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“PRACTICE GOING WITH THE FLOW …
BE PRESENT, BE CONFIDENT,
BE SPONTANEOUS, AND BE FREE.
ABOVE ALL, BE LIKE WATER.”


With this illuminating volume, you’ll learn to:


•  pace yourself


•  conquer fear


•  overcome force with softness


•  follow your bliss


•  channel your energy


•  free your mind of anger, fear, guilt, and hatred


•  safeguard strength


•  gain self-respect


… and much more.


“Drawing from his basis in the martial arts, Joe Cardillo guides the reader through an exciting passageway of new discoveries—ultimately leading to a more refined method of encountering and interacting with life.”


—Scott Shaw, author of Nirvana in a Nutshell and The Warrior Is Silent: Martial Arts and the Spiritual Path


“Delivers ancient tools for living well. This book will teach you how to walk in the world like a martial arts master.”


—Fred Miller, author of How to Calm Down



For my wife, Elaine, and our household of little creatures: Mignonne, Russé, Sharona, Jolie, Albinoni, Celia, and Elsa
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Introduction


More than 70 percent of the earth’s surface is water. Every living thing is composed of water, and we all need it to survive. Water is a symbol of purity, birth, and rebirth. When you embody the characteristics of this life-giving force, you are going with the flow. You fill every moment with living, you force nothing, you become, you experience, you interrelate. In going with the flow, you become tranquil and peaceful. Ideally, we strive to always and everywhere be like water—for water is gentle, and yet it is powerful. It can be still or in motion. It can absorb. It can go over, under, around, and through things. It can dissolve things, float them, or float atop them. It can become hot, cold, heavy, light, invisible, solid, or vapor. It is formless, yet it can adapt to any container. In these pages, you will discover how to become like water. This book is about remaining yourself in an ever-changing world and retaining your sanity in a world full of absurdity. Simply put, it’s about going with the flow. Going with the flow is the martial artist’s way.


Though martial arts began with the development of language itself and can be traced back more than three thousand years in China, it wasn’t until thousands of years later that these combat disciplines fused with philosophy. In A.D. 525, a Buddhist monk from India named Bodhidharma visited the Shaolin Temple of China. What he found was that the monks were deficient both spiritually, in terms of depth and awareness, and physically, in that they could not defend themselves against assailants. Their vulnerability disturbed him greatly.


Consequently, he taught them meditation, breathing, and a host of tenets leading to a deeper, more enlightened way of life. He also taught a regimen of exercises taken from the movements of animals, to incorporate into their daily routine. In time, this intense study evolved into an advanced martial arts system known as Kung Fu. Many believe, to this day, that Kung Fu is the core of all martial arts as we presently know them.


Bodhidharma’s teachings piloted martial arts from a one-dimensional exploration of combat into a holistic discipline for the strengthening of body, mind, and spirit. Although the element of combat was still significant, the monks who had been trained to avoid conflict were never attackers—rather, they used their skills to help them carry out their work as caretakers and healers.


In the mid-nineteenth century, when the need for fighting skills in the Orient diminished, the focus of martial arts shifted from developing the body for battle to the development of mind and spirit. In fact, it was during this time in history that the word do (which means “the way”) was added to many martial arts styles. Some examples of this are:


•  Kendo: way of the sword.


•  Judo: gentle way.


•  Tae Kwon Do: way of the hand and foot.


•  Aikido: harmony spirit way.


•  Kyudo: way of the bow.


•  Bushido: way of the warrior.


•  Karate-do: empty-hand way.


The martial artist’s training now emphasized personal and spiritual development: living a better life; becoming a better parent, friend, and human being. Combat maxims were replaced with ideals of self-actualization and welfare, along with axioms such as Maximum benefit with minimum effort (or stressors).


Martial arts became more about conquering the inner self than about winning a fight. Martial artists were taught loyalty, sincerity, brotherhood, sisterhood, never to retreat, and to look at death unflinchingly—all in the hope of creating a better, freer, longer existence, with the possibility of enlightenment (which involved the transcendence of consciousness beyond their own bodily limitations). Students were taught many ways and means to serve those ends and encouraged to do what worked, not what was dictated by a culture. They were taught mushin, which means to empty the mind of guilt, doubt, fear, hatred, and other negative emotions that only get in the way of achievement (or, for the warrior, in the way of winning the fight). They learned ways to increase and develop chi (internal life energy) on their path toward self-realization, healing, and power. And they were taught to hand down their wisdom to the next generation.


One thing I have learned in my own quest for a deeper and fuller life is that there are many voices of knowledge: philosophical, theological, scientific, athletic, artistic, and more. No one discipline is better than the others. For me, the study of martial arts has been one of the most immediately applicable and successful. In this spirit, I hope to unravel and share some of that knowledge with you. It doesn’t matter whether you are a practicing martial artist or not; anyone and everyone can apply the principles in this text.


The process of learning to nurture ourselves with clean, positive energy is a riveting one. You will literally feel your body chemistry cleansing itself. You will think more clearly. You will feel more deeply. You will gain confidence in your ability to take care of yourself. Many amazing things will likely occur. I wish you a warm heart and a joyful soul, strength, and beauty in all the days ahead.


How to Use This Book


Be Like Water is not a how-to guide to performing fighting techniques. It is, rather, a simple study of philosophies within and throughout the martial arts, for the purpose of self-improvement and spiritual development. My aim is embedded in the origins of martial arts thinking, and that is: to put the heart of the martial arts into your own heart so you may return your spirit to its primal state of spontaneity, allowing you to live a fuller and freer life.


Martial artists gain maximum physical, emotional, and spiritual benefit from their chosen art by blending concept with technique—the martial artist without philosophy is nothing more than a street fighter. Thus, each chapter of this text will present a specific martial concept, short narrative illustrations of how the concept can be applied off the mats, and daily exercises that I call meditations and resolutions.


The book is designed to be read at your own pace. You can move slowly through its pages, allowing time to absorb the many techniques offered in each chapter. You can also read through quickly and return to those applications most appropriate to current life situations and that you find most immediately useful. Although I have tried to give information that can be readily absorbed and applied, I should emphasize that the pursuit of such processes is a lifelong commitment that will require knowing through personal experiences—each of which sharpens your skills and brings you closer to yourself and the Infinite. The meditations are presented sequentially, but once you’ve read through the text initially, you can revisit them in any sequence you wish. The resolutions are to help you add richness and positive energy to your life, as well as to contribute direction toward achieving your goals. The ultimate intention of both meditation and resolution is to assist you in discovering ways of adapting martial arts principles to your own life.


You may wish to create your own resolutions, as well. Try writing them out in a journal you keep at your night-stand or one you can bring with you to work or carry in your car. Post them around the house or office where you will see them often. You can also try thinking about them during your meditations or saying them aloud to yourself throughout the day. If you’re feeling a little more creative, you can try putting them in an original poem or using them to make a calendar. People who like to draw or take pictures can combine their talents and create several other interesting formats. Don’t hesitate to change your resolutions as you begin to grow into the words and live with them a bit. Experiment.


As martial artists all over the world have done, I am passing on in Be Like Water what I have learned through my studies and experiences, in the hope that this information will assist you in your quest to live deeper into the beautiful and the positive. Once you have acquired the skills presented in this book, the knowledge will be yours to pass on to others. Each time you do, you will intensify your own understanding of these philosophies and techniques. You will live better, deeper, and more joyfully.


By adhering to the Tao

Of the past

You will master

The existence

Of the present.

—LAO-TZU



1


Summoning Chi


Find Your Center


The entire universe is condensed in the body.


—SRI RAMANA MAHARSHI


The Chinese word chi (or ki in Japanese) refers to our internal life-force energy, as well as to the energy of the Universe, the Infinite, which is present in all things. Everyone is born with a certain amount of chi, and we all have the ability to gather even more. Chi is the core of all existence. It plays into all martial arts concepts and exercises, and forms the ideological foundation of all the ideas in this book.


In everyday life, chi supplies us with the power to break through areas of our lives where we feel stuck, trapped, or limited—either mentally, physically, or spiritually. Chi is the force behind good health, confidence, happiness, strength, power, self-esteem, focus, virility, increased mental effectiveness, and success. It is that thing inside us that cannot be seen; the energy behind all change and self-improvement. It is the power that gives us a sense of safety and fluidity and healing. Ultimately, chi is beyond description, but not beyond feeling or applying.


The major location of chi in the body is within the Lower Dan Tien, a space located just a few inches below the navel, and, interestingly, your body’s center point of gravity. Thus, within each of us is a profoundly nutritious energy, which is the energy of the Universe, the Infinite, and our connection to all things, for everything contains chi.


In martial arts, most of us practitioners will eventually shift our attention from external self-defense movements to softer internal practices of cultivating more chi when we begin to understand that our ability to get things done on the mats and in our lives is directly proportionate to our ability to invoke internal strength.


The more we train, the more we heighten our awareness of chi, the more we begin to glimpse its thrilling potential. The power of chi is unlimited. And so, like millions of others, I am enraptured by this phenomenon and have placed it at the center of my training, for martial arts is a way of unlocking the door to chi.


First, you have to find your center. When I began my studies in martial arts, my Karate and Kung Fu teacher introduced our class to the notion of chi early on. I remember he told us to position our hands in front of us as though we were holding a basketball, our right hand on top, left on the bottom, fingers pointed sideways.


“Now,” he said, “relax and concentrate on your Lower Dan Tien.”


He was teaching us how to center. Centering is believed to harmonize the body, mind, and spirit, as well as help in the development of chi.


“Relax completely,” he emphasized. “But hold your concentration.”


He told us to close our eyes. “Let your weight follow its course downward. Feel the gravity without giving in to it. Relax each joint and muscle. Feel the ground below you. Feel your feet becoming one with it. This is called rooting.”


Some people like to visualize a cord attached to their spine and rooted into the earth, drawing energy up into their body.


“Let the earth’s energy enter you. Breathe deeply through your nose and exhale through your mouth,” he explained. “Let the air travel through your entire body—throat, abdomen, limbs.”


He asked us to keep our eyes closed and to visualize our breath as pure white, nurturing and healing everything it touched. We began to regulate (measure) our breathing.


“When I clap my hands, inhale,” he said. “Slowly.”


And with that, he gave us a brisk ten-count. “Now hold your breath.” He counted another ten. “Okay, now exhale, slowly.” He again gave us a count of ten.


He told us to follow our breath downward and to continue focusing on our Lower Dan Tien. This is the body’s hub of energy.


Dating back to the Shaolin monks in A.D. 525, regulated breathing has been taught as a way of increasing concentration during prayer and strength in the fight.


“Our bodies are vessels,” my instructor said. “And they can hold only a limited amount of energy, good and bad.”


He asked us to continue focusing on our Lower Dan Tien and to visualize our chi as a white light, pulsing vibrantly with each breath.


“Try to extend your chi outward,” he said. “Feel it enter your hands. Feel it with your hands.”


Regulated breathing, coordinated with the summoning and releasing of chi, helps cleanse the body of bad energy and replenish it with good.


My notion of martial arts up to that point had been focused on external movements and exercises that could be used for building confidence and self-defense and, perhaps, de-stressing. But here was my instructor wanting me to breathe differently, telling me that “internal” concentration would increase not only my overall power of focus, but also my external strength. I was fascinated.


He asked us all to open our eyes. He looked at me. “What did you feel?” he asked.


“I’m not sure.” I added, “I felt a slight sense of heat … like a warm current.”


“That’s it,” he said.


Many of the other students experienced something similar.


“I want you to remember that feeling. We are going to do a lot with it,” he said. “But for now, there is more to learn.”


What he was referring to was the assimilation of several other techniques we had yet to be taught that would increase our ability to feel chi and to know when and how to best channel it into our movements.


“For now,” he concluded, “just feel it and remember this: Where the mind goes, your chi will go.”


Some time after that, I had to stack several cords of firewood in preparation for winter. It was early evening. The golden autumn light had just started to drain from the sky. The air was crisp and cidery and sweetened with the scent of bonfires.


I had set a goal for myself of one cord. It had been a long day, and I would have much rather put the job aside, but there was rain in the forecast. I knew it would be best to stack the wood before the weather made mud of everything.


I remember that with nearly half a cord to go, I decided to humor myself and put one of my martial arts lessons to the test. I relaxed myself, as my instructor had told us. I regulated my breathing. I centered, concentrating on my Lower Dan Tien and envisioning it blazing with energy. I imaged my breath downward, white and healing, flowing through my body.


My labor transformed into a meditation of sorts—not that I thought of it that way. It just happened that way. I soon forgot about being tired and worked spiritedly, continuing the martial arts exercise as I went along. Rather than begrudging my work, I felt comforted by it. When I finished stacking, I felt restored. Instead of feeling beat, I was animated. Not only had I completed the job with much less effort than usual, but what’s more, I felt generally happy.


I had learned that positive energy helps us through tasks and creates joy. Better yet, I had experienced it. I was excited. I started thinking of where else I might apply these same skills. I was confident that I would make use of them in many circumstances yet to come.


Since then, whether I am attempting to strengthen my movements on the mats, conduct martial arts or creative writing classes at the college where I teach, or just increase my energy output for walking, jogging, housework, or gardening, I have used this method of cultivating healthy, positive energy on a daily basis.


Our bodies are vessels. They can hold only a limited amount of energy, either good or bad. Find your center. Cleanse your body of bad energy and replenish it with good. Feel restored. Feel animated. Let your daily work energize you rather than deplete your energy. Create joy.


Meditation


Summoning Chi


Who has realized his true self gains thereby understanding. Who has gained understanding finds thereby his true self.


—TSESZE


Standing loosely, relax yourself (remember, your mind must be relaxed for chi to grow). Imagine a small balloon. Now visualize it directly before you, just in front of your Lower Dan Tien—that space a few inches below your navel.
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