
[image: ]




TAO

AND

T’AI CHI

KUNG

ROBERT C. SOHN

[image: ]

DESTINY BOOKS
ROCHESTER, VERMONT


NOTE ON CHINESE TERMS

Various English transliterations of Chinese words will often be found to represent different and important ideas. A case in point is the Chinese transliteration for the English words energy, limit, and will. The sound of all three words in Chinese is chee. The word for energy is often transliterated chi in books on T’ai Chi Chuan, however, the chi in T’ai Chi Chuan means limit. This kind of problem arises from the fact that as many as 400 different Chinese ideograms are pronounced with the same sound. One need only look in an English-Chinese dictionary to discover this simple fact. Some definitions in this book may conflict with the readers notion of what the word means. Please remember the 400-to-one ratio of ideas to sound and the problem will melt away. When the same sound expresses more than one idea in this book, different spellings are used; the term is defined on first usage. Specifically, chi means limit, ch’i means will, and Qi, after the common practice in books on Acupuncture, means “energy.” (See the Appendix for a more detailed discussion of the challenges presented by translating Chinese texts.)


PREFACE

T’AI CHI RUNG SYMBOLIZES the ideal transformation of body and spirit into a potent, unified existence. The first step toward T’ai Chi Kung is T’ai Chi Chuan, a discipline of body expressed through form. But even this first step has its own first step: the mind must grasp the eternal principles at the root of correct movement, the stillnesses that manifest in motion. This is the Tao. By uniting these principles with disciplined movement, Tao and T’ai Chi Kung teaches a path for the student to follow toward enlightenment.

I am not sure when I was first introduced to the term T’ai Chi Kung, but I have used it over many years now to express the idea of the practice of spiritual enlightenment, or the perfection of the manifest reality in its individual expressions. Had any of my Chinese friends in the martial arts, most of whom are also involved in spiritual practices, questioned my use of the term, I would have probably told them I made it up. They, however, seemed immediately clear about my meaning. It’s interesting that the term is conspicuously absent from the vocabulary of all my Occidental friends in the martial arts.

The use of the term Kung Fu to mean “Chinese martial arts” is one of the great errors of modern American usage in this field. In fact, Chinese martial arts are properly called “Wu Shu” and are divided into “inner power” and “outer power” schools, call Nei Chia and Wu Chia, respectively. Mastery in one of these schools is either Kung Fu Nei Chia, or Kung Fu Wu Chia.

Kung means mastery or perfection. Since the T’ai Chi is the balance of Yin and Yang, then T’ai Chi Kung can mean “the perfection of balance” or “attunement with the Tao,” the way that the universe is supposed to unfold. Since T’ai Chi is literally translated “Great Limit,” in contrast to Wu Chi or the “Empty Limit,” it refers to the Manifest Reality. It can also be translated as the “perfection of the Manifest Reality.” These are different ways of expressing the idea of spiritual enlightenment.

This book is an attempt to reawaken the knowledge that T’ai Chi Chuan and T’ai Chi Qi Kung are major techniques of Taoist Yoga with potentials that extend beyond the physical level. To a large degree, the practice of Hatha Yoga exercises has been divorced from the full practice of self-development (sadhana) in Indian Yoga. However, the roots, the larger spiritual framework, have not been completely forgotten. This fate of isolation from spiritual roots, however, has befallen T’ai Chi Chuan. I am not a “lover of tradition” who wishes to set the record straight. I am a teacher of esoteric philosophy, and as such, I have devoted a long time to teaching the practical application of the principles of spiritual development. This has been with the end purpose of producing recognizable transformation in my pupils, to see them evolve on the path toward spiritual Self-realization. T’ai Chi Chuan, in the proper context, is a firm and powerful foundation for this spiritual development. I hope this book will open the door to a broader valuation and use of T’ai Chi Chuan in its spiritual context.


PREPARING THE MIND FOR TA’I CHI CHUAN
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PART ONE


1

Introduction to the Fundamentals of Taoist Thought

THE FIRST RECORD OF THE tenents of Taoist philosophy is in the ostensible writings of an ancient, possibly mythical, figure called Lao Tze—an appellation meaning “the old (ancient, hoary) philosopher”—who taught the way of enlightenment twenty-five hundred years ago. He, like others who have come to teach higher ideas, had grown more and more disenchanted with the lack of results1 despite the passage of time and the application of much effort to teach on his part. He decided to “leave the dead to bury their own dead” (Matthew 8:22) and go up into the mountains to wait in peace until time came to depart from the world. As he was leaving the city, the gatekeeper stopped him and pleaded with him to at least leave some document, some kind of information, some kind of reference to be cherished by those who sought the Way. Legend tells us that the old philosopher then composed the Book of the Universal Way and its Individual Reflection—the Tao Teh Ching.

An interesting anecdote from the classics illustrates the position of Taoist thought in the mainstream of Chinese culture. Kung Fu Tze was master of the expression of the normative basis of Chinese culture and, of course, all derivative “Confucian” cultures, as in Japan, Korea, Thailand, et al. Kung Fu Tze went to visit Lao Tze2 and discoursed with him on philosophy. When he returned to his school, his students anxiously pressed him for a discussion of the experience. Finally the master spoke. All he would say is, “I have visited the dragon, and he ascended into the heavens where I could not even think to follow.” He would say no more. This points to the fact that, in general, Taoist thought is “transcendental” philosophy and not simple easily-grasped rules of behavior. Grasping the Taoist point of view requires the ability to evaluate conceptually and manipulate a multitude of variables leading to the unification of all ideas in the universal Tao. This is the basis of the profound thinking of the great master of strategy, Sun Tze, and also of the clearly mythical Yellow Emperor of Acupuncture fame, as well as that expressed in much of the intellectual literature that has been taken as Chinese thought. But these great works of philosophy are no more the ideas of common man in China than are the writings of Walt Whitman typical of the thought and feelings of everyday citizens of the United States. The esoteric philosophy of any nation is not in any way typical of national thought, and the esoteric philosophies of all nations are essentially the same. Taoist thought, not reduced to magic as in the common view, is an esoteric philosophy and its arts—T’ai Chi Chuan, Pau Kua Chung, and Hsing I Chuan—have both exoteric and esoteric3 values.

The concept of Tao is the cornerstone of Taoist philosophy. The basic meaning of the Tao pictogram is a path or road. As an ideogram it further implies a path toward a goal, a method of gaining an end or a type of art. In the generally accepted view of the modern scholar, it implies the Way of the universe, the proper unfolding of what is and what is to be. “All that exists between heaven and earth is law and energy.” The Tao is the unfolding universe, the interaction of energy according to law, or as it is described poetically in one of the major philosophies of India: The Absolute has an eternal aspect called lila, divine play, which is manifest as the interplay of the positive and negative aspects of the world—Shiva and Shakti, the eternal divine lovers. “She became a ewe, and he became a ram and coupled with her; she became a cow and he became a bull... thus was all created.”4

The Teh, as in Tao Teh Ching, means Virtue in the ancient Greek sense of “perfection.” So it is taught that when a man strives to be in accord with the Tao, his efforts will cause being transformation and he will eventually attain the state of human perfection or Teh. For the Teh of a man is the individual reflection of the Tao of the Universe. When a man has Teh, he is in tune with the Universal Tao. When he dies, he unites with the Universe. As long as he is alive the Tao reflects in him as Teh.

The ideogrammatic quality of the Chinese written language is clearly demonstrated in the symbol for Teh, Virtue [image: ]. As we dissect and analyze the Chinese character, the depth of its meaning should become clear. This element [image: ] is the abbreviated form of the verb “to act” or “to go,” implying that the character is a verb or the name of a process. This element [image: ] is the symbol for the number ten, and is also, by convention, used as a sign for “strong” or “extreme.” When combined with the symbol for action, it implies a “strong action,” or perhaps “much effort.” This symbol [image: ] is a fishnet, further implying that this strong action or great effort will involve some kind of catching or enclosing. The single horizontal line in a Chinese character [image: ] is a convention meaning “plentifulness.” This character [image: ] is “the heart.” Thus we have a strong action [image: ]  of netting (limiting, controlling) the plentifulness of the heart  [image: ].

What is it to limit the plentifulness of the heart? Based on Lao Tze’s comment that “Ever desiring, one can see the manifestations,” and on the Chinese medical principle that the “Heart harbors the human soul,” it is reasonable to assume that the plentifulness of the heart is “desire,” and therefore we are being told to control desire. The control of desire, which is essentially the control of the personal self, or false self (ego), is the state of Virtue or perfection. Self-control leads to the Tao.

Taoism, like all profound philosophical systems, is based on the assumption that the underlying state of reality is nothing—no-thing. Therefore, the first symbol of the Taoist creative process is an empty circle. This empty circle represents Wu Chi. Wu means “empty” or “void”; Chi means “limit.” Thus we have the empty limit, the final no-thing; the ultimate emptiness.
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FIG. 1. The empty circle represents Wu Chi

The Buddhists call the state of ultimate attainment Sunyata, the Void. In the Vedantic philosophy of India, the highest state is called Nirguna Brahman. Wu Chi and Nirguna Brahman are references to the same reality and are in fact virtually identical in translation. Brahman literally means “the Immense,” that which is greater than the sum of all there is; it is usually translated as the Absolute. Chi means “the Limit,” the extreme conditions of being. Mr means “devoid” or “empty,” and guna means “quality.” Nirguna Brahman means the qualityless Absolute, totally empty while yet encompassing all, devoid of any qualities. Wu Chi means the qualityless Absolute, the state in which everything is swallowed up and is nothing.

The Universe Is Manifest Through Motion

All teachings, whether scientific or philosophical, begin with the idea of an unspecified event which must have occurred so that the process of the Universe could begin. The simplest expression of this—without scientific hypotheses about energy explosions or mystical symbolism designed to evoke a sense of higher knowledge—is to say, “In the beginning, there is movement.” As It is always in Its unmanifest state, It is ultimately quiescent-It is not moving, It is not active. The Gyana yogis5 analyze the nature of the Absolute by a series of questions such as, “Is the Absolute the God Shiva?” “Neti, Neti,” they answer; “It is not limited to that.” When you have totally negated everything, you are left with the Void, Wu Chi. That is the Absolute. Somehow there is motion in the non-motion. The motion is the first manifestation. It is called Yang. As the motion evolves to the next limit, to the point where there is no other possibility of moving, it reverses its nature and becomes non-motion or quiescence. The quiescence, which is the limit of action, is called Yin. The movement, which is the limit of quiescence, is called Yang. These two are the same, for they are extremes of what is. The Motion and Quiescence constantly interact. There is Motion in Quiescence and Quiescence in Motion. They are interdependent ideas, as an old song said in a different age about love and marriage, “You can’t have one without the other.” This will always be true, however, of motion and quiescence (or rest). We can look briefly at the classic illustration of relativity in physics,6 remembering to imagine as all scientists must do when they experiment, that we are not part of the Universe that we are studying. This is to remove whatever influence we may have on the studied system. Imagine one body (planet) in empty space. If we try to discover the presence or absence of motion of the planet, we discover that the question of motion is really devoid of meaning in this artificial world consisting of only one object. All our experiences of movement are, although not consciously considered to be such, relative to a place of rest. That’s why people in a motionless vehicle may be momentarily startled upon noticing motion relative to another vehicle, and erroneously believe that their vehicle is in motion. Until some other body at rest is noted, the person has no way of telling which vehicle is really in motion. So we always tacitly ask the question, “What is the resting point that is the referent of the motion?” Therefore, it is necessary to introduce a second body into our very limited universe. Then it is possible to conceptualize that one body is in a state of rest and one is in motion—either body can be taken as “at rest.” There is really no distinction between the two. Their relative motion exists interdependently; one cannot be considered in terms of motion without the other. Only the Ultimate Quiescence can be without motion. But that Wu Chi is beyond any experiential universe. Therefore the Yang and the Yin, the motion and the absence of motion, are essentially one thing, as our two bodies in the physics illustration have shown. The two arise together from the creative urge of the Absolute; they must exist interdependently or they cannot exist at all. Therefore when one ceases to be manifest, both have ceased. There is either Yin/Yang or there is nothing.

Purpose Is Inherent in the Wu Chi

Inevitably philosophers are plagued with the question, “Why does the Wu Chi manifest motion?” And this taunting question leaves us, no matter how much we may deliberate, with only two possible answers: either accident or intention underlies the motion. The possibility of accident in the Absolute denies the very idea of Consciousness. Indian philosophy expresses this idea by stating that the first manifestation of the Absolute is “Satchidananda,” which is composed of the three words: sat (existence), chit (consciousness), and ananda (bliss). Chart 1 on page 6 shows the devolution of these primary experiences into what man calls existence, thought, and feeling in the gross material world. The particular manifestations of events in the material universe could be considered the result of the random interaction of the three constituents of the primary creation. However, the fact that all possibilities occur is attested to by modern science in the concept of waves of probability. This is also the position of esoteric philosophers as expressed by P.D. Ouspensky in the idea of the “5th dimension as the realm of all realized and unrealized possibilities.”7 Since all varieties of intelligence and consciousness are inevitable, the source must contain and be greater than the greatest of the possible manifestations of consciousness. This then brings us to the conclusion that there is fundamentally an intention, a purposefulness, in the very fact of the motion—that consciousness is inherent in the primary condition. This fundamental idea or notion of movement is called li, and the principle of li is the basic source of the formation of all that is. First there is a li of anything—a notion, an idea, a picture. Then there must be ch’i or “will to accomplish,” and slowly it manifests as material occurrence in time. Li differentiates in the “world of ideas,” and this is reflected in the material universe as the constituents and the events of experiential existence.8



CHART 1. Descent or Limitation of Being
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This original great Movement and Quiescence (see Chart 2, page 11) merge into one and this One is called the T’ai Chi: the Great Limit, the Manifest Absolute, Saguna Brahman (the Absolute with qualities). These qualities are sat-chit-ananda—Existence, Consciousness, and Bliss.

This diagram symbolizes the concept of the T’ai Chi which is the balance between motion and motionlessness, Yin and Yang. Yang, motion, having reached its limit, is motionless, Yin. This is T’ai Chi.

[image: ]

FIG. 2. Yin and Yang

T’ai Chi and Wu Chi are two extremes of the same fundamental reality. When Yang/motion and its corollary Yin/rest totally cease to be manifest, the T’ai Chi dissolves into Wu Chi. When the Yang/motion manifests, the Wu Chi appears as T’ai Chi. They are limits—one is the extreme of the other. From the Void, from the Absolute nothing, from the absence of all, there is motion. But that motion is balanced with quiescence. When quiescence reaches a limit, it becomes motion. This is an expression of an ever-existent, wave-like reality. It also expresses the Law of Three—three primary forces interacting: Yin, Yang, and the force of the Whole, the Balance, the Return. This is a creative process going from one extreme to the other, showing endless cycles of reality.

It is written that from this T’ai Chi stem the Six and from the Six appear the Five, and from the Five come the Ten Thousand Things. The Five are the five elements or Five Elemental Forces. These are not, as some modern readers often think, elements in the sense of the ninety-two elements of the Periodic Table. The five elemental forces are five types or levels of energy manifestation. The Chinese term for the energy that makes up the substance of the Universe is Qi, which should not be confused with the term chi (limit) and ch’i (will to action). These five basic forms of Qi are Fire, Earth, Metal, Water, and Wood. Metal encompasses mineral, hydrogen, and other elements. Wood encompasses plant life. Plant life is literally rooted to the earth, grows from the earth, and is constantly alive in one form or another in the earth. Wood, therefore, becomes the symbol of life. The Fire element encompasses heat, light, the digestive process, anger, and so on. Water encompasses all liquid forms, as well as yielding to force. And the Earth is the center, the balancer of all the other forces, the sustainer of life. For example, the spleen and stomach, which are concerned with the basic life-sustaining function of digestion and assimilation in the body, are considered Earth in Chinese medicine. Thus, all that there is in the universe can be categorized into five elemental energy manifestations, by taking the qualities of the object considered and recognizing that qualitative relationship to the Five Principles. The Six cannot be so easily categorized in the material world for they refer to more subtle levels of universal energies. They categorize the qualities of Yin and Yang as great Yin, balanced Yin, diminishing Yin, great Yang, bright Yang and diminished Yang. Since all the Qi of the channels is one or another of these qualities, this is important in Chinese medical diagnosis, but has little other practical value. The Ten Thousand Things is a reference to the material world.

First Chapter of the Tao Teh Ching

Now we will look at the Tao Teh Ching, the Book of the Way and the Virtue, as translated by Gia-fu Feng. The first chapter begins:



The Tao that can be told is not the eternal Tao.

The name that can be named is not the eternal name.

The nameless is the beginning of Heaven and Earth.

The named is the mother of the Ten Thousand Things.

Ever desireless, one can see the mystery.

Ever desiring, one can see the manifestations.

These two spring from the same source but differ in name;

this appears as darkness.

Darkness within darkness. The gate to all mystery.



This explains succinctly all of Taoist philosophy: the creation process, the final result of that process and the kind of work that must be done to accomplish the purpose of existence, which is to re-experience the pre-creation state.



CHART 2. Devolution from the Wu Chi
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The Tao that can be told is not the eternal Tao.

All of our communication relates to the “T’ai Chi” and its manifestations. There is nothing that can be said of the Void. That is the ultimate Tao, the ultimate Reality, the ultimate Way. The Tao that can be told is not the eternal Tao. What can we say about the Void? Nothing.

The name that can be named is not the eternal name.

Whatever we name about the Ten Thousand Things, the Five Elements, the T’ai Chi, Yin and Yang, is not eternal. They are ephemeral; they pass in and out of existence, endlessly. All that is eternal cannot be named: emptiness, Wu, nothing.

The nameless is the beginning of Heaven and Earth.

The nameless is what we call the Empty Limit—Wu Chi. That appellation could be seen as a name, but it is like naming a thing, “thing.” It is, rather than a name, a method of pointing toward an idea. This is the beginning of Heaven and Earth, Yang and Yin. The primary manifestations of Yang and Yin are Heaven and Earth. When the Sunyata or the Void moves, there is activity—Yang or Heaven; the initial creative process from the first reality down through the various levels of manifestation. Finally, at the end is Earth, the ultimate Yin.9 So Heaven is the shining, the energetic. As it moves down it becomes less and less Yang, until it finally becomes Yin, the dark, the end, the terminus of action; the quiescence in the other extreme. The Sunyata is the quiescence that contains everything. The Earth is the quiescence which is dense and has no substance other than its own denseness. So, Heaven and Earth are Yang and Yin. The Sunyata, the Void, the Wu Chi, the nameless, is the beginning of Heaven and Earth. Heaven and Earth are T’ai Chi, the whole of reality, Yang and Yin interacting.

The named is the mother of the Ten Thousand Things.

The named is Heaven and Earth, T’ai Chi. From the interaction of Yang and the Yin, there manifests the Five Elements. Finally the manifest universe results from the interaction of the Yang and the Yin, Heaven and Earth.

Then comes the summary of the great work of Taoism.

Ever desireless, one can see the mystery.

If an aspirant of Eternal Truth has conquered his worldly nature by subduing and conquering the passion and desire of life, and has focused his being through development of body, mind, and emotions, thereby coming into the state of harmony in all his centers, he has attained the state of desirelessness. Such a being can comprehend the true reality that is obscured by the world of illusion produced by the continuation of desire.

Ever desiring, one can see the manifestations.

As long as objects draw the attention, as long as man’s desire is not controlled, just so long will one see the manifest material universe as opposed to its underlying real source. This is not, as many like to think, a statement about morality and right behavior. It is about dissolution of any emotional bindings to the world of man’s experience and refocusing the attention on the incorporeal world.

These two spring from the same source but differ in name.

The mystery (the T’ai Chi) and the manifestation (the Ten Thousand Things) spring from the same source, but differ in name. The source is Wu Chi, nothingness, emptiness. Ultimately, that is reality. The T’ai Chi is the balance of the whole of manifestation and is the manifest reality that we seek to experience, while the Ten Thousand Things is the fragmented, linear, time-bound manifest reality that we do experience—yet they are the same. The understanding of their sameness is a very important step toward the understanding of T’ai Chi Kung. Only the unmanifest is the real, and only the T’ai Chi is its perfect reflection. Just so, to the newly awakening mind within the level of the Ten Thousand Things, only the T’ai Chi is real, and the world of experience is its reflection. The beginning of the Iso-Upanishad reads “Om, that is perfect, this is perfect. This is a perfect reflection of that. Remove the perfect reflection and the underlying perfection remains.”10

Darkness within darkness. The gate to all mystery.

The gate to all mystery is Teh. The attainment or practice of Teh seems like a meaningless and pointless activity to those who are bound by darkness and ignorance. Those who seek the Way are often seen as ignorant by worldly men. Yet it is the world of illusion that is indeed Darkness. What appears as Darkness to worldly men is in fact the Light which they cannot comprehend: “And the light shined in the darkness, but the Darkness comprehended it not.”11

The Yin and the Yang

We have thus far explained the material manifestation: how it “moves” from ultimate nothingness, from the reality which we refer to as the Void, to the manifest universe. One manifests two, Motion and Quiescence, Yang and Yin. Yang is vibration, pulse, movement; the world is vibration, pulse, movement—varying forms of “energy,” all interacting against a background of varying forms of Yin, or rest, that tempers the power of the Yang.12 The scientific description of the world is in terms of energy changes, and what was previously called particle physics has been renamed in recent years high-energy physics. The varying changes are varying manifestations of the Yang as it is tempered by the Yin.
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