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The body uses several energies, pneumatic (breath), hydraulic (circulatory), mechanical (muscle & bone), and electromagnetic (nervous system).

Tai Chi, uses these energies in dynamic and subtle ways..
Tai Chi is energy management. Energy needs a channel, if the channel is blocked, the energy will not flow.

The beginning Tai Chi student runs into tensions that stop energy flow, the master watches them do the form and notices these tensions, points them out to the student and suggests ways to slowly get rid of them.

The first priority of the form is to relax, to get rid of tension.

First the gross energy blocks are handled , shoulder tension blocks energy to the arms, hip tension blocks energy to the knee, knee tension to the feet, stomach tension shallows the breath, these and other energy blocks short circuit the system, like an electrical short, or a kink in a hose.

Once a block goes away the energy flows through until it hits the nest one to be worked on.

When all blocks are gone the energy (“Chi” in Chinese) flow freely through the body and then can be managed to produce extra normal energy, to heal or to use as self-defense.

As the student progresses in the form, many things are being addressed simultaneously, alignment, centering, rooting, sensitivity,internal massage and martial awareness all come after the relaxation process has started, they are dependent on relaxation.

The body is gradually ease, pushed by the consideration and will of the student, to align, to find it's natural position again, to become a functional piece of architecture.

If, for example, the ankle is pronated (caved in toward the other foot) the knee and the hop will also be out of line. This might all manifest as lower back trouble. When the ankle is corrected the whole system will realign and that back trouble will be relieved. The Tai Chi form allows for this kind of healing.

The constant repetition of the form achieves many things. It gets the motor running. The form must be done twice daily, this is the “sine quo non” of Tai Chi. The motor must be kept running once it has started. It is like a generator, once it stops it takes a while for it to start again.

This generator develops “intrinsic energy”. This is a combination of energies and its generation must not be interrupted just as we must keep breathing.

Internal exercise systems keep gaining energy, and can be continued into advanced age. Tai Chi and Yoga masters do not necessarily live longer than other people, but they are almost always fit and vital up until their last hours.

Tai Chi forms have a very precise choreography. The Yang form as taught by Cheng M'an-Ching, has 36 postures. Each follows in the same order every time the form is done, one move flows into the next at the same speed, without interruption.

The form can be done slowly 7-10 minutes. Many do their daily routines at this speed, or very slowly, 20-60 minutes, for advanced energizing or to heal the body.

Each Tai Chi posture has multiple purposes. One move might be for aligning the ankle (ones own); avoiding a kick (someone else's); and massaging the spleen. Most moves have more than one martial application.

All the moves are always concerned with centering, alignment and balance.

Centering has to do with one's place in space, being there securely and at ease with the body, knowing where the center is and where the edges are. Being aware of the essential you, and therefore of what surrounds you.

Alignment is simply about good architecture, to be built or rebuilt correctly. All animals including man are born with the same probability of physical perfection and most animals achieve it.

When we are children we get frustrated, ignored, threatened and physically punished....these acts make us tense up, either temporarily or permanently.

Tensions wear us down, harden our bones and decrease our vitality.

“Lao Tsu” said that we “stiffen and harden” where as in youth we are “tender and pliable”. Tai Chi is a way to replace that hardness with pliability.

The perfect balance of animals is only achieved by man when it is studied, as in athletes or circus performers. Consider what any seal, cat, goat or dog can do without thinking.

When we tense up, from fear or whatever the cause, it puts pressure on the bone, not the normal off and on pressure of exercise or work but a constant unrelenting pressure. This kind of pressure fatigues and hardens the bones and muscles, making them stiff and unpliable, weak and insensitive.

In the process of learning Tai Chi, these tensions are relaxed. 

In a relaxed state, the blood flows fully and appropriately through the veins and arteries nourishing the body and pulsing oxygen into the brain.

The breathing is slow and even and in the stomach. When we exert ourselves we begin to breathe in the chest area (also when we panic).



The muscles are alive and relaxed and only tense when they are doing something. The nervous system is quietly sending messages that are appropriate to the reality of the external stimuli. And all is well.

When we become tense all these processes speed up and change their character and load ( they have evolved to be able to do that without any damage to the system).

As we know, adrenaline is issued to help the body handle trouble. It makes us breathe harder to get the oxygen around. It prepares the blood to clot quicker, it even makes our hairs stand up as a skin protection, even though we don't have enough hair left to make a difference anymore.

Studies with Baboons have shown that another substance is issued under stress. These “Stress Hormones”, act with the adrenaline to prepare for danger, the whole body is readied for a physical confrontation.

In order to do that, many other body functions are put on 2nd priority. As soon as the danger is over, the systems switch back to normal. But, what happens if the Baboon/person considers itself in danger all the time? All the body's systems are functioning at an inappropriate rate, we are prepared for a danger that doesn't exist. In this state, normal life becomes difficult to handle.

In addition, it seems that the Stress hormones inhibit the Immune System. The Baboons that are low in the hierarchy are invariably sick animals.

As far as I know, these studies do not take into consideration the lack of positive input. The Baboon that is constantly being chased or intimidated, doesn't get many hugs or loving glances.

People that actually are under stress all the time, don't have time for love and good feelings, and people who consider themselves to be under stress, and are therefore always tense, are less lovable, more difficult to be comfortable with.

“MORAL”: Since Baboons can't afford Tai Chi lessons, you will have to take them!


In the Western world, and most of the Eastern one also, we are more and more into immediate gratification, “I WANT IT NOW”, “WHERE CAN I BUY IT”, “LIFE, MADE EASY”. Tai chi doesn't lend itself to that attitude. Tai Chi is slow, gradual and thoughtful, precisely because that, is what relaxes and vitalizes.

Tai Chi doesn't “DO IT” for you, you do Tai Chi, and the more you do it, the more you benefit.

Once you do the form, in the morning, just after arising and, just before retiring, you are doing Tai Chi, you are generating health and vitality. If you miss doing the form even just 3 or 4 times a week, you are merely playing and perhaps maintaining a status quo.



After 5 or 10 or 20 years, (as long as it takes), when you have truly relaxed and your chi is flowing perfectly, you may no longer need to do the form as often because every move you make, follows the principles of Tai Chi, and the generator is always working.

Cheng M'an Ch'ing shortened the form from 105 moves to 36 moves. He was both lauded and criticized for doing this. He told us that the form was too long. If people must do a 20-30 minutes form twice a day, they are a lot less likely to do it than a 5-10 minute form.

For those who need or want more of a workout, the “Short Form” can be repeated 2 or 3 times and one will get the same benefit that you do from the long form.

Professor Cheng left out only 9 or 10 moves, most of the shortening came from leaving out repetitions.

The moves that he did leave out were mainly martial and since he was a doctor and his highest priority for Tai Chi was health, he wouldn't have left out any moves that had any health benefits that other moves didn't cover.

Some masters say “NO PAIN, NO GAIN” in order to inspire their students to do the form every day. I really think that most of the pain comes from the thought of doing the form, let's say at 1 A.M., when you are tired and sore. As soon as you start to do the form you begin to relax and feel better, so that by the time you hit the bed you will sleep sooner and deeper.

The form cannot be done simply mechanically, like let's say painting walls. It must be done with sensitivity and depth, like painting a portrait, then it will develop deeply and permeate the rest of your life.

 After completing the form, it takes 6 months to a year and a half to learn the form so that one does not have to think about the choreography, the student is ready to begin “PUSH-HANDS”. Having learned to relax while doing the movements and under no stress other than the rigors of remembering, one advances into the next stage and introduced to “CONTROLLED STRESS”

Push hands is a physical dialogue wherein the two“partners” take turns trying to break down the very things the student has worked on all that time.

Student#1 “YANG” tries, (softly and slowly) to misalign, to unbalance, to find the center and to uproot student #2 “YIN”, who without using muscular strength, tries to neutralize the “PROBE” of “YANG”. Once the probe has been neutralized (yielded to), the students automatically change roles. “YANG” becomes “YIN” and the one who neutralized, now “PROBES” (pushes) toward the one who before was the aggressive one.

This continuous changing of roles is something like 2 man sawing. It gives both the “PLAYERS”, a chance to experience both sides of the game, active “YANG” and passive “YIN”.



Push hands works in several ways, if you are pushed 1000 times the same way, and you try to neutralize it correctly each time, you will probably succeed,....if your pushed over and over by a more advance player, she/he will point out the possible neutralizations, and you can practice them.

Tai Chi is Taoist in nature, it doesn't clash, it yields, it follows the natural path, it “Rides the horse in the direction its going”. It gently leads the strength that seeks to topple it, off balance, off center, so that it topples itself.

	“Man, born tender and yielding

Stiffens and hardens in death

All living growth is pliant until death transfixes it.

Thus men who have hardened are “KIN OF DEATH”

And men who stay gentle are “KIN OF LIFE”

A hard hearted army is doomed to lose

A tree hard fleshed is cut down

Down goes the tough and big

Up jumps the tender sprig.”

“Lao Tzu” #76 (Trans. Witter Bynner)  600 B.C.


In push hands you learn that the principles you learned while doing the form do work. All you need to do is keep relaxed, aligned, centered, balanced, rooted and aware of the space you're working in.

After you have gotten the basics of Push hands down, and you no longer need to think about the moves, you begin to notice that you automatically/spontaneously do moves from the form. You “discover” the self defense application on your own. In this way you really get the idea—then practice.

Most find that any psychological/social problems show up as soon as they start Push hands, and that it is a compact safe condition in which to work them out.



As you advance farther into Push hands you begin to develop more and more sensitivity t the other person's energy (Listening to energy), to the point that you can tell just how someone is going to move any part of their body by being in contact with one small point on their body, (Interpreting energy).

This sensitivity transmits itself to your occupation, sports and your social life.

AXIOMS AND PRINCIPLES
—Tai Chi is process, the point of it, is the evolution of 

the practitioner, not the acquisition of the art.

—Have no holes or breaks, no hollows or projection. 

All moves are appropriate, no excesses or deficiencies.

—Don't let your knee go farther forward than your toe, 

in 70%—30% position, don't sit all the way back onto your heel.

—Push the “opponent” from within your space, if they 

enter into your space (all things equal) they are yours.

—The push is in a straight line, as when you try to find 

the center of a Ping Pong ball and push it down into the water, the neutralization is circular, as when the Ping Pong ball slips away.

—Neither puff up nor collapse, do not brace 

or run away from.

—It is not good to balance by gripping the floor with 

the foot, or by shifting the weight, left and right side, like a tight rope walker. Balance in a vertical line like a plumb line, through the ground on the bottom, and through the top of the head to the sky.

—Excess of hardness (yang) brings softness (yin), just as 

excess of sorrow brings joy, and excess of joy brings sorrow.

—“Appear like a hawk after a rabbit”, seek a perfectly 

straight line of attack towards your quarry's center...“With the spirit of a cat after a rat”,. When a push is neutralized, immediately realign on the opponent's center.

—Be cohesive in the center and expansive on the outside. 

—Discern the full from the empty,..Root in one leg at a time 

while the torso revolves like a vertical cylinder on top of it.

—Feel the air around you so that it becomes heavy and begin to 

notice its ebbs and flows.

—The body is rooted a the bottom, and light and flexible 

on top like a tree.

—Don't use force against force, borrow the imposing force 

and return it

—Where there is tension, the life force (chi) is suppressed, when 

tension leaves, chi returns

— The bull is a great strong beast, and can be handled by one 

small person if they apply a small amount of energy to the right place (the ring in the nose).

—The head is held up as if a string is attached to the sky, like 

a marionette,...the coccyx is held down as if there is a weight on it....the spine is stretched between the two.

—The arms do not move independently, they move with the body. 

Tai Chi Ditch Digging


“Tai Chi” used in this way, to describe a way of doing something, means to use the principles of Tai Chi to accomplish something in the most efficient (ultimate) way.

One principle is to use the most economical, least energy draining energy available.

As applied to digging with a shovel, most of us who use a shovel, push and stomp on it to get it into the ground, then bend and shove it down to break the earth, use the strength of our backs to lift it and the muscles of our arms to throw it. This of course, makes it back breaking work.

If you use the principles of Tai Chi, it works like this: You place the shovel's edge on the ground, step on it using your whole body weight on the handle (creating a lever), and break the earth out. You then reach down with the other hand and using your thighs (the largest muscle) lift straight up. Now take a step in the direction the shovel is pointing, the arms, if relaxed, will swing in that direction, then stop the shovel and the dirt will continue to it's destination (momentum/inertia).

Here we have used gravity, leverage, inertia, momentum and the least amount of our muscular energy as possible.

Many people who dig a great deal, will end up doing it this way eventually through trial and error. We can save a great deal of time and energy if we apply the principles of Tai Chi to all of our activities, physical, social, professional, etc.


The Ping Pong Ball


It is much harder to submerge a floating Ping Pong ball with the tip of one finger than it is to push a person. However, some parallels do exist.

Its buoyancy is due to the fact that it contains air, (Chi). The sphere contains more, relative to its surface, than any other shape.

Its ability to move quickly is due to its lightness (relaxation), and its ability to seek the surface so directly is due to its roundness (alignment).

The pushing finger must go in a straight line towards the ball's center, as with the Tai Chi push, and the ball rotates towards the direction of least resistance like a good neutralization.
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The Cup Returns


If you have ever tried to blow the dust out of a cup, you will recall that you were unpleasantly surprised to find that the dust blew right back in your face.

The cup borrowed your energy and returned it to you.

If you blew into the right side of the cup, the air went to the bottom, picked up the dust and returned from the left side. If you blew into the top, it returned from the lower side, etc. If you were advanced enough to blow into the very center of the cup, the cup would become as advanced and return t you from all sides at once.

—“The flywheel turns, but the mind does not turn” In defense, the waist turns to neutralize the push of the opponent, but the mind stays still and continues to address the opponent, center to center.

The feeling you get when you push someone, and they neutralize it with a simultaneous return, would be as if you threw a medicine ball, and the instant it left your fingers, it hit you in the back.

“Differentiate between the substantial and the insubstantial”. Feel the root, the support, in the full leg along with the opposite hand,...and feel the emptiness, the relaxation in the empty leg along with the opposite hand.



Five Integrity
	PERSONAL
	PHYSICAL
	MARTIAL
	MORAL
	SPIRITUAL




Relating to efficiency and reality in doing Tai Chi form and Push hands, personally, physically, morally, martially, and spiritually. 

Integrity n 1:State or quality of being complete, 

undivided or unbroken, unimpaired, unmarred, sound, pure. 2: Free from corrupting influence, strict in the fulfillment of contracts, soundness, honesty. 

PERSONAL INTEGRITY


On a personal level, you must be true to yourself, in the beginning, when learning the form, do not compare yourself to others. Many students worry about not getting it fast enough, or appearing clumsy. These concerns show up as tension in the mind and the body.

Others, who learn choreography easily, think that they are progressing faster than the others and begin to form an attitude. So, if you compare, you will seem to be inferior or superior, neither of which have anything to do with reality, and only serve to create tension and divert the student from real progress.

You are as you are, you have your own assets and liabilities and you must work with and from them.

People will start out with much different abilities in memory, suppleness, tension and spatial awareness. All these seem to equalize themselves, and in the long run, it turns out that positive thinking,perseverance, and thoughtfulness, produce the best results.

Give yourself a break, learn at your speed, enjoy the experience, lighten up.

PHYSICAL INTEGRITY


Be heavy and rooted on the bottom, light and supple on top. Don't move the arms separately form the body, move as one unit, flowing and uninterrupted....No hollows or protrusions, weight down form the coccyx and up from the top of the head. Stretching the spine...tongue touching the roof of the mouth near the top teeth. Relax, relax, breathe, breathe, breathe....

How many times have we heard these and other principles of Tai Chi? How many times do we hear people saying: Why doesn't Tai Chi work? Or, why aren't I improving?



Tai Chi isn't ballroom dancing or flying airplanes. If you forget a few basics of dancing you may look a little clumsy, or at worst step on a few toes. If you forget a few basics of aeronautics you might crash. Tai Chi falls somewhere in the middle. When you forget a few in Tai Chi, you are not doing Tai Chi. You're sailing in the mud, surfing in the soup, and if you try to use Tai Chi to fight with, without adhering to the principles, you are jogging in a minefield.

Do it right, do it completely, it's easy, because there's no rush, there's no due date.

The classics, the principles, the axioms, in short, the rules of Tai Chi, are readily available in many translations. And there are many, increasingly, good instructors around who will be willing to advise you.

Link each movement to the next without pausing. Link each movement to the next without hesitation or change of speed.

MARTIAL INTEGRITY


Each move in the form has multiple martial functions. As you are doing the moves, make sure that these principles are kept in mind along with the others.

If you are following the basic principles of Tai Chi, you are practicing the martial aspect correctly, and at a certain point in your studies, you can begin to address this aspect more directly.

If you are working on the martial aspect, certain elements need particular attention paid to them.

Imagine an opponent in front of you and begin to focus and issue energy to the center of that opponent. Broaden your awareness of the space around you, and other energy sources.

Pay particular attention to the substantial and to the insubstantial in relation to the issue of energy, and to the neutralization of force.

Don't get caught up in the dance. Keep your spontaneity and flexibility at all times. Don't anticipate or plan moves ahead of time, unless practicing a particular point.

Don't sacrifice the integrity of your position, alignment or balance to achieve some “GOAL”. This is particularly applicable to people who brace to be able to push someone. If you brace, you are double weighted for a moment, and even though you are doing Push hands, you must stay aware that in that position you can be kicked easily where you would least enjoy it.

If you lean in with your head, you can be butted by the opponent's forehead. If you lose consciousness of the shifting of weight, the opponent may kick you 

Always remain aware and sensitive, spontaneous and flexible.

MORAL INTEGRITY


It is possible to study Tai Chi for a while, learn many techniques, use many or most of the principles and use strength to become very good at Pushing hands.

Usually, people who do this, have winning as their highest priority. Two things, at least, result from this condition: One is that the practitioner never reaches the highest level. And the other is that this person's relative success tends to impress others and invalidate the true principles of Tai Chi.

It takes a lot of faith to continue to lose day after day to people you know you can beat if you use your strength.

—If you believe that softness overcomes hardness
—If you believe the yielding wins over clashing
—If you believe that rooting stands above bracing, then faith is exactly what we are talking about.

If you really do not believe these axioms, you should change your martial art. Because, believe me, any Sumo wrestler will be able to push you, when you use muscle strength to push with.

Many of the female Tai Chi players I have talked to, have expressed a fear to really try and push the males. They say that when they occasionally get a push in, the men get upset and push them back very hard. Sometimes hurting them.

This is male ego in one of its nastier manifestations. You would think that every Tai Chi player would be happy to see a validation of the principle of the weak overcoming the strong. Yet, when it happens, most of the strong men become children.

We must take care of our partners in Push hands. Its purpose is to learn, teach, practice; not win, the winning is in the learning.

It is a pleasure to see two people working together in Push hands, going over and over a move to again an understanding of it. Just as it is a drag to watch two people grappling, wrestling and shoving.

Don't play over the head of your partner and discourage them. And don't allow others to do it to you.

You learned from others, it's your turn to teach others.

Never use your abilities in Tai chi as a threat to anyone. And certainly never use it to actually fight until you have exhausted talking, bluffing, threatening and running first. Move and then do as little damage as possible.

Don't put down other styles, masters or forms that you are not familiar with, and even if you are.



If you are doing very well pushing because of double weighting, bracing the legs, this will not translate into fighting. Tai Chi doesn't work in the horse stance. At close quarters it leaves one vulnerable.

You can push someone if that's all you want to do. By abandoning all your defensive integrity to get the push, you will not reach the highest level that way.

If the player who gets pushed over and over, by others who use their strength, continues to practice using the principles of yielding and returning, she/he will sooner of later pass the “strong” one in ability.

It goes without saying that when one uses muscle strength in Tai Chi, one doesn't get the health/relaxation benefits. (If you use external force you will get external benefits. If you use internal energy, you will get internal benefits).

The tactic agreement in Push hands is that you will both do fixed step, choreographed, (Push, Roll back, Press, Grasp Sparrow's Tail, etc.) slow movements. If you want to accelerate or upgrade the action, introduce the idea slowly, or tell the other player. Don't just suddenly kick or jab someone in the throat.

Any level can be played if it is agreed on.


SPIRITUAL INTEGRITY


At some point, you may want to explore meditation in movement. You cannot meditate while you are thinking of the moves or what you are going to do later.

Simplify, think of a light bulb, your “Tan Tien”, your spirit or preferably of nothing.

If you can get through the form without knowing you are doing it, you are on the way to your goal.

It helps to do the form slowly. It may seem too difficult to take an hour to do your form, so just start by doing the form at a speed that would take an hour if you did it all. Stop when you must, but that way you will begin to get the feeling, and perhaps you'll find yourself going farther than you thought.

Listen to your breath.

Watch yourself do the form from above.

Some like to listen to music when they do the form. Either meditation music, space music or any slow mellow music that soothes the mind.

SOME LOGIC


A freely falling body doesn't feel the effect of gravity. A standing body feels the effect of gravity as it resists it. A force can only be received if it is resisted.

Inertia is a form of resistance

The lighter /smaller/ less attached a body is, the less effect a force moving against it will have..(Silk and water, get out of the way of a moving force)

The heavier /more attached/ larger a body is, the more effect a force moving against it will have.

Therefore, if a fist crashes into a hand, the hand will jump away undamaged.

If a fist crashes into a large /heavy. static body, (the inertia of that body causing it to tend to stay still), it will tend to cause damage, since the fist hits a small area of the body, focusing all of its force there.

A body that is tense, is attached and static. A body that is relaxed, is unattached and flexible.

When a fist meets a small part of a large body that is unattached, resilient and flexible (meets no resistance), it causes no damage.


Ken Van Sickle

THE POWER OF YIELDING: GETTING IT DONE BY NOT DOING IT 

By Fred Lehrman (New Age Journal, 1975)

"By non-action, all things are accomplished... Without leaving his house, the Sage knows everything in the world
...My words are easy to understand."

--Lao-tze
Dao Te Ching

Easy to understand? I suppose so, if you understand them. Lao-tze refused to compromise his readers by telling them that which could not be told. In this way he transmitted intact his insight, his "crazy wisdom ," across 2500 years and into the lives of people who, for the time, find themselves on a planet where power games threaten the scene of the game itself.

I want to introduce Daoism as a "Way" of proceeding from here in extricating ourselves from our own clutches. Taijiquan is the best known form in which to take the medicine.

Taiji is a physical practice based on the observations of nature brought forth in the writing of Lao-tze, whose own thought was shaped by his study of the I Ching, or Book of Change, and of the Nei Ching, the classic treatise of Chinese medicine. Taiji has suddenly begun to have a wide popularity in the West; there is even a nationwide television series which surprises and puzzles innocent channel-browsers. But, what is it really about? And how can the study of Taiji assist you in achieving your intentions, whether they be changing a personal situation, setting up a new community where life works better for everyone, or facing the whole problem on a global level? The clue is in the paradox of non action; and the way I would like to formulate the challenge for now is thus: "Obviously, I simply am: yet it seems that I must always try to be."

When you find yourself at the beginning of your first Taiji class, you will soon realize this is unlike anything else you have ever tried to learn. This is because it appears at first not even to be like itself. You are asked to stand quietly, with you feet-heels together, toes naturally apart – flat and relaxed directly under you ("Where else could they be?" your mind asks.) Then you are asked to stand there, right where you're standing, nowhere else, not anywhere you were earlier or might be tomorrow. At this point some interesting things are starting to go on in your body, you notice that you really are there more, that you are denser, more compact, and more aware.

What has happened is that the Qi, the vital, live energy of your body and mind, has begun to sense itself. Continuing, degree by degree, aspect by aspect, to learn to just stand there (which your already doing), prepares a new body, a body of Qi rather than muscle and bone, with which you are going to move through the slow, evenly evolving attitudes of the Taijiquan (literally, "Extreme Ultimate Discipline"; quan also means "Fist" or Boxing"). And the paradox begins: you start by lifting a foot, stepping out, slowly shifting your weight, and then very, very slowly letting your wrists fall away from you, out and up until they hang loose-heavy in from of you at shoulder height, then down to your sides again, until in this way your whole body is moving, expanding, contracting, turning, stepping, floating yet anchored, back and forth across the room, washed by invisible waves of air; yet you are still standing still, centered, right where you are, right there.

When I had my first lesson with Professor Cheng Man-ch'ing in New York eight years ago, I didn't understand it, I thought "This is strange; usually I can get some sense of what things are about, I really can't see what this Taiji is for, so I'll stick with it until I do. Then I'll quit." I do understand it pretty well now, but I haven't quit, at least not in the sense that I originally meant. Actually, I have quit, and now I'm, beginning to be able to do T'ai Chi.

Last year, just before he left for Taiwan, Professor Cheng called me over the his desk at Shr-Jung Center in New York (shr-jung, a term coined by Confucius, means "right timing"). He said to me that my practice had reached a significant point and that it was important for me to give it special attention during this period. I thanked him and said that I had been practicing more and thinking a great deal about it, but that there were still some obstinate habits and tensions that I couldn't seem to cut through. He smiled at me sadly, then shook his head: "The Dao is not something you can try to do." These words enabled me to move on.

Everyone who studies Taijiquan encounters such frustrations, which comprise the environment for progress. One continuing frustration is the realization of how inappropriately we use our own bodies. Unlike most creatures and things under the sun, adult humans seem to have lost an awareness of what the parts of their bodies are for, and insist on using one end of the beast to do the job best performed by the other end. Pianos, rocks, trees, wild animals, and young children are generally not plagued by this confusion; but at some point in growing up, people start to get funny ideas about how to get their bodies around in the world. In Taiji class you will begin to notice that you have confused your shoulders with your legs; that it's your legs which get you across the room and that your shoulders might as well relax and enjoy the ride. Also, you will observe that when you raise your hand slowly to a position in front of your chest, arm gently rounded and palm facing in, that your hand looks and feels as if it's holding onto something. But there's nothing in your hand, so drop it! And then you might begin to notice you're still holding onto your hand itself, as if it might go somewhere without you. Let go of it! It ain't going nowhere.

These are the little ways in which we cheat ourselves of power, which is the use of our energy. As you work in Taiji continues, the realization of what you can let go of reaches increasingly profound levels. Progress is slow, because an unknown fear, the fear of power, keeps the body fighting itself long beyond the time when the mind has seen that there is no reason to fight. Professor Cheng calls this stage of practice "drinking" the cup of bitterness. You become painfully aware that you are, for the most part, manufacturing your actions, and only rarely, for moments, are you being your action. Try as you might, at some point you still resist, and at that point your power is no longer at your command. You are at the effect of your own strength. True power, when experienced, has nothing of effort or strength in it.

Let's return to Lao-tze and non-action. If you were a blade of grass on a hillside, and the wind began to blow, how would you practice non-action? If you didn't move, you would be resisting the wind, and that's doing something. If you lay down flat in order to create no resistance, you would be "doing" passivity. But if you simply remained what you are, a blade of grass, which is intrinsically yielding, yet firm, continuous, and coherent, you would move as the wind moves, back and forth, sometimes more inclined and sometimes less. To an observer, there would be motion. Yet nothing would be being done. A blade of grass, not having the same type of consciousness that we have, spontaneously practices non-action. Through Taijiquan we can recover that sense of being a blade of grass on a hillside, in the wind, in the world, and to find that sense in any situation. Lao-tze observed, "That which yields, endures, that which resists is destroyed." And that which is destroyed has no more power.

The strangest part (and hardest thing to accept) about studying Taijiquan is the slow realization, through observation, that non-action actually works. Somehow, by adhering to the principle, you find that you can handle and repel someone whose strength is much greater than your own, with no effort. This realization is on the level of physical mechanics. It is appropriate in that it supports and is in harmony with a realization on the inner plane, which is that you don't have to do it anymore, because you're already doing it.

As you read this article, you don't have to try to read it; you've already done that. In fact, you never had to try to do anything, except that you preferred the redundancy of effort. Discover the on-going energy of the Universe, which you've been using since before you were born to put your body together and to get you here. That's your power source, and it's free and unlimited.

Lao-tze said that the Dao which could be talked about was not the Dao he was talking about. So words lie, even though we need them. Taiji is first of all empty, basically useless; and that makes it the most useful thing in the world. Knowing the useless enables you to find the emptiness in everything: if the wheel did not have an empty space at the hub through which to run an axle, it would itself be useless. So your Yoga, your carpentry, your piano playing, your thinking, your writing, your being with people -- all expand as your practice of Taiji teaches you to do less and less and less.

That which you control, controls you. Grab something, right now, say the leg of a chair, and hold onto it tight enough to keep me from pulling it away from you. Now try to move around the room with this thing that you're controlling. See? That's what control costs in terms of power. However, he who controls emptiness, who controls space, has power. He can move freely, act appropriately, and let go instantly when it's no longer appropriate to be involved. His actions are a function of shr-jung, right timing.

Since the principle of the Dao is not to be in conflict with anything, Taiji is not incompatible with other ways. Yoga, Zazen, Alexander technique, the various therapies – all are facilitated by the element of awareness which Taiji takes as its prime focus. If this were not so, it would not be the "Extreme Ultimate Discipline." And if it is to contain everything, it must itself be perfectly empty. Taiji is not really a training in self-defense, or health, or philosophy; the benefits in these areas are side effects of the practice.

Taiji does not teach you how to do something. It teaches you how to do. It teaches you how. It teaches you.

The editorial questions behind this issue of the New Age Journal is: "Who rules the world?" In order to answer that, we have to consider some discouraging possibilities. All power games take place in limited fields, with boundaries and goal posts. If " the world" is a limited field, we are in trouble.

I remember sitting one morning several years ago with Professor Cheng and several students in the Asian Library at Columbia University. The Club of Rome Report had just been released by MIT, and one of the students had bought in a clipping from the New York Times outlining the hopelessness of solving the compounded problems posed by overpopulation, food shortage, energy resource depletion, atmospheric pollution, radioactive waste, etc. The student was quite upset, and asked professor Cheng what he thought of the situation, and how we could get out of it. The Taiji master turned the question around and asked the questioner what his ideas were. The student gave his answer, and sat expectantly, awaiting correction from the Sage. Instead, Professor Cheng turned to another student at the table, and asked, "What do you think about what he said?" This continued until each student had commented on the others ideas, and it was clear that the subject had been exhausted. There was really no way to solve the problem. Professor Cheng went back to reading his book.

After a pause, the first student, more upset than ever, asked again for some word from the teacher. Professor Cheng leaned forward, and put his book down next to the cup of hot tea which had just been refilled for him. "What will happen to the world? I don't know. Look at this vapor; it comes from the tea, it goes into the air, and right about here" – he pointed in the air – "you don't see it anymore. Where does it go?" He sat quietly for a moment while we pondered the empty space left after the world had destroyed itself. "Don't worry about it, "he said , "Nothing gets lost."

There are many lessons in this story. Primarily, we made the problems, because we are unable still to clear them up. The problems are in us, and not in the world. No one rules the world, because no one rules himself. Until that changes, the world rules us. Because Professor Cheng at first did nothing, we were able to see that; or rather, to experience it. And from this experience comes the natural response, without effort.

The lesson of the tea might appear superficially to mean that we ought to just sip merrily as we are being snuffed out. But Professor Cheng's actions in the world don't give the impression that that's what he's doing. The world gets better when he's around, Thus, the other side of Taiji begins to become apparent. Professor Cheng's teaching is this: in relation to yourself, internally, follow the Dao of Lao-tze -- yield, yield, yield, invest in loss; in relation to the world, externally, follow Confucious -- be responsible, act appropriately to the situation, and always, right timing, right timing, right timing.

Because he has let go, because he knows the abyss, the man of Dao has power.

In the Tui-shou, or "push hands" part of the Taiji practice, the students work in this paradox for hours on end. And as he learns to not resist, to let things have their way, he begins to find that they start to turn out his way just by virtue of his intention, with no strength applied. This is difficult to believe and harder to figure out. Through practice it becomes part of your body's knowledge.

My point is this: go ahead and change the world. To the extent that you resist the Universe, the Universe will resist you. Make the way things are part of your plan, and everything will cooperate to get you there.
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NOTE: I found this article by way of Louis Swaim. He found the article on the Jung Tao School of Classical Chinese Medicine. I then contacted the Webmaster of their excellent site, and requested permission to post the article on our site. They responded by way of e-mail and later Dr. Sean Marshall, the school's founder, call me and granted permission to post it for our viewers.

In behalf of the Cheng Man-Ching Tai Chi family, I thank Mr. Lehrman and Mr. Marshall for their contribution. 

Fernando Bernall.
