.

Bruce Frantzis has been studying martial and healing arts since
1961 and is internationally recognized for his mastery of tai chi and other
Taoist practices. In 1986 Liu Hung Chieh, one of the greatest Taoist Masters
of the 20th century, passed his lineage on to Frantzis and he became one

of the few Westerners to be recognized as a Master of Tai Chi in China.

He is the author of numerous books, including Opening the Energy Gates

of Your Body and The Power of Internal Martial Arts. Frantzis holds instructor
trainings and retreats in the USA and Europe.

Tai chi and chi gung are the most beautiful and helpful
of all traditional practices. THE Bic Book oF Tar CH!I is not
only an encyclopedia but is the foundation for inspiration
to begin the study and practice of this fabulous
approach to life.” C Norman Shealy, M.D., Ph.D., Founding President of the American
Holistic Medical Association and author of Healing Remedies
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