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“More than anyone I know, Tom lives what he teaches, and once again with rare wit and insight, Tom teaches us lessons of life that continually add value and that magically bring me back home again, to center. Journey to Center is a must-read.”

—John Denver

“Centering is the art of being fully alive, and I would recommend no one to be your guide in this important journey more than Tom Crum. Journey to Center is a book that will be very important in your life.”
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—Mark Tache, professional ski racer
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I am a teacher. I once thought I taught many things. I taught mathematics. I taught martial arts. I taught skiing. I taught conflict resolution and stress management. Not too long ago I realized that I didn’t really teach many things. Only one. I study and teach the art of centering. Joseph Campbell once suggested that we are not searching for the meaning of life. We are searching for the experience of being alive. Centering is the art of being fully alive. And wherever the art of centering is practiced, things change dramatically.

Once after a three-month-long meditation training in the Swiss Alps, I was skiing near my home in Colorado. I paused to center on a sunny rock. When my eyes opened again, everything looked so different. Was it because I had been overseas for so long, or was it something else? The diamond sparkles reflecting from sun and snow, the delicate beauty of the orange and red flora decorating the rock’s surface, my ski poles standing in the snow, framed a mystical scene of clouds and mountains, the arms of heaven and earth intertwined. I was like an infant hypnotized by a dangling mobile.

Sitting on my rocky perch looking out over those familiar slopes, I noticed an old man slowly weaving his way toward me. I could see that this was not an ordinary skier. The sparkle in his eyes and the curl of contentment on his lips showed a person fully present—connected, alive, aware. He may have been more powerful in his younger days, but I am certain his artistry and his presence were never more evident. He planted each ski pole delicately and purposefully, and flowed into each turn as if saying “Yes!” to the mountain. He was beyond caring what others thought. He was simply there, present and joyful. He was centered.

Centering is not an abstract term, but rather a practical tool available to all of us. We each have the ability to unify body, mind, and spirit in a manner that will make us more relaxed, energized, and integrated than ever before. We can release stress rather than acquire it. When we center, it manifests in harmonious relationships, peak performance, heightened awareness, and creativity. The old skier was a study in energized awareness. He was of the mountain, not just on it. This book will shed light on what that means and how to do it.

Centering happens as the mind, body and spirit begin to align. Our muscles noticeably relax, our body straightens, clarity of thought and action become more prevalent, and vitality builds. Centering is not a stoic tightrope through life keeping us from our feelings and passions. Instead, centering is a spacious field in which we can embrace emotions and events with awareness and compassion. Centering will allow us to fully feel emotions and will at the same time give us the strength to take action not from the ever-changing weather patterns of emotions but from our highest purpose.

We have each had the experience of being centered hundreds of times in our lives (often without being mindful of it). Centering happens in shades, in degrees of intensity. We don’t have to be perfect about it, because each shade makes a difference. Centering is “the zone” spoken of by great athletes. It can also be a barefoot run on the grass on a summer’s eve, with the wind in your face and the senses wide open. Center is a focus so present that time seems to stop as it does for a child at play. Center is a connection so deep that there is no separation between subject and object, an awareness so heightened that beauty and truth, the form and formless, melt together. It is like a delicate flower growing out of solid rock. Center can be a cosmic laugh rippling out to the ends of the universe. It can be simply relaxing in rush-hour traffic. Center is returning home. It is always a choice we can make.

This book is a storybook, a series of adventures about my own journey to center. People may forget theory, concepts, and suggestions, but rarely do they forget a good story. At the end of each chapter I offer ideas and suggestions to help you on your own journey to center.

In my first book, The Magic of Conflict, and in the various programs on conflict management, optimum performance, and skiing that I lead for organizations and the general public, I devote much time to the teaching of centering. I often draw from my background as a student and teacher of the graceful martial art of aikido. In my workshops, I teach the participants a variety of physical and mental exercises, some of which I have included in this book, to support them in beginning their own practice of centering. Through centering, we can turn a life of work into a work of art.

Centering works!

I have taught centering skills to audiences as diverse as elementary school students and the top management of major corporations. It’s quite a sight to see one thousand uniformed Air Force Academy cadets or a hotel ballroom full of seasoned Wyoming cattlemen standing together and enjoying the practice of center.

Anyone can return to center no matter what the situation. When I teach the employees of a major corporation how to practice centering techniques, they are creating an environment in which enthusiasm, awareness, and quality follow naturally. They automatically begin to align as a team. Centering is enjoyable and valuable at the same time.

The first section of the book, “Aha!” is about those magical moments when the importance of center became glaringly obvious. It is as much about falling off center as it is about being centered. In either direction great learning takes place.

Do you want to be centered all the time? I know how to do it. Stay in a comfy bed. Or, better yet, stay under your bed and only have those persons who love you unconditionally serve you. You may be centered, but you’ll live a terribly unfulfilled life. A far more satisfying life would be to add value to the world and to learn and grow from it. Falling flat on our faces is an integral part of that process. Life is painful at times, but there is a distinction between suffering and pain. Suffering results when, after we’ve been thrown off center, we wallow in the mud of our self-judgment and forget to get up. As you will see in the stories that follow, I’m in the mud a lot.

The second section, “Uh-oh!” concerns the difficulties of centering in our daily lives: in relationships, at work, and at play. The choice to return to center is where some of our most intense learning takes place. In returning to center we become aware of the stumbling blocks that tripped us up in the first place. Things like ego, cluttered thinking, greed, laziness, or anger. Little things.

All right, so those aren’t such little things. But they sure do show up in life’s little happenings—a judgmental look from our employer, a red light in rush-hour traffic, the sudden ringing of a telephone, or the dog leaving a gift on the carpet. No big deal, right? But those little things can throw us way off center. And there’s our opportunity!

For example, we can learn to take a moment during the first ring of the telephone and at every red light, to settle down, breathe deeply from the abdomen, and get centered. All of life’s little upsets are simply bells to remind us to get centered and to smile at life.

Our centering ability grows with practice. And isn’t life itself the ideal practice time? The challenges and chaos that we live in can be the sandpaper to smooth out our rough edges. And centering is a tool to help us get the job done with maximum joy and minimum effort. Life is worthy of our awe, our focus, and our laughter. A Christian monk, Brother Lawrence, once said, “It is not necessary to have great things to do. I turn my little omelet in the pan for the love of God.”

The third section, “Ah, Yes!” deals with the significant transitions of healing, relationship, dying, and death. We are immersed in a world of major transition, both planetary and personal. Many of us are confused about our profession, our relationships, our purpose, our world. By staying busy, we can avoid taking a deep look and unveiling the truth about our cluttered lives and deepest fears. We can hide from the confusion, the uncertainty. But we do have a choice. We can be courageous enough each day to go inside, to our own center. We can discover who we really are and take a stand on our deepest values. This is how we mindfully live a life of center.

Center is about accepting the pressures of life. Center is about inviting change, not mindlessly holding on to a position. It takes courage to change our perspectives. It takes courage to examine which beliefs really work for us. It takes guts to get off a limiting, but often comfortable, point of view and shift to a larger viewing point. When we’re lost in a densely wooded area, it helps our perspective to move to higher ground. This enables us to witness our position—not in isolation but in relation to everything around us.

We can all learn, each moment, to pierce through our cluttered thoughts to a higher purpose, and journey to higher ground. It is a path of learning and magic. It is the center of the storm.



1
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Aha!


Nothing whatever is hidden;
From of old, all is clear as daylight.
The old pine-tree speaks divine wisdom;
The sacred bird manifests eternal truth.
There is no place to seek the mind;
It is like the footprints of the birds in the sky.
Above, not a piece of tile to cover the head;
Beneath, not an inch of earth to put one’s foot on.
Sitting quietly, doing nothing,
Spring comes, and the grass grows by itself.
If you don’t believe, just look at September, look at October!
The yellow leaves falling, falling, to fill both mountain and river.

—Zenrin
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The path through the wilderness begins
with the breath—deep and full.

Inhale calmness, exhale awareness.

I was alive. More important, I was still alive. I was breathing. That was enough. It had taken a crisis, but I was awake. Looking out the hut window at big fluffy flakes falling lightly on the pine trees brought joy to my senses. The crackling fireplace in the background warmed my spirit.

The day had started out ideally. John and I had skied cross-country about nine miles through the dramatically stunning Colorado Rockies to a wilderness hut tucked neatly into a mountainside over two miles above sea level and eight miles from the nearest town. The day had been crystal clear, following an evening storm that had painted the earth brilliantly white with eighteen inches of fresh powder. When we arrived at the hut, our depleted energy level magically returned. We noticed the seductive slope above the hut. It was beckoning to be skied.

Sure we were tired. It had been uphill all the way thus far. Why not one more push to the top of the “knob” for an ecstatic powder run down to a cozy hut and hot dinner? Sure, the day had grown ominously darker. But we could see the top, our “skins” were already on our skis (“skins” are a long piece of synthetic material that automatically glues to the bottoms of your skis, giving you the traction necessary to ski uphill), and the lure of powder had us hooked. We quickly threw our heavily laden backpacks into the hut to lighten our load for the day’s last run.

Skiers often talk about “that last run” as the one you have to watch, as the one to avoid. It had always sounded like a funny theory to me. Is it ever possible to avoid your last run? I mean there is always a “last run,” whether it’s at noon or at 5 P.M. In truth, the only way to avoid your last run is to not take any runs, which may save you from an injury but provides you with a rather empty ski trip. But my rejection of the “last run” philosophy did not exactly add credibility to my judgment about being out at dusk with a winter storm settling in, clad in a light windbreaker and a cocky attitude. Maybe it’s the addiction to untracked powder that numbs reason and dulls years of wilderness experience. The lure of the silence as your skis rhythmically porpoise in gravity-free flight through clouds of powder can color the sanest judgment.

Being within shouting distance of your buddy is critical in wilderness skiing. There is no ski patrol to call, no groomed trails, no marked terrain, and darn few fast-food outlets. In the wilderness, beginner slopes can become the most difficult double black diamonds after only a couple of turns, with creek beds, avalanche chutes, logs, and trees lurking in the sea of white. So the buddy system is a must. A holler or yodel is the blessed sound of security in wilderness skiing. Unless, that is, you don’t get one back.

John was my buddy, a trusted partner in wilderness ski trips. As we slowly climbed to the top of the mountain for our last run, the snow began falling heavily. When we reached the top, visibility was poor. We removed the synthetic skins from the bottoms of our skis, freeing the boards to do what they do best—go downhill. My fingers were numb and my face felt the bite of the wind. I looked forward to the fireplace and the hot chocolate waiting in the hut below.

Because of poor visibility we decided to change our path from the open route that led directly to the hut, to a route through the trees to our right. Our choice was steeper and densely forested, but we knew the visibility would be better, the wind lighter, and, more important, the powder deeper. And, we knew that a trail came through the trees one-half mile or so below that would lead us back to the hut. So, with a few traditional powder hound howls, we pushed off.

The snow was light, the terrain steep. But the narcosis of the deep was creeping in, the nemesis of scuba divers and other depth freaks. So intent was I on making one delirious turn after another that I became intoxicated. I forgot that I hadn’t heard John’s voice for over a minute. The trail I expected to link up with, which had always been obvious in past trips, was covered over to such an extent that, without realizing it, I skied right over it and down into the trees below. I finally pulled in on the reins of my runaway delirium when I became aware of a sudden, dramatic steepness in the slope.

What a fantastic run, I thought as I watched the forest above for John to slice his way through.

I did my usual yodel. Only silence returned. Knowing how the forest mutes sound, I kept yodeling. After several minutes I concluded he must be below me, waiting at the trail. At least from that vantage point, I would be able to see him if he came out of the trees to my left or right. After all, it was our designated stopping point. So I proceeded down.

Once more I was enraptured by the steep and deep. But suddenly I was brought to full red alert. The terrifying sound of tons of settling snow pierced through my body. Anyone who has witnessed an avalanche, or been in an avalanche, knows the feeling. Absolute vulnerability penetrates your being as the earth seems to drop from under you. The snow may only be “settling” a few inches, but it feels as if the whole foundation of your life is giving way in one loud “thump.” But I was blessed. I felt only the settling. The feared “slide” of tons of snow down the mountain didn’t occur.

My primal survival genes were activated. I looked about. Where the heck was I? What I thought was a great run down to a well-marked trail now felt like an emergency phone call jolting me awake in the middle of the night. I shouted. I listened. Nothing. How could reality change so swiftly? I looked down into a steep narrow valley far below. I looked up. No sign of John. Traversing left or right simply moved me more along the side of the steep valley, possibly triggering an avalanche. How did that trail disappear? Had the snow fallen that much to cover the trail? It couldn’t still be below me, could it? Had I just been unconscious, unaware? Was this the trickster side of God showing up in life to test me again? Was this some karmic debt that I had to pay for past sins? Or was I simply dumb, cold, and lost?

Okay. Let’s calmly examine the situation. I’m alone at ten thousand feet. I have left my survival gear in the hut. I can’t find my ski buddy. It’s getting dark. It’s snowing, I’ve missed the trail, I’m stuck on the side of a steep canyon, and I’m dressed for a summer barbecue. Hey, no problem.

I’ll simply put the skins back on and hike back up my tracks to the missed road. The snow was a couple of feet deep, so it would be fairly heavy trail-breaking, but I should be at the road by dark. I took off one ski and stuck the tail in the snow. Leaving the tip straight up in the air, I pulled the skins from my wind-breaker. They were stiff and frozen. I pulled them apart and placed the loop of one of them over the tip of my ski. I pressed the skin to the bottom of the ski, expecting the glue to adhere as usual. But each time I pressed down, the skin fell loosely away from the ski, like trying to reseal an envelope after you forgot to enclose the check. I nervously tried the other skin. Same result. Problem.

More hollers to Richard. Hollers, not yodels. No answers. I looked to the heavens with that pleading kind of expression, that mixture of anger and helplessness that lack of control brings. But heaven answered only with cold snow and biting wind. The duct tape that could have secured my skins was in my backpack. Everything that I needed to survive out here was in my backpack, sitting only a few feet away from the fireplace in my cozy hut. The duct tape was, no doubt, warm, dry, and secure. The image made me laugh as I hurriedly placed my skis back on, thinking that I was going to be one tired lad by the time I sidestepped up the mountain. Then I realized to my horror that the snow was so deep, and the terrain so steep, that sidestepping was next to impossible. Plus I was wearing telemark skis in which the heel piece was not locked down. With each step, the tail of the ski dangled down into the heavy snow, making it impossible to lift my skis.

Maybe if I took my skis off I could use them as “rafts” to support myself in the heavy snow and scratch and crawl my way up the mountain. Again, no problem.

After ten minutes of exhausting work, I had moved only ten feet. Let’s see … that comes out to one foot per minute. At that rate, I’d be back in the cabin about June 3. I sat in the snow, physically and mentally depleted. The perspiration from my physical effort began to freeze on my skin. Darkness was outracing the light. I can’t go down. I can’t go up. I’m stuck. I’m cold. I’m scared. Hypothermia would be setting in shortly. Problem.

I looked around for a possible snow cave location. If I could burrow in deep enough, maybe I could survive the night. It would probably get down to zero outside, but snow is an excellent insulator. I had built snow caves off of cornices before, but there was no cornice here, and the snow was so light it kept falling back as I tried digging. Would the exertion of attempted cave-building increase my chance of hypothermia? Could I really trust myself to not sleep, knowing that sleep can be the kiss of death in the cold?

Then it occurred to me. In all of the physical and mental activity and anguish, I had forgotten to come back to center. My life is about this skill and training; my profession of working with organizations and the general public is based on it. And here I was not using it when I most needed it. Instead of continuing my frantic searching for a way out, my angry and demanding pleading to the heavens for a lifeline, my fearful mind rerunning death scenes and previewing newspaper headlines, and grieving friends and relatives, I sat upright in the snow, with my back against a tree. I began to breathe deep and full, to regain my center. With each inhalation, I visualized calmness and warmth entering each cell from my feet up to the top of my head. With each exhalation, I breathed out awareness and connection to the environment around me.

As I did so, I began to relax, and to turn to God in an open, receptive way, listening for an answer. After a couple of minutes of this profound centered silence, the barely audible answer echoed through the forest and my soul. It was a distant sound, one which I never would have heard in my noisy mental and physical state. I became more centered. I heard it again. It was very faint. It was John’s voice. I shouted, but this time in the direction of the sound. I did so from center with real intention of my energy carrying all the way to John. On the third shout I knew that I had made a connection. His voice became less frantic and more directed.

Thank you, God. Once more I had learned the power of letting go, of coming to center to calm the wild winds of my fearful mind, and of listening from a deeper place. The sweetness of life returned ever more fragrant and vital. To breathe, to open up my awareness, to be grateful for life. Can anything be more precious?

As my buddy John emerged from the trees with a smile, he could have easily been an angel. He was definitely mine. My angel with duct tape….

A wintry gust
Disappears amid the bamboos
And subsides to a calm.



—BASHO

DISCOVER YOUR CENTER

You dont have to wait for a crisis like a snowstorm to experience the power or center. As a matter or fact, I wouldn’t recommend it. The truth is that you have been centered hundreds of times in your life. It could have been anytime that you were doing something that you truly love, like when you were playing a game as a child, or joyfully involved in a creative project in business or school, a sporting event, a relationship, etc. Remember one of those times in detail, as vividly as you can. What colors, images, sounds, feelings were present?

As you recall any one of those experiences, you will notice there was a heightened sense or awareness and a deepening connection with everything around you. It was a time in which you experienced effortlessness, time seemed to stop, with hours passing like minutes, your feelings and actions flowing spontaneously with the world around you. You’ve had entire days when you were centered, “in the zone,” got every green light on the way to work, thought of a person and they called, wanted food and someone walked by and offered you a snack. Even now as you relive the past experience, you will experience center.

Choosing to be centered will enable you to access a physiology of optimum balance and power and provide a keen focus, resulting in being able to perform at your highest level and to live life with passion. Confidence and positive energy will emanate whether you re talking about sensitive issues with your spouse, doing homework or chores, or facing anything that you fear, resent, or resist.

Here is a centering exercise to validate and verify a kinesthetic sense of center, one that you can return to very quickly, no matter what your situation—stuck in traffic, relationship crisis, the “big” meeting, or an exam:


	Have a partner stand easily and naturally, with his feet approximately shoulder-width apart.

	Stand beside him, facing in the same direction, so that he feels you are there to support him, not challenge him.

	Reach over and place the fingertips of one hand very lightly just above the center of your partner’s chest.

	Very slowly and smoothly increase the pressure on that point, as if you were going to push him directly back. Do so smoothly, with no jerky or sudden motion. Have your partner stand naturally and not try to physically resist this pressure.

	Your partner soon will begin to wobble. Notice how little pressure it took for this to occur.

	Keeping your fingertips in the same position on his chest, ask your partner to concentrate on his center—the physical center of his body—which, in a standing position, is located roughly a couple of inches below the navel. Having him touch that area with his finger will help him to focus his mind on the location.

	Slowly increase the pressure again, gently so as not to distract his thoughts away from his center. It may be helpful to tell him to take any feeling of pressure on the chest down to his center, to actually feel it “from his center.”

	As you slowly increase the pressure on his chest, you will find that there is remarkably more stability, gained simply by your partner’s becoming more aware of his natural center.


	Now reverse roles and have the partner test you. Always do the centering exercise slowly and consciously, regardless of which role you are playing.



As you relive a peak experience from the past vividly, using all your senses, you can use the centering test again to verify the fact that centering and peak performance are intimately connected. Centering is a natural state that you can choose at any time and strengthen with practice. Each person will experience center differently, as each has his or her own way of remembering or interpreting any event. Some of us are more visual, so centering will be more of a picture. Those who are more kinesthetic will experience centering as a feeling, and others who are predominantly auditory will relate to centering as a vibratory sensation. Or centering may be an overlapping of all three sensations.

The more “cues” you develop to center, the better. I’m not asking you to walk around all day with your finger below your navel. Simply take a moment to recapture your experience—whether visual, auditory, kinesthetic, or all three—periodically throughout the day, and then go about whatever you are doing. Centering doesn’t take time; it takes intention.

Centering is not an actual physical point or position. A scientist would describe any object’s center of gravity as an infinitely small point or fulcrum upon which that object can be brought into equilibrium or balance. If someone did an in-depth vector analysis of you or a building, they could discover a point upon which either could be balanced. But, by definition, you could continue to divide that point in half until you recognize that there is actually no fixed point. And besides, if you are in dynamic movement in relationship to other forces, like what a ski racer experiences, center will continually shift to maintain dynamic balance.

Thank goodness, you don’t have to figure out your center’s exact location to develop this skill (otherwise, the only skiers would be physicists). Simply relax and put your awareness where your deepest natural Breathing originates—approximately 1½ inches below your navel. Balance will he restored, regardless of your position or movement, without your trying to figure it out.

With practice, you will begin to access center easily in many ways—whether elicited by an image, feeling, sound, or thought. Tiger Woods may become centered by touching a golf club; Bach might have done the same every time he heard great music. With practice you will discover that centering can happen everywhere, even in a medical emergency, or when confronted by anger or fear.

Remember, centering is a dynamic, living quality, not a held feeling. Life happens powerfully as a flow, not a holding on. In the exercise, if a person was pushed too hard, a truly centered individual would not tighten up and fall backward—but instead would step back smoothly with the pressure.

Anytime you choose a centered state, your actions will be more effective and more focused. Remember, however, that the purpose is not to forcefully and continuously think about center while in activity. Instead, it is simply to recapture that quality of feeling (which may only take seconds or less) and then focus on whatever it is you are doing, whether it is pushing off on a steep mogul run, lining up a putt on the eighteenth hole, or writing a report. Let your breathing be deep and full, shake loose any tension in the muscles, and trust that as we tune into center, appropriate actions result naturally without effort.
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There is no true path without center.
With center the mind, body, and spirit merge—

Passion and commitment unleash
A force that cannot be contained.

Being lost in a snowstorm was a significant learning experience. But how soon we forget those precious moments of center in the chaos of our lives—the phone calls, the latest body ache, the need to defend our position on every topic in the known universe. What we need, of course, are more learning experiences, forcing us to color outside the lines.

Have you noticed that most of the time we react in the same old predictable way to those irritating things in our life—an uncooperative child or parent, a coworker’s decision, a friend’s broken commitment, or most tragically, a missed three-foot putt? We are on automatic, living each new day from the past, reacting in the same old predictable ways of thinking, feeling, and behaving. We can accomplish almost anything through conscious practice, whether it’s obtaining a fifth-degree black belt in aikido or playing Beethoven on the piano. It stands to reason that you can also get your fifth-degree black belt in anger or depression if you practice enough. And many have. We become so unconsciously competent in reproducing the same old unhealthy patterns of behavior, that the rut deepens, every day’s the same old day, same old people, same old attitude. We often need a significant event to jar us out of painting by the numbers, awakening us to the magic of coloring outside the lines, to see the world new and fresh each day.

One day I received a call from two community-minded businessmen from Atlanta, Charlie Barton and George Johnson, asking if I would be willing to do something “very different.” Well, “very different” sounded intriguing, so I said yes.

They offered me a unique opportunity to do a presentation in Atlanta for eight hundred alienated kids, mostly inner-city, who had quit or been thrown out of high school. Having taught in both public and private schools, I recognized the situation as every teacher’s nightmare. Eight hundred teenagers, each a kindred spirit of every kid who had ever failed, or terrorized a classroom, or raised such havoc that they were expelled.
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