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FOREWORD

Cultivated Perception in Yoga and Thai Yoga Massage

Whether through dance, bodywork, or yoga, we can learn to cultivate our inner awareness. We sense the flow of our breath, any tension in our muscles, as well as the state of our mind and nervous system. As we refine this ability through ongoing practice, we come to trust what our senses tell us. Indeed in yoga philosophy, direct experience by someone who has systematically developed the ability to feel is considered the most reliable way of ascertaining what is true.

Masters of holistic healing traditions regularly use their rarefied perception to guide their lives as well as the healing approach they take with other individuals. Steady practitioners of yoga, for example, begin not only to be able to tell which yoga poses are good for them (or not so good!), but the mindfulness spreads to other areas of their lives. They may discern that a food that is supposed to be “healthy” makes them feel lethargic and bloated, and they do better without it. Or that a job that’s high paying and well regarded leaves them feeling empty. Or that a particular type of therapeutic bodywork is profoundly relaxing to body and mind. That was my experience with Thai Yoga Massage; and in my yoga practice afterward, I was able to go more deeply than ever into several poses. I’ve seen similar synergy with such modalities as Rolfing and craniosacral therapy.

Modern medical science, of course, tends to discount such experiences. It believes that anecdotal evidence, as it calls all subjective experience as reported by individuals, is inherently unreliable. Expectations and selective memory can interfere with accurate reporting. True enough, but doctors tend to ignore direct experience almost entirely—even with patients who have cultivated embodied awareness for decades. Whenever possible, we physicians are supposed to recommend only those treatments that have been validated in randomized, placebo-controlled trials, no matter what people who have cultivated mindfulness for decades report.

Such experiments can indeed provide vital information, but due to ideological biases and financial incentives (most research is paid for by industry), many potentially useful treatments—including almost all systems of bodywork—never have been studied adequately. If you are suffering from a health condition, and ask your physician about something like Thai Yoga Massage, you are very likely to hear that “there isn’t enough evidence to recommend it.” But when scientific evidence is lacking, does it make sense to ignore—and deprive millions of patients—the potential benefits of modalities that experience suggests are safe and which thousands of embodied individuals report are effective?

Thai Yoga Massage came to me in 2004 when I lived as a scholar-in-residence at the Kripalu Center for Yoga and Health. It was in that picturesque setting in the Berkshire Mountains that I wrote much of my book Yoga as Medicine. Once I finished the first draft, for a couple of months I got to be a “kid in a candy store,” taking any workshops I wanted, including a five-day training in Thai Yoga Massage. Over the course of the week, I got to both give and receive various treatments, and the benefits felt palpable. One thing that surprised me was the link to Ayurveda, the deep, indigenous healing tradition from India, which I integrate into my own practice and teaching of yoga and yoga therapy.

In Advanced Thai Yoga Massage, Kam Thye Chow explains how to go deeper into this healing art, and clearly delineates its connections to yoga and Ayurveda. With lucid explanations and excellent illustrations and photos, this book will help sincere practitioners refine their approach. A number of case histories demonstrate how Thai Yoga Massage, as part of a broader holistic approach, can be applied to clients suffering from a variety of disorders. But this is no cookbook. Kam Thye recognizes that there’s more than one good way to help, and that people with similar symptoms sometimes need different approaches. Above all, he stresses that the practitioner’s attitude, intention, compassion, and loving kindness may be the most important healing tools of all. His readers and their clients will be the beneficiaries of all the love, dedication, and embodied awareness that Kam Thye has put into writing this book.

NAMASTE,

TIMOTHY MCCALL

Timothy McCall, M.D., is a board-certified internist, the medical editor of Yoga Journal, and the author of Yoga as Medicine: The Yogic Prescription for Health and Healing (Bantam). He lives in the San Francisco Bay Area and teaches workshops there and worldwide. He can be found on the web at 
www.DrMcCall.com.



Preface

This book, two decades in the making, is the accumulation of all that I have learned in the study and practice of Thai Yoga Massage, beginning with six years at the side of my teacher, Asokananda, and continuing with fifteen more as founder of the Lotus Palm School in Montreal and teaching around the world. Like my own practice, this book is a reflection of Thai Yoga Massage—where it has come from and where it is heading.

So many things have changed about Thai Massage and the world. There was no Internet when I began my studies, and my teacher could communicate with students only through the postal service. There were very few schools, and Asokananda was writing the first foreign language book on the subject. Since then, terms such as “the global village” and “the world is flat”—meaning that technology is causing it to move faster than many of us can keep up with—have come into vogue, which says a lot about our rapidly globalizing world. We live on a planet where information, knowledge, and power are circulating more freely than ever before, and where people from all corners and walks of life are being given a fair chance to not only create and share their ideas but also to improve on some of the best ideas of yesterday. YouTube, Twitter, Facebook, and the blogosphere have fomented a massive rush to stake ground in the information world. The world has always moved this way, but what makes these days unique is the speed and universality with which all of these changes are taking place.

The growth and explosion of Thai Yoga Massage mirrors the frenetic pace at which our culture has been changing. In 1995 it seemed I was the only one teaching this art on the East Coast of North America. I struggled through many challenges to educate people on Thai Yoga Massage, so that there would be students to learn it and people to receive it. Nowadays most spas offer Thai Yoga Massage, every major city has at least one teacher, and thousands of people are hearing about it every day. It is impossible to keep track of all the people practicing and teaching Thai Yoga Massage.

This is an amazing development and a dream come true for anyone who loves Thai Yoga Massage. We have always known it is one of the best things you can do, both giving and receiving, and have felt in our heart of hearts that the more people who try it, the better the world becomes.

If there’s a fly in the ointment, however, it’s what to do now that this dream has come true. Has Thai Massage grown too much too soon? With so many different ways to teach and learn, and with no one standard format, questions continue to arise, such as, What is a Thai Massage? What is the traditional way of practicing? How do we preserve that, or keep up with the rising tide of change? I have often reflected on these questions over the years and this text will attempt to resolve at least some of them.

I will always be grateful and indebted to Asokananda for what he taught me. I sometimes reflect on my old friend and teacher who left the world much too soon, and I imagine the lively discussions we could have over this evolution—how to teach the art and speak to the current generation.

Asokananda adhered very closely to the way his teachers had taught him Thai Massage, because he strongly believed that his own teaching should be faithful to their tradition. I, however, am a practical person and have always thought that if this practice is to thrive and grow, people need to be able to learn it and continue to practice it on their own. It needs to make sense and be simple enough that anyone can pick it up and run with it, yet it needs to honor the essence of what I learned from my teacher. Looking deeply behind the postures and techniques, or using energy lines, what has always been the core truth of Thai Yoga Massage is metta—the physical application of loving kindness. The direction of my hand and all the meaning behind everything in the massage comes from this source. Universal compassion and kindness is the life force that gives meaning to energy and helps me to decide what postures to use. Everything else is a method and my job; my commitment and my art is to express it all in simple enough terms so that anyone can practice.

When I first started teaching in the West, I kept strongly to the form and method I had learned. I taught an introductory ten-day course in which students learned approximately three hours of Thai Yoga Massage postures and techniques that would set them on their way.

Sure enough, it didn’t take long before I was affected by my students, particularly those I would eventually train to teach, and felt the creative pull to bring new insights into the practice. These changes were often about making sense of Thai Yoga Massage in the context of a new culture with a different audience. Students had different needs because of their Western body types, as well as the time they could dedicate to learning the art. Thus began the evolution of the Lotus Palm form.

I was among the first to split the ten-day course into shorter five-day courses, because I saw that it was too much for students to retain everything that was taught in ten consecutive days. The next major shift was to introduce the four fundamental basics at the core of the technique. These simple concepts that anyone can learn in an hour allow people to be their own teachers and flow gracefully from one posture to the next. In an effort to give students greater meaning to their work and effectively teach them about the energy in the body in the timeframe of a five-day course, I then introduced Ayurveda as the theoretical foundation of the practice.

Finally, in this book I have come back to the sen lines—the meridians through which life energy flows—to remodel them in a way that is easier to comprehend and put to good use. Ultimately all the pieces come together in order to use the postures, Ayurveda, sen lines, and even anatomy as a complete modality to address all manner of common ailments from a place of confidence, knowingness, and compassion.

These developments speak to one of my favorite sayings, which is, “Today’s art is tomorrow’s tradition.” The creativity that comes with every Thai Yoga Massage, the infinite ways to combine postures, and the fact that there is an open spirit to the practice mean that it is all very much an art form that is open to interpretation. When people agree to use these techniques, this art form turns into a tradition, and in the space of fifteen years we have indeed established the Lotus Palm tradition that is practiced by thousands throughout the world.

In our modern world with its rapid evolution, everyone is an artist and traditions are repeatedly being built, taken apart, and reestablished. Traditions have become incredibly fluid and it is impossible to hold on to something that is, by definition, always changing. In the construct of time and reality, reality is now and time is the space. When we learn an art and freeze our knowledge in that space, we continue to practice and teach things in the ways our teachers taught us, and we hew to that as the greatest truth. However, we are constantly confronted by circumstances that ask us to cater to an ever-shifting reality. This is what we have been doing here, and this is what tradition means at Lotus Palm. Please use the information contained in this book and in all the books and your classes, but don’t hold on too tightly to any of it.

Thai Yoga Massage is continuing to make itself known and we are constantly challenged to improve upon it, to present the art in its most professional way, and to continue to propagate this treasure in an ever-changing world. I, for one, am excited and just wish that I had my friend and teacher here to continue the discussion in this most exciting time. Asokananda, I dedicate this book to you.

Wishing you all a wonderful practice in yoga and Thai Yoga Massage,

KAM THYE CHOW



Introduction

The practice of Thai Yoga Massage spans thousands of years, yet because it invokes our innate ability to heal and evolve, it is also the ideal twenty-first-century medicine. And because it affects not only the physical body but also more subtle emotional and spiritual planes, the results can seem truly miraculous.

In Thailand, Thai Yoga Massage practitioners have long been an integral part of the indigenous medical cultural system. The great masters are renowned for curing any number of illnesses, and people seek out a massage healer just as commonly as those in the West go to a medical doctor. In Thailand I’ve seen with my own eyes how this work helps people recover from crippling injuries, strokes, and even some who believe they are possessed by certain spirits.

As a practitioner in a Western setting, one is faced with the question of how to replicate that success and satisfaction in a different culture. The nature of the work, the expectations of clients for what constitutes a “great” massage, and people’s intrinsic belief systems are all quite different from what is encountered in Thailand, challenging the Western practitioner to attain similar levels of excellence.

What’s more, despite thousands of years of success stories that surround the practice, Western science insists that it is illogical for massage to be used to help cure so many of these illnesses. So the question persists: How does it all work? And how can it be made to work here?


IN A WORD: METTA

At the heart of Thai Yoga Massage and embodied in everything we do is the power of metta, or loving-kindness. Metta cannot be examined under a microscope, yet it is the greatest motivating power and is found in every cell of our bodies and the universe. Tapping into this spirit is the secret to every great treatment. Metta is the nourishment that feeds your ability.

One of the most radical teachings of the Buddha concerns the spirit of metta, that metta is not only about being pleasant or doing selfless work. It is a deeper understanding of the interdependency of all beings toward a shared purpose: to reach a state of true happiness.

As a physical application of loving-kindness, Thai Yoga Massage brings the spirit and benefits of meditation into a practical application and therefore allows people to be touched profoundly. It creates the necessary conditions for invoking the body’s innate pranic healing power, both as therapist and client. At its best, it is part of a self-empowering healing system. For Thai Yoga Massage therapists, mastering this wonderful practice is a lifelong pursuit that is shared and passed down through the ages.

In understanding this path, one must realize that the structured methods of learning and the techniques, logic, and sequencing can bring you only to the door of mastership, but to truly attain such a level of practice requires strong faith. The great lesson to be learned is to eventually have complete trust in your ability to live in the present moment and be willing to let go of all you know. This skill is called “living the form of formlessness.” From here you can tap into the vast reservoir of wisdom and energy that has been revealed to the masters throughout the ages. One of the great benefits of practicing at such an advanced level is that one’s power of touch—with all parts of the body—is unlocked in every moment, and this knowledge can be used to listen to the body and create the essential massage experience. There is no outward test that indicates when you have reached this state, rather there is the inner certitude of tapping into and embracing the power of metta.




CREATING A GREAT THAI YOGA MASSAGE

The masters of Thailand practice therapeutic healing in a manner that is different from the approach used for general massage. It often focuses on certain areas and conditions of the body and is dynamically firmer—stronger and deeper. When practicing in the West, however, you must use much more caution to ensure that the massage isn’t tortuous, and yet you must continue to work with the firm hand of metta.

Although your path is very much a personal journey, you can receive help by understanding that a great session has several essential components—meditation, body mechanics, and palpation or touch techniques—each of which is equally important.

Meditation

Pichet and Chaiyuth, two famous contemporary Thai healers, were asked in an interview, “Can meditation and devotion help you in your massage?” Chaiyuth’s answer to that, in fractured English, was, “Yes! I talk to the Buddha every day. Every day, every day I talk to the Buddha.” Pichet responded, “Yes I do, ah ah ah ah ah.” Both answers remind us that these healers are devoted to meditation and the spirit of the Buddha. The inspiration for healing comes through the art of listening, being mindful, and working from the heart. Through your ability to have focused attention, it’s almost as though the spirit of loving-kindness is doing the work and you become the vehicle, expressing it through your hands.

If meditation is not involved in the treatment, the experience often becomes mechanical. It literally doesn’t draw inspiration. You will continue to be a beginner of the massage, waiting for the time when you can become a masterful healer. Tuning yourself to mindfulness is essential to completing a Thai Yoga Massage treatment.

Consider this quote from Bob Dylan: “I might look like I’m moving but I’m still on the inside.” In other words, an open heart and deep listening are essential for opening up the possibilities of healing. Carrying this energy into your practice gives you the ability to create the physical elements of your Thai Yoga Massage treatment.

Body Mechanics

Excelling with your body mechanics is the first step in bringing forward your internal light. One of the reasons so many people are first attracted to Thai Yoga Massage is because it is a practice as well as a way to make a living, and done well, it is as beneficial for the giver as it is for the receiver. Part of becoming a master means that more and more you will apply the lessons you learn through the practice to your everyday life. Your stances, your rhythm, and your attention to detail are all-encompassing.

Palpation and Touch Techniques

In this aspect the application of Thai Yoga Massage as practiced in Thailand may differ greatly from the way it’s practiced in the West. Always, your skill and the way you touch your clients must be accompanied by an understanding of culture and expectations.

In Thailand, Thai Yoga Massage is deeply connected to the spirit of shamanic healing, and sometimes contemporary masters embody the spirits of great healers, such as Hanuman, the Hindu monkey god. When the trance state takes over, these masters have been witnessed jumping up and down on tables and even licking the recipient’s ear like a monkey. But even more to the point is the expectation in Thailand of “no pain, no gain.” Thai Yoga Massage can be very intense and very often if the tears are flowing, you know you are getting to the root of the issue. However, the culture of massage in the West is quite different; the goal is often a soothing approach with a relaxing result, so rather than trying to emulate the Thai masters on the surface level, go deeper to create the experience with a Western sensibility. You can reach the same state of excellence when you bring your full intention of metta into your work and “listen” to the recipient’s body. Listening is something you do not only with your ears but with your whole being.

This is the magic elixir that stirs the drink. You must be able to develop this listening capacity equally well with your hands, feet, and knees. How does listening work? From the very first moments the recipient is continually relaying messages through the body, so this time window is essential for setting up the proper therapeutic space and establishing a sense of trust, communication, metta, and friendship that will carry you through the session.

In the very first instants you can discover the client’s likes and dislikes, as well as how receptive he is to your movements. Our experience shows that practitioners often bring this intent listening to the beginning and end of the massage, but there is a tendency to start to drift during the middle stages of the treatment. In fact, this is the greater challenge, as on an energetic level you are so often tested before a deeper healing potential is revealed. It’s the ability to remain serene, balanced, and non-judgmental throughout the entire massage that remains key. When this is maintained you can continue to adjust, remain flexible, and palpate with thumbs, fingers, hands, elbows, feet, knees, and your whole body. You can choose the techniques best suited for every moment for both practitioner and receiver. And you can take the potential of a Thai Yoga Massage beyond the physical to the emotional and spiritual levels of bliss.

The test of mindfulness as it’s related to listening is therefore vital, because when you can reach this space, you can quiet the ego. You are no longer doing what you think is best but what the recipient is asking for from his or her deeper core, allowing you both to tap into the healing capacity of this individual body. Ideally, as you develop a rapport, you can then begin to introduce stretches, breathwork, and lifestyle changes the client can incorporate into her everyday life.

If the situation is therapeutic, it’s recommended to schedule regular visits—weekly is most common—yet give the client a chance to integrate the effects of the massage for a few days before continuing with the next treatment. And as you customize your massage, it is perfectly acceptable to focus on the most problematic areas for two or three sessions at a time, but it’s also important to remember the holistic foundation of Thai Yoga Massage and return to a full-body treatment every three or four sessions. I recommend that treatment plans begin with a six-session weekly wellness program, to be followed by a monthly tune-up.




CREATING A GREAT THAI YOGA MASSAGE PRACTICE

Creating a fulfilling practice requires two important qualities: passion and compassion. I would like to share a couple of stories from members of the Lotus Palm community that illustrate this.

Recently one of our students, Brian, participated in a round-table discussion led by a medical doctor exploring alternative ways to treat a woman with fibromyalgia. Massage experts from different fields of expertise included a polarity expert who talked about balancing the person’s energy, a Reiki expert who discussed raising the person’s vital energy, and a deep-tissue therapist who focused on releasing the trigger points. The doctor noticed Brian had not been contributing much to the conversation, and so he asked his opinion. Brian’s response took everyone off guard when he said he thought the patient could be best helped through kind, compassionate touch. The doctor was so impressed that he approached Brian later to personally request a massage treatment. Why is this a success? Because we must always remember that our treatment comes from the heart.

I have many success stories of our teachers and students offering massage to aid in the cure of dependency of drug addiction, debilitating pain, and much more. One of the more inspiring of these comes from a client being treated for an undiagnosed energy deficiency. Although in many ways the client appeared healthy, she had long suffered from very low energy, being constantly tired of mind and body. This unremitting in-between stage of health and illness had been very frustrating throughout her life, as it was difficult for people around her to take her complaints seriously. She’d been turned away from experts more times than she could count. Yet when the treatments began it was clear that her vital energy was severely low and blocked; she could barely move her legs and was constantly resisting every movement. After just eight weeks of treatment, she came out of a massage with her eyes brimming with unbelievable joy, feeling like the puppet Pinocchio who could suddenly walk and talk. A lifetime of frustration began to recede as she started to awaken and feel her body as truly alive.

It’s these types of experiences that continue to recur in our personal journeys as teachers, therapists, and even patients, and feed our faith in metta. They motivate us to build on our practice by passing on some of these discoveries to you.
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