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Putting Tai Chi Chi Kung into Practice

As you will read in the first chapter of this book, Tai Chi was originally developed as a martial art, with offensive and defensive movements. Nowadays Tai Chi is most often practiced as a moving meditation; in the Universal Tao practice of Tai Chi we focus on strengthening the internal body.

The practices described herein have been used for thousands of years by Taoists trained by personal instruction. When Tai Chi is practiced as a martial art, the degree of damage visited on one’s opponent can range from harmless to lethal. The reader should practice movements taught in this book with great care and should not undertake these practices without also receiving personal instruction from a certified instructor of the Universal Tao. Universal Tao instructors can be located at our Web sites: 
www.universal-tao.com and 
www.taoinstructors.org.

The practices described herein are not intended to be used as an alternative or substitute for professional medical treatment and care. If a reader is suffering from a mental or emotional disorder, he or she should consult with an appropriate professional health care practitioner or therapist. Such problems should be corrected before one starts training. People who have high blood pressure, heart disease, or a generally weak condition should proceed cautiously, having received prior consent from a qualified medical practitioner.

The Universal Tao and its staff and instructors cannot be responsible for the consequences of any practice or misuse of the information in this book. If the reader undertakes any exercise without strictly following the instructions, notes, and warnings, the responsibility must lie solely with the reader.



Foreword

JAMPA MACKENZIE STEWART, OMD


SENIOR UNIVERSAL TAO INSTRUCTOR

I had been practicing and teaching Tai Chi for about ten years when I first met Master Mantak Chia in 1982. I had already learned Old Chen style, Yang style, Wu style, Cheng Man-Ching style, and Twenty-Four style Tai Chi. In fact, I knew so many different Tai Chi forms that I could not practice them all in one day.

For years I had read books about the mysterious inner changes that were supposed to take place as a result of Tai Chi practice—transforming sexual energy into chi and chi into spirit. Yet the Tai Chi teachers I studied with either didn’t know about these practices or wouldn’t divulge their knowledge. While I practiced hard what I had been taught, I was frustrated by the snail’s pace at which I seemed to be progressing. I was elated to finally find Mantak Chia, a true Taoist master who was openly teaching the esoteric secrets of Taoist inner alchemy.

Still, the last thing I wanted to learn was another Tai Chi form! When I first saw Master Chia’s Tai Chi Chi Kung form, there seemed to be nothing to it—only Grasping the Bird’s Tail and Single Whip. I already knew five different ways of doing these movements. I was therefore able to learn Master Chia’s form in one day. Or so I thought.

I was quite proud of my Tai Chi when I went to the Catskill Mountains in upstate New York for Master Chia’s teacher training retreat in the summer of 1986. Master Chia required that all his instructors learn Tai Chi Chi Kung as a prerequisite for teaching the higher-level practices of the Universal Tao. “No sweat,” I thought. “My years of prior training will stand me in good stead.”

What a rude and humiliating awakening I was in for! Master Chia was merciless with me and brutally frank in his assessment of my Tai Chi. “You barely passed,” he told me. “How can you practice Tai Chi for so many years and still have no root?” Each successive year thereafter he would say to me, “You still don’t get it! No spinal cord power. No spiraling. If you teach Tai Chi you have to know these things.”

How could there be so much to master in so short a form?

It slowly dawned on me, through the veils of my stubborn pride and tenacious ignorance, that Tai Chi has nothing to do with the number of moves one learns or the different styles one knows—it’s the quality of each movement that counts. When a student understands the profound principles of body mechanics, energy transfer, and mental focus that have been preserved within Tai Chi from the earliest masters down to the present, then everything that student does is Tai Chi. On the other hand, if you don’t grasp the principles of inner structure, then although your Tai Chi movements may look beautiful, your form is empty and hollow.

Western boxing has only about five techniques, yet consider how difficult it is to become a champion boxer like Muhammad Ali or Mike Tyson. Tai Chi has thirteen basic techniques as well as hundreds of inner principles of movement. The simple form of Tai Chi Chi Kung contains them all.

With fewer outer movements to perform, the Tai Chi Chi Kung student quickly progresses from the initial stage of learning the outer form to the stage of mastering the inner structure of Tai Chi. I had to grudgingly admit that Master Chia’s students, who had studied Tai Chi Chi Kung with him for only three intensive weeks, were further along than my students who had studied the longer Tai Chi forms over two or three years!

Most other traditional Tai Chi masters required their students to train in Tai Chi for years before they exposed them to internal energy work such as the Microcosmic Orbit Meditation. After years of devoted study and service, the master would secretly take the fortunate and diligent student into his inner sanctum and reward him by teaching him the Microcosmic Orbit as the crowning initiation in his training. Part of Master Chia’s genius is his insistence that students learn the Microcosmic Orbit meditation and Iron Shirt Chi Kung at the outset, as prerequisites to Tai Chi Chi Kung.

Master Chia teaches Tai Chi as one limb of the Universal Tao system, an integrated approach to cultivating healing energy through the Tao. All the different parts of the Universal Tao system—sitting meditation, standing meditation, moving meditation, the cultivation of sexual energy, and healing work—mutually support one another. A student’s progress in meditation, healing, and Chi Kung—internal energy work—is immediately reflected in his or her Tai Chi, and vice versa.

Tai Chi Chi Kung teaches us to move in harmony with the principles of the Tao. It is based on classical Taoist philosophy as presented in the I Ching, in the Tao Te Ching, in Chuang Tzu and Lieh Tzu, and in Sun Tzu’s The Art of War. Its principles are also rooted in the esoteric Taoist teachings of inner alchemy as taught by the great immortals Ko Hung, Lu Tung-Pin, and others. The legends say it was a Taoist immortal, Chang San-Feng of Wu Tang Mountain, who originally created Tai Chi. Modern research seems to indicate it was probably a retired general of the Ming dynasty, Chen Wang-Ting, who developed Tai Chi and taught it to the people of his village as their clan’s martial arts style. In any event, Chen’s writings clearly show that he too was deeply steeped in esoteric Taoist inner alchemy.

Knowledge is power. In the days when warfare meant hand-to-hand combat, martial arts skills were military secrets and were not taught openly. Similarly, the esoteric methods of Taoist internal alchemical cultivation were reserved for selected and carefully screened initiates. Even in this century, that tradition of secrecy has continued to a great extent. Contemporary Tai Chi masters still have their esoteric students and their select “indoor” disciples who receive the full transmission of the art. The Chinese are so good at keeping secrets that the outer students often don’t even know that they are missing anything.

Fortunately, this pattern seems to be changing. Through the openness of Master Chia and other recent masters, the proverbial cat is out of the bag. The teachings are now available for anyone who wants to take advantage of this golden opportunity to receive the sublime distillation of thousands of years of Chinese wisdom.

This book presents the first levels of the art of Tai Chi Chi Kung. Master Chia calls his form Tai Chi Chi Kung instead of the more common name, Tai Chi Chuan. Chuan literally means “fist” and denotes an emphasis on the use of the art for fighting. Chi Kung means “energy cultivation.” While Chi Kung can be applied toward enhancing one’s martial arts abilities, it can also be directed toward healing oneself and others and toward refining one’s spirit for the realization of wisdom and inner peace.

Although martial skills are certainly a significant part of Master Chia’s presentation of Tai Chi Chi Kung, in the hierarchy of importance the ability to defend oneself and secure a peaceful environment ought to be followed by the wise use of the life force one has fought to preserve. A life dedicated only to fighting seems tragic, does it not? Learning to heal ourselves and then to heal others, learning to soar into the realms of the spirit, returning to harmony with ourselves, with society, and with nature, are what we are really here to do.



Preface

MASTER MANTAK CHIA

The form described in this book is called Tai Chi Chi Kung. I have studied and practiced Tai Chi for more than thirty years now. I began by learning three different forms of Yang-style Tai Chi from five different masters. Later I learned Wu style with Master Edward Yee, and then Chen-style Tai Chi. Finally I met Master P. Y. Tam, who taught me Tai Chi Chi Kung, a very early form of the Yang style, emphasizing the use of the mind and heart to move chi. The chi in turn improves the circulation, enlivens the bone structure, and revitalizes the whole system.

The Tai Chi Chi Kung form stresses the inner structure of Tai Chi, the way chi flows in the body and the way energy is transmitted through the bone structure from the ground. This form is simple and easy to master, yet it contains all the essential movements of Tai Chi.

In the past most masters have taught 108-movement forms of Tai Chi, making the learning process extremely complicated and time consuming. In many cases it took years simply to learn the form before students could begin to explore the inner structure of Tai Chi. Using this short and essential Tai Chi Chi Kung form, the student can almost immediately begin to apply the vital principles of Tai Chi: absorbing, transforming, and directing the three forces. The three forces are the universal force, which comes from the stars, sun, and moon; the cosmic force, which comes from the cosmic particles in and around the atmosphere and environment; and the earth energy, which comes from the earth itself.

The Tai Chi principles and methods of internal power training are applicable to all styles of Tai Chi. However, Tai Chi Chi Kung must be understood, studied, and practiced within the context of Taoism; it is but one branch (albeit an important one) of a comprehensive system of Taoist practices. Each branch relies on the other branches for support. Thus, in this book there are numerous references to the Taoist meditations and Chi Kung practices that I teach my Tai Chi students within the context of the Universal Tao system. I have already written many books describing these practices in minute and complete detail, so readers wishing in-depth information should refer to these works. However, I have also included brief descriptions of the beginning-level Universal Tao practices both in the main text and in the appendices for the benefit of new readers and students.

We wish you every success in your study and mastery of Tai Chi Chi Kung. May the chi be with you!



Introduction

China’s oldest system of philosophy and spiritual practice is Taoism. Taoists observe that we are part of nature; we are born of the energy of the earth and stars and elements. Yet for some reason we forget our place in nature, and so we need to learn how to reclaim our rightful heritage as children of nature.

The way of nature is called the Tao. The way to realizing our highest potential, living in harmony with the patterns and energy of nature, is also called the Tao. To Taoists, the journey and the goal are one. Life is lived as a process, as a dance.

Just as the universe is an integrated whole, the body is an integrated whole, with each part connected to and dependent on the other parts. Yet as we become adults and begin to lead increasingly sedentary lives, we often forget to use all the parts of our bodies. We depend on the head and arms, using the spine, hips, and legs only to get us from the car to the elevator to the desk chair, where we can use the head and arms again. By restricting our movement, we forget how to move lithely, with strength and efficiency. When we forget how to live fully in our bodies we overly restrict the way we move, and eventually we forget who we really are.

Tai Chi Chi Kung is an integral part of Taoism. Based on the highest principles of the Tao, it is both an expression of the Tao through movement and a personal practice for understanding and realizing the essence of the Tao. Through daily Tai Chi Chi Kung practice we can become as children again, without stiffness or tension. We can relearn to move freely and naturally with the whole body connected, both structurally and energetically. In this way we mirror our connection to the larger whole, as part of the universe. Through Tai Chi Chi Kung we can become fully ourselves.

There are many styles of Tai Chi today. Regardless of style, the first step is to learn and remember the outer movements. When a student practices all the movements in sequence, that is called the Tai Chi form. Once a student learns the form, the rest of the work in mastering Tai Chi involves learning to use energy in each posture. Working with chi, or energy, is called internal work.

The internal work is what makes Tai Chi unique and what distinguishes it from the external forms of martial arts. The inner structure is what allows the body to move as a whole. Not learning the internal part of Tai Chi is like never bothering to look inside the oyster to find the pearl.

The foundation for mastering the internal structure of Tai Chi is energy meditation. Many Tai Chi students around the world do not receive any training in energy meditation; unfortunately, most people are taught long and difficult Tai Chi forms first. They have to go through many years of practice and correction to perfect the outer form and make it look beautiful. Because of the time devoted to the outer form, the internal work is often neglected.

The major advantage of Tai Chi Chi Kung is that it is a short form repeated in four directions. But although it is a short form, it contains the essence of the movements of the longer Tai Chi forms. Since it is repetitive it does not take long to learn, so the student can quickly proceed to the internal work. Once the student becomes familiar with the essence of Tai Chi Chi Kung, learning the long forms is relatively easy.

Lack of meditation experience, along with the need to learn lengthy forms, makes it difficult for people to go into internal work. In the Universal Tao these aspects of Tai Chi are taught separately as sitting energy meditation, standing meditation, and moving meditation.


SITTING ENERGY MEDITATION

In sitting meditation the practitioner sits in a comfortable position. Through sitting practice you can strengthen your awareness and concentration without being distracted by the body’s movement. The first emphasis in this practice is to learn to quiet and focus the mind and to relax the internal organs and other specific parts of the body. This phase is accomplished through the Inner Smile and the Six Healing Sounds. For instruction in the Inner Smile and the Six Healing Sounds practices see my book Transform Stress into Vitality.

The next step is to connect with life energy. This is accomplished through practice of the Microcosmic Orbit and the Fusion of the Five Elements meditations, wherein the student trains the mind to feel chi; to generate and gather it into a desired energy center, the tan tien; to direct chi to other areas for healing and strengthening; and then to store the chi for future use. Through a purification process, the energy is transformed to a higher level of mental quietness, balance, and inner happiness. When a student learns Tai Chi without the benefit of a sitting meditation, it is more difficult to feel chi and to use the mind’s eye to gather, concentrate, and guide the energy.
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STANDING ENERGY MEDITATION

After learning sitting meditation, a student will find it easier to learn standing meditations such as Iron Shirt Chi Kung. In Iron Shirt Chi Kung the practitioner gently packs, or compresses, energy and guides it through the Microcosmic Orbit. Additionally the student learns to adjust the structure of his or her stance in alignment with gravity, in order to become “grounded” or “rooted” both structurally and energetically.

Once students have the feeling of aligning and integrating the body’s structure in this way while standing still, they can carry this experience into movement within the Tai Chi form. Standing meditation is the quickest and easiest way of mastering this vital internal aspect of Tai Chi. Nearly all the great Tai Chi masters acknowledge standing meditation as a major factor in their attainment of high levels of skill.




MOVING ENERGY MEDITATION

Through Tai Chi Chi Kung you can integrate what you have learned through sitting and standing meditation practice into movement. As you master the Tai Chi principles of movement, you can gradually apply these same principles in all your movements throughout daily life. Whether washing the dishes, doing yard work, or walking down the street, you will spontaneously move in harmony with the Tao. This is the essence of Tai Chi Chi Kung.

In this book, The Inner Structure of Tai Chi, you will first be introduced to the background, history, and basic principles of Tai Chi Chi Kung. Next, you will learn a set of simple yet powerful warm-up exercises to help open the energy centers, joints, and tendons. Following the warm-ups you will learn to feel chi through a simple standing energy meditation. After this you will be guided step by step through the Tai Chi Chi Kung form.

Because the Tai Chi Chi Kung form consists of only a few easy-to-master movements, your mind is soon free to learn how to experience and direct the chi flow.

Tai Chi is an art. As with most arts, personal instruction is essential if a student wishes to reach the highest levels. This book has two main functions: to introduce beginners to the art of Tai Chi and to help those who have already been practicing Tai Chi understand both the basic and the deeper underlying principles of what many Tai Chi masters are unwilling to speak about. While this book can be used as a handbook by those already studying Tai Chi Chi Kung with a certified Universal Tao instructor, it will also be of great value to students of other Tai Chi styles, as the principles presented apply to all styles of Tai Chi.

Once you have learned the form, chapter 6 presents different focuses for beginning- and intermediate-level practice. The rest of the book contains in-depth instruction for mastering the higher levels of all forms of Tai Chi.

If you do not have access to a certified Universal Tao instructor, you may find that having the Tai Chi Chi Kung I guided videocassette will be helpful in your practice at the beginning.





1

The Origins of Tai Chi Chi Kung

Archaeological discoveries during the last several decades have found ample evidence that calisthenics and breathing exercises were practiced as early as the Chou dynasty (circa 1100–221 
B.C.E.). Tai Chi probably developed out of ancient forms of Tao-In and Chi Kung exercise, combined with internal circulation of energy and breath and the popular martial applications of the time.

Traditional Tai Chi histories, written after Tai Chi had become widespread, state that during the fourteenth century a Taoist hermit by the name of Chang San-Feng received the Tai Chi teachings in a series of dreams. Other accounts assert that Chang San-Feng developed Tai Chi after observing a battle between a snake and a crane. Yet another version places Tai Chi’s origins during the Tang dynasty (618–907 
C.E.).
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Fig. 1.1 Chang San-Feng, the legendary creator of Tai Chi

Perhaps the most credible theory is that Tai Chi was created by Chen Wang-Ting, the ninth-generation chief of the Chen family clan in Honan province. Chen Wang-Ting was a general in the army of the Ming dynasty. When the Ming dynasty fell to the Manchurians in 1644, Chen retired to Chenjiagou (Chen family village) in Honan province and used his military training to devise a series of movements to teach his clan members. The movements were based on the Red Fist style of the nearby Shaolin Temple combined with movements from the famous boxing manual of General Chi Ji-Guang.

Some accounts say that years later a wandering Taoist named Chuan Fa visited Chenjiagou and taught the Chen clan to adapt principles of the Tao (such as using the chi flow and yin and yang) into their movements, thus converting the Chen family boxing style into Tai Chi Chuan, “Supreme Ultimate” boxing. The Chen family, however, disputes these accounts, claiming Chuan Fa was merely a student of Chen Wang-Ting. The Chen family notes that it is clear from Chen Wang-Ting’s early writings that he was already familiar with Taoist inner alchemy when he devised his Chen-style Tai Chi forms. It is also clear that all the other common Tai Chi styles were later derived from Chen-style Tai Chi.
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Fig. 1.2 Chen family–style Tai Chi by Chen Fa-Kor 
(1887–1955), a descendant of the founder

Until the beginning of this century Tai Chi was considered a secret practice, passed down within the closely knit structure of family and loyal disciples. Training in the martial arts was very expensive to pursue. Accomplished masters would often demand exorbitant fees in gold bars, cash, or services. The masters expected total loyalty and obedience from the disciples. In addition, the training demanded many years of single-minded practice.

With the increasingly widespread availability and use of firearms, almost all of the martial arts styles began a rapid decline. Because firearms require very little training and practically no discipline to master, those who learned to use a gun had a distinct advantage over those who had trained arduously in martial arts. Thus the outlook seemed bleak for the martial arts at the dawn of the twentieth century. Faced with the prospect of their art becoming obsolete, some of the old masters began to teach openly to anyone who could afford it. As old Imperial China collapsed in chaos in 1912 and the experiment in a republican democracy ended with the Communist victory in 1949, martial arts made a slow transition from being a deadly art of war to becoming a health and longevity practice.

The last five decades in particular have witnessed the emergence of Tai Chi as a health practice among the masses in China. Visitors to China or any large overseas Chinese community regularly see large groups of people of all ages practicing Tai Chi outdoors in the early hours of the morning. The fascination with Tai Chi has also spread to non-Chinese communities all over the world.

Before the Second World War began, the Asian martial arts were almost totally unknown in North America. It was during the war in the Pacific that American soldiers brought back news of the extraordinary abilities of some Japanese fighters. During the occupation of Japan, many American soldiers began to study judo, jujitsu, karate, and other Japanese martial arts. Soon after the Korean war, Korean martial arts were introduced to the West as well.

From the early 1960s into the mid-1970s, the predominant forms of martial arts practiced in North America and Europe were judo, karate, aikido, and tae kwon do. Tai Chi started to capture the public’s attention during the late 1960s. Since then it has continued to spread, becoming one of the most widely practiced forms of health exercise around the world.

The practice of Tai Chi, as popularized during this century, has come down to the present through three major family traditions. The first is the Chenfamily style, as discussed earlier, with its combination of soft and explosive power techniques. The second is the Yang-family style, derived from the Chen style in the nineteenth century, with its smooth and even-flowing tempo. The third is the Wu-family style, derived from both the Chen and Yang forms in the nineteenth century, with its subtle joint movements. Another famous but lesser-known family style is Sun style Tai Chi, a system created in the early twentieth century by the great internal-style boxer Sun Lu-Tang. This form combines elements of Hsing I Chuan and Pa Kua Chang within the Tai Chi sequence. Yet another lesser-known family system is Hao-style Tai Chi, derived from Chen style in the nineteenth century and characterized by very small and intricate circular movements. Still others are Fu-style Tai Chi and Chen Pan-Ling–style Tai Chi, both created in the twentieth century. These two are called “combined styles” because they integrate the flavor and expression of the three major family styles into their way of doing the movements. There are also other nonfamily styles, some reputedly developed in the monasteries and temples centuries ago and others created in this century. Some of these are Kuang Ping Tai Chi, Wu Tang Tai Chi, Yang’s Twenty-Four style Tai Chi, and Cheng Man-Ching style (an abridged variation of the Yang-family style).
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Fig. 1.3 Yang family–style Tai Chi by Yang Cheng-Fu 
(1883–1936)
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Fig. 1.4 Wu family–style Tai Chi by Wu Chien-Chuan (1870–1949)

The form we explore in this book is the thirteen-movement form, which we call Tai Chi Chi Kung I. This form is believed to have originated with the Chen family. It was modified by the Yang family in the nineteenth century and has been passed down in numerous variations to the present.

Despite the multiplicity of styles and variations, the basic principles of all forms of Tai Chi are essentially the same:


	Concentrating the mind and chi.

	Relaxing in movement while distinguishing the full (yang) from the empty (yin).

	Keeping the body rooted to the ground and the center of gravity low.

	Keeping the bone structure aligned with the forces of heaven and earth and transferring the earth force through the bone structure into a single point of discharge.

	Allowing the chi to circulate and move the muscles, bones, and tendons in slow, coordinated movements without ever pushing the physical limitations of the body to extremes and moving smoothly and continuously with total bodily integration.



The thirteen-movement style is simple in its structure, yet it encompasses the essence of Tai Chi. The form is compact enough to be practiced in a space only four feet square. Tai Chi Chi Kung is practiced to the four directions, starting with the north corner and moving counterclockwise, leading with the left hand; then returning clockwise, leading with the right hand. Because the right-side and left-side forms follow each other, the Tai Chi set can be extended for as long as one desires. If time is limited, you can simply practice the thirteen movements in just one direction.

Urban Tai Chi practitioners are often frustrated by the need to find a large private space for practicing the longer forms, which can take two to three hundred square feet of open space to do properly. Often the longer forms have so many movements that they require twenty minutes or more to complete. The thirteen-movement form is the perfect set for anyone wanting to practice Tai Chi within the time and space limitations of city life.


WU CHI

According to Taoist cosmology, before the universe was made manifest there was a state of total emptiness. In this primordial state, nothing stirred. The relative concept of time did not apply to the primordial state because there was nothing to measure time against. All was a void.

The ancient Taoists gave this state a name. They called it Wu Chi. Wu means “absence,” “negation,” “nothingness.” Even though it is spelled the same way in English as the word that means life force, the chi in Wu Chi is a totally different word; it means “highest” or “ultimate.” Wu chi thus means “ultimate state of nothingness.”
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Fig. 1.5 The empty circle symbolizes Wu Chi, the state of 
pure openness.
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Fig. 1.6 The ever-moving dance of yin and yang is the 
ongoing expression of Wu Chi.

Through some unknown impulse, the Wu Chi stirred, and the first moment of creation began. This first impulse manifested as chi through the primordial polarity of yin and yang, negative and positive. The interplay of yin and yang is the essential expression of Wu Chi. The Taoists named this process Tai Chi, or “Supreme Ultimate.” All the multiplicity of phenomena found in the universe, visible or invisible, are the result of yin and yang interaction.




CHI: THE SOURCE OF ALL MOVEMENT

In the same way that electricity is the foundation of modern civilization, chi, or life force, is the foundation of all the Taoist practices. Without electricity practically every aspect of our modern lifestyle comes to a stop. Similarly, without chi one’s life comes to an abrupt halt.

Chi can be defined as bioelectricity, life force, vitality, or simply energy. Chi is all of these but none of them exclusively. Just as electricity is still incomprehensible to scientists in its total breadth and depth, chi is beyond intellectual understanding.

According to the ancient Taoists, chi is found in the air we breathe, yet it is not just oxygen or any of the other gaseous components of the atmosphere. Chi is also found in the food we eat, yet it is not just a vitamin, mineral, or carbohydrate that we can chemically isolate. Chi is absorbed into the food we eat through the process of photosynthesis, yet it is not sunlight or any other type of ray detectable by modern sensing devices.

Chi is the essence of the food we eat and the air we breathe—the real nourishment of the body. When we breathe or eat, we are taking chi into our bodies. Without chi, there can be no life.




FIVE ELEMENTS OR PHASES

The interaction of yin and yang is expressed through five basic phases of energy behavior, often called the Five Elements. The Five Elements refer not only to the five physical elements we find all around us but also to the five ways chi expresses itself in the universe. The first phase is energy at rest, energy in an extreme state of quietness and concentration. This phase is named water because water, if undisturbed, naturally becomes extremely still. The second phase is a development of the first; if energy is extremely quiet and concentrated, it bursts into activity at some point, just like the Wu Chi. This second phase is that expansion of energy. It is called wood, because trees burst into activity in the spring after their long period of winter rest. The burst of activity in the wood phase cannot last for long; it soon stabilizes into a period of sustained energy release. This third phase is named fire, because fire is able to sustain a high level of energy release over a long period. As the high energy-release rate of fire begins to decline it produces ash, giving rise to the fourth phase, earth. This phase of energy, the ground of all the elements, gives rise to the fifth phase, called metal, a very condensed state of energy that can be mined from the earth. When metal is heated it becomes molten, giving rise once again to the state of quiet concentration that is the water element.

Yin/yang is the root and trunk of all creation; the Five Elements are the branches that bear the leaves, flowers, and fruits of the universe. The result of the five phases of energy is the manifestation and activity of the sun, moon, stars, planets, and all life on Earth.
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Fig. 1.7 The Five Elements

This view of Taoist cosmology may seem abstract and simplistic, but modern science has arrived at essentially the same view of creation. All matter throughout the universe is made of atomic particles. The atoms, once believed to be the smallest indivisible particles of matter, have proved under observation to be made of subatomic particles and waves, all propelled into motion by the polarity of positive and negative. Scientists have also arrived at a concept of an original explosion of energy, which they refer to as the big bang.

Taoists view the universe as a vast ocean of interacting energy driven by the fundamental interplay of yin and yang. Humans are one of the most complex manifestations of such interaction.

The universe as a manifestation of the Five Elements is self-sustaining. All living creatures are constantly interacting with all the elements of creation through the processes of eating, breathing, sensing, feeling, and thinking.




FROM WHERE DO WE DERIVE OUR LIFE FORCE?

According to Taoists, the basic source of human energy comes from our parents. The yin energy of the mother in the egg and the yang energy of the father in the sperm provide the initial sparks that ignite the fire of life. This energy from the parents is called prenatal energy, or Original Chi.

A second source of chi is radiation from the stars in the form of light, electromagnetic waves, and subsonic vibrations. The most prominent stars in this process are the Sun, the North Star, and the stars in the constellation known as the Big Dipper. Humans in particular depend on the chi radiated through space by the stars and planets for sustenance. The air we breathe is charged with cosmic energy in the form of extremely fine particles of cosmic “dust.” This dust is the residue of exploded stars, planets, and asteroids. It rains constantly onto the earth, forming an essential component of the soil. Plants are the only living organisms that can directly transform light into nourishment. Humans absorb light energy indirectly by eating either vegetables or the flesh of other animals that feed on plants.

The interaction of light, cosmic dust in the soil, and air, together with water, forms the basis for photosynthesis in plants. All life on earth depends on plant life, either directly or indirectly. The great majority of organisms feed directly on plants and a small minority feed on other animals that eat plants.

Chi is life, and abundant energy is abundant life. If our energy supply is low due to illness or excessive emotions, we experience low vitality and lack of drive. Living ceases to be an enjoyable experience; we feel disconnected from the environment, from society, and from ourselves. Taoists therefore place extreme importance on cultivating and maintaining a high level of energy to strengthen one’s connection with the universe and oneself.
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Fig. 1.8 Human connection to the universe

The ultimate goal of Taoist practice is attaining a state of complete union
with the source of the universe. All life emerges from Wu Chi unconsciously.
Through Taoist practice one can attain immortality and return to the Wu Chi
consciously to dissolve into oneness. Taoists actively encourage any practice or
point of view that helps strengthen our connection with the universe.

The most direct way of sustaining our links with all creation is by cultivating
the energy that is the foundation of all life. Tai Chi plays a central role in Taoism
as one of the most efficient and effortless ways of cultivating chi and experiencing
one’s own energetic origins. The precise Tai Chi postures open and undo
energetic blockages in one’s energy channels: the slow and gentle movements
stretch one’s energy channels and keep them strong and supple; the rhythmic
movements of the muscles, spine, and joints pump energy through the whole
body. Thus Tai Chi is an exercise that gives the practitioner more energy than
it uses up. After a round of Tai Chi, you feel relaxed yet invigorated.




TAI CHI: A VITAL PART OF THE UNIVERSAL TAO SYSTEM

Although Tai Chi has been practiced by laypeople for hundreds of years, it is within the overall context of Taoist practice that one can really understand Tai Chi’s profound depth and importance. Historic and contemporary Taoist adepts practice Tai Chi as one part of their overall program for cultivating and developing their physical body, energy body, and spirit body. These three bodies correspond respectively to the “three treasures,” or San Bao: ching or jing (sexual energy or essence), chi (the inner breath, basic life force energy), and shen (spirit or consciousness). All Taoist disciplines focus on strengthening these three aspects. No one discipline can be said to cultivate all three treasures with equal emphasis and effectiveness. For this reason, most true practitioners use an integrated combination of practices to nourish the three treasures and thus to strengthen and develop the three bodies.

As we pointed out in the introduction, in the Universal Tao system we practice a combination of sitting, standing, and moving techniques that mutually support one another and create a strong foundation for mastering the internal arts.

Microcosmic Orbit

Many people have diligently practiced Tai Chi for several years, yet they do not have a clear idea of what chi feels like. One of the requirements of advanced martial arts training is being able to sense the intention of your opponent before he or she makes a move. When a student is unable to sense his or her own energy, it is impossible to sense the energy of another person, much less the chi activating the opponent’s thoughts before they manifest in action. The first step in Tai Chi Chi Kung practice, therefore, is becoming acquainted with the force that animates one’s being and learning to sense, direct, and circulate it through the Microcosmic Orbit.

The Microcosmic Orbit meditation is the foundation of all the Universal Tao practices. The Microcosmic Orbit is our main energetic circuit; it feeds all the other channels in the body. Opening the Microcosmic Orbit and removing blockages along its energetic pathway releases more chi to vitalize the entire body. Through this practice the student learns to recognize what chi feels like while circulating it through the Governor meridian (running up the back) and the Functional or Conception meridian (coming down the front of the body).

When you can feel chi moving through your body, you can know whether your Tai Chi posture is structurally correct by observing whether the posture opens or shuts off the energetic flow in your body. It is easier to learn the basics of chi circulation during sitting meditation, when you are not distracted by having to move and pay attention to the hundreds of other details of the Tai Chi form. Once you have become familiar with the feeling of chi circulation, you will easily begin to integrate this into your Tai Chi movements.
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Fig. 1.9 Microcosmic Orbit

The Inner Smile and the Six Healing Sounds

The process of sensing one’s own chi is refined in Universal Tao practice through the practices of the Inner Smile and the Six Healing Sounds.

We communicate with our organs through the Inner Smile meditation, a process of connecting with the higher self and directing a loving and appreciative awareness to the various parts of the body. We have all experienced situations in which we are total strangers in new surroundings. Sometimes when we are in a foreign country we are not even able to speak the language, yet of Tai Chi a smile automatically communicates to others that our intention is friendly. So smiling is a form of language, a friendly language, which we use in Taoist practice to communicate not only with other people but with our own vital organs and other parts of the body as well.

The Six Healing Sounds practice is a method for harmonizing and balancing the energy in the vital organs through movements, posture, and sound. Why communicate with the vital organs? In Taoist practice we recognize that the vital organs are places in the body where chi is absorbed, processed, stored, and made available for sustaining life. Becoming acquainted with the organs and sensing the chi are essential for developing sensitivity to the needs of the body and the energy that gives it life. The Six Healing Sounds practice cools and detoxifies the organs and helps us release negative emotions that begin to restrict our energy flow.

At first the Inner Smile practice may seem disconnected from the Six Healing Sounds, but later we learn to smile down to the organ we are working with at the end of each sound.

Taoists believe consciousness is rooted not in the brain alone but also in the vital organs, and, in a more subtle and refined sense, in each of the cells. The Six Healing Sounds and the Inner Smile begin the process of listening to the body and developing deep inner sensitivity. By smiling to the organs and thanking them for the work they do, eventually we reawaken the intelligence of the whole body.

In the Universal Tao, therefore, we always begin Tai Chi Chi Kung practice with the Inner Smile. This helps students relax and turn their awareness to their subtle inner sensations. Although the Six Healing Sounds are usually not directly integrated into a round of Tai Chi practice, performing them anytime during the day increases relaxation and inner awareness, and this enhanced state carries over to positively influence your Tai Chi.

Iron Shirt Chi Kung

In Universal Tao practice, energy work does not stop at sensing energy and establishing communication with the organs. Vital energy circulates within the entire structure of the physical body, so great care is taken to keep that structure in top shape.

We can have a high level of vitality, but if we constantly sit slumped, stand off-center, or walk stooped forward, eventually we create a disfiguration of the skeletal structure. In addition, the organs are unnecessarily pressured and forced to perform under internal stress. The circulation of chi then becomes blocked in places, causing energetic excesses and deficiencies that can eventually lead to illness.

To prevent or remedy damage to the physical and energetic structures, we teach a set of practices known as Iron Shirt Chi Kung. The word kung in Chi Kung (or in kung fu) means “intensive work.” In Iron Shirt Chi Kung we work intensively with three aspects of chi: the chi in the air we breathe, the prenatal chi that has been in our bodies since conception, and the chi in the organs.

We also work with the skeletal structure, the tendons, the connective tissue that surrounds all the organs and muscles, and the bone marrow. We learn to adjust the skeletal alignment in such a way that if a great force is applied to our structure, we can redirect it to the ground so that it does not throw us off balance. By learning how to place the skeletal structure in total alignment with the force of gravity, we also facilitate the movement of vital energy in the body.

The ancient Taoists firmly believed that any change in the physical body produces a similar change in the mind and emotions. Conversely, changes in the mental and spiritual being manifest through the physical body. The integration of the structure achieved through Iron Shirt practice is eventually reflected in a more balanced energy level, better health, and greater emotional and physical stability.
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