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WHEN WE THINK about the Shaolin martial arts, we often tend to picture warrior-like monks with extraordinary skills. Yet the Shaolin tradition is in fact a combination of internal and external practices, and taken as a whole it represents a path in life that – if not always easy to follow – can be immensely rewarding and lead you closer to your authentic self.

Now, in this era of rapid progress, people are questioning their values and seeking answers more intently than ever. The Shaolin teachings offer both insight and answers, especially for those of us who see a world in turmoil and feel that the markers we once used to navigate through life are no longer enough.

The Shaolin tradition originated more than 1,500 years ago in the Songshan Shaolin Temple in China, at the foot of a mountain. Preserving ancient knowledge and passing it on to future generations has always been very much in the spirit of Shaolin: this was and remains one of the temple’s original aims. Without neglecting these traditional values and principles, the Shaolin Temple Europe strives to make the teachings accessible to people in the present day, with a focus on making them relatable and appropriate for ordinary daily life.

While the Shaolin tradition may be said to encompass numerous different practices, martial arts and meditation are at the forefront of these, involving the body and mind in equal measure. This is why it has the potential to transform us and our lives so fundamentally. The physical movements that find expression in various forms are important, but they are only one component. The practice leads to profound realizations, gradually filling out and enriching these forms with the right spirit. Along the way, we not only learn about our bodies but also become aware of the qualities that exist within all human beings. Through the use of our physical bodies, we set ourselves upon a path towards recognizing this indwelling spirit and thus our thoughts and emotions, cultivating virtues such as willpower, discipline and perseverance. In so doing we build character.

Establishing within ourselves the mindset we refer to in this book as ‘Shaolin spirit’ means reuniting body and mind. It means looking deep within ourselves and realizing who we truly are, and what possibilities we contain. This realization is entirely independent of our particular situation in life and is available to all of us.

My personal path in life has been focused around the practice of martial arts, which have not only shaped me and my development in many different ways but become the cornerstone of my life. It is because of martial arts that I reached where I am today. This is why I recommend the practice so wholeheartedly, and I hope this book provides you with the opportunity to set out on your own personal path.

Cultivating certain virtues is as much a part of the Shaolin tradition as performing physical and mental exercises. In these thirteen chapters, you will find explanations of important topics along the Shaolin way as well as a range of practices you can integrate into your everyday life, including reflections that will help bring you closer to your authentic self and your goals. You will also learn specific exercises such as the zhan zhuang practice of standing in particular poses, known as ‘standing like a post’, paired with exercises in mindfulness. In addition, you will discover how to put the virtues of the Shaolin tradition into practice in your life, enhancing your own wellbeing and that of your fellow human beings.

At the end of each chapter I explore a specific method in detail, selecting those whose practical value has been proven over centuries of Chinese cultivation and practice. These twelve unique methods are intended to give you a sense of how valuable the treasure and the vast opportunities we have been given in this life really are. They are practical tools we use at the temple to initiate and continue to cultivate transformation and development within ourselves.

This book offers a solid foundation for discovering the Shaolin way – or embarking upon it. The practices and wisdom it contains reflect insights I have gleaned from more than thirty-six years of personal experience on the path. If you would like to learn more about the individual practices or delve deeper into the Shaolin tradition, you can find additional links at the end of the book.

May these teachings serve the welfare of all beings. May they enrich your life and the lives of all beings, filling them with goodness, now and ever in the future.
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Introduction to the Shaolin Spirit

‘Get to the point and stop philosophizing,’ my students think to themselves when I start talking about my insights. As yet these insights make no sense to them, because they haven’t experienced them for themselves. It is my wish, however, and my task, to guide my students towards a perspective on the world that – while it has always been available to them – they cannot recognize or gain access to on their own. When the day comes that the Master within each of them awakes, they will come to understand that perspective and see the riches that life holds for them, and for all of us: this is when the veil drops from their eyes, and they are able to see themselves as they really are.

My name is Shi Heng Yi, and my students are right, I do like to philosophize, although I’m not a writer or speaker by profession. The book you see before you arose out of the same urge that inspires me to teach: I want to give you a perspective on your life that enables you to see yourself as you really are.

Let’s start with a few simple questions:


	Where are you in life right now?

	How well are you sleeping at the moment?

	What is your appetite like?

	How has your overall mood been during the past few days or weeks?

	How do you currently feel about your relationship with your partner?

	Do you feel as though you might lose your job?

	Do you feel a sense of abundance or lack?

	How have you reached this overall point in your life?

	Are you living life the way you imagined it, or according to unspoken expectations?

	Are you investing your time in something meaningful and fulfilling?

	When it comes to your job, your family, your friends, are you someone who acts – or reacts?

	Are you running on autopilot or are you in the driver’s seat?



Most people have lost track of how they’re really doing. What about you? Do you have answers to the questions above, or at least some of them? Personally, they are all questions I think about. So, let’s find the answers. Hopefully we’ll gain new insights, perceiving and discovering ourselves with fresh eyes.


May these teachings be of use to all beings,

in this life and in all future lives.



What Matters is the Now

In the Shaolin tradition, it is customary to begin any type of communication with a respectful bow, because this gesture reminds us that the person with whom we are interacting is connected to us in this moment. It is the moment that matters. It is living in the present and being aware of what is, here and now – because the Now is the moment in which life is happening, and only in the Now can change take place.

Perhaps you are remembering something painful from your past, and you’re feeling that pain. Or there’s something you hope will happen in the coming days, the coming weeks, the coming year. Day in and day out we are preoccupied with our thoughts and feelings. Yet the fact is we can only perceive them in the Now, in this present moment.

Every life has ups and downs, highs and lows, health and sickness, gains and losses. Where would you prefer to see yourself on the wave of life? On the upswing of a new development or towards the end of a success? Have you considered that every ascent necessitates a descent, that every development comes to an end and no success lasts for ever?

Irrespective of origin, age and past experience, every human being on Earth is subject to the constant pitch and swell of life. Yet there is a way to cope with these ups and downs. If you can restore a sense of harmony – the balance of above and below, inside and outside – and if you can maintain it, you will rise above the waves. You will realize there is nothing that needs to be done. The seemingly perpetual ups and downs of life will settle once you find your inner equanimity. This equanimity is unshakeable, providing a stable foundation on which you can build something lasting, no matter where you currently are in life. Achieving a balance between apparently opposing forces, acknowledging their oneness and truly comprehending that oneness in your mind and spirit – that is the path. If you are on the path, then you will understand that neither compliments nor insults can divert you from it, because there is nothing about you to praise or disparage. Because you have realized your true self, you are imperturbable. Anchoring this certainty within yourself is a core component of the Shaolin teachings.

All of us strive for a happy life free of suffering and the causes of suffering. Yet few of us achieve it. This book offers insights into the Shaolin teachings that can improve your life in far-reaching ways. Closely interwoven with these insights are the virtues of the martial arts, which I will explore in a separate chapter. But how, you may be wondering, can being virtuous enrich your life? Well, take loyalty, for instance. It’s that wonderful sense of security you feel when another person has your back, no matter what. It may be a reliable partner, a teacher you trust, or a boss who stands by you even when you’re being criticized or badmouthed, or even under attack. The experience of loyalty provides a deep sense of peace, because you know for certain you are not alone.

The same goes for your actions. Let’s say someone more senior at work tells you to fire a person on your team because they don’t like or value this person. In such moments, having this deeply anchored sense of loyalty available to you – loyalty to yourself and to others – helps you to make the right decision.

More than ever in times of uncertainty, it is good to have a handful of loyal people around you – friendships you can rely on no matter what, regardless of whether you have money, whether or not you’re successful, whether you’re healthy or sick. Regardless of the circumstances, you know there are some people who will always be in your life. Why is it so important to have something so reliable and steadfast in your life? It means there is something steadfast about you, too, and that you have support you can count on. That’s why a virtue like loyalty is essential.

Virtues improve your life not only when somebody behaves virtuously towards you, but also when you embody them in your treatment of others. A Shaolin warrior practises thinking deliberately and mindfully about the virtues every day of his or her life. Do you remember the last time you thought clearly about the principles on which you base your actions? About what loyalty, discipline, trust or strength of will mean for you and your life?

The virtues are an important element of the Shaolin spirit which is the subject of this book, and I will explore them in later chapters. The book is my attempt to give as many people as possible access to the cultural riches developed over the last 1,500 years, riches that will only continue to evolve in the future – as shown by the ever-increasing interest in Shaolin practices. The more people have access to this knowledge, the more confident we can be of its preservation. Moreover, those who grasp the core of the Shaolin spirit and give it expression enrich their own lives and the lives of the people around them – and that is very important to me.

Since each of you is at a very different place in your journey through life, you will understand the words and explanations in this book differently. You will learn different lessons and draw different conclusions. Each of us is so individual that we must walk our path in our own personal way. For that reason, I don’t want to make any promises, as books these days so often do. How could I make a promise that applies to everyone? As has long been said in the world of martial arts:


The master shows you the path,

but you have to walk it yourself.



On the Shaolin Way

In this book you will find useful insights, perspectives and practices to help you master the path. This path will not be an easy one, nor entertaining, but it will be exciting, and it will enrich your life. If you succeed in building a stable foundation, you will realize your true potential for this life. Making a genuine, honest assessment of yourself and your situation (what is your current physical and mental condition in this moment or this phase of life?) will reveal to you what – realistically – your options are. Peace, time and determination will help you to find and develop your own inner desires. These qualities won’t emerge overnight, and it takes time to firmly establish them in your life.

If you are willing to invest this time, finding stillness and certainty within yourself and thus discovering the purpose of your life, you will be greatly rewarded. It is endlessly fulfilling to wake up every morning with a renewed sense of your passions and your strengths, with the knowledge of how you can contribute to the benefit of all.

On the Shaolin way, you will learn to listen to your body through various step-by-step exercises, and at a later stage of development you will learn to listen with your body. You will develop tremendous sensitivity, learning to tell, for instance, when somebody is about to lash out at you (whether physically or mentally) before they actually do it, or perhaps before the thought has even occurred to them. This will enable you to react appropriately.

What is unique about the Shaolin approach is the way it combines physical training with a deep stillness of mind. It encourages you to develop a quality that can enable profound insights into yourself, your body and those you interact with. Regardless of what you have learned, practised or done in the past, if you want to reach this point you must be prepared to resume the role of student. You must listen, learn and practise.


Repetition paired with deep insight

is the mother of any skill

you may wish to acquire.



This applies not only to the physical practices but also to the virtues. It is not enough simply to know the virtues. You have to mindfully integrate them into your life, train them every single day, and ensure that they are present in every thought and action.

It is my hope that you will come to understand the value of the Shaolin tradition. This tradition involves physical exercises, and while the external forms do matter, they’re not the most important aspect. As you continue your practice, you will achieve deep insights that animate and enrich these forms: you will not only be learning about your body but also becoming aware of the capacities latent in it. Using our physical bodies offers us a way to recognize the spirit that dwells within us as well as our thoughts and emotions, while simultaneously training virtues such as willpower, discipline and perseverance.

The ancient practices of breathing and standing, explored in later chapters, offer one example of this. The exercises are designed so that anybody can do them. They build on one another and are as suitable for beginners as they are for experienced martial artists and qi gong practitioners. When you reach the exercises, take a couple of minutes to actually go through them. This will deepen your understanding of the ideas I’m discussing here, because you’re not just reading about them but also perceiving them and grasping them with your body and mind.

Qi gong is first and foremost a method for regulating the breath. When it comes to quality of life, the breath is crucial. Your ability to breathe corresponds closely to the potential of your mind and body to perform, and also the extent to which you can be mindful. In the world of Shaolin, as with many other Chinese practices, the breath and its associated qi (or ‘vital force’) is the elixir of life. You can go a few days without food and even without water, but you can only last a few minutes without breath.

In the industrialized world, where many people hardly move their bodies at all, sleep apnoea has long been an issue. This is a condition in which breathing is disrupted during the night, and as a result, sufferers often find it difficult to get out of bed the next morning and feel tired and lethargic throughout the day. Many sleep with masks that provide them with supplementary oxygen, but if the body has forgotten how to absorb and use it, then this doesn’t really help. Sleep apnoea has a huge impact on performance and the immune system, and can even lead to depression. In our digital age, it is no longer limited to sleep – apparently it can also occur while reading emails and messages on your smartphone.

This book will teach you a breathing technique frequently used in Shaolin training. With regular practice, it will help you to better supply your body with breath and oxygen. But the key point here?


Learn what nourishes your body!



Sowing the Right Seeds

Regardless of the culture around you or where you are in the world, ask yourself one question: do you want to live a life rich in experience, or a life that confronts you day after day with suffering? I’m fairly sure that for the majority of the eight billion people in this world, the answer would be obvious. Yet what do our individual lives look like? We want to lead beautiful, enjoyable and rewarding lives, and most of us have clear ideas of what that means. Yet the reality is often quite different. Why aren’t we able to realize our thoughts and ideas, or to manifest them in our lives? What’s the stumbling block?

Without getting too deeply into philosophical or religious ideas, I would like to offer you a simple tool drawn from Buddhist teachings: the cause-and-effect principle, also known as karma.

If you plant an apple seed, your action creates a potential effect: that you will one day be able to enjoy the apple tree’s fruit. If you plant an orange seed, then – gods willing – you will one day have oranges. If we pursue this metaphor, we can draw the following conclusions:


	If I want an apple tree, I plant apple seeds!

	If I want an orange tree, I plant orange seeds!

	If I plant an orange seed, I know for sure it won’t grow into an apple tree.

	If I plant nothing at all, I will have no fruit of my own.



It’s a simplistic example, of course, but it does demonstrate why we so often fail to turn our ideas into reality. What are the seeds that we sow every day in our lives? They are the thoughts that cross our minds when we wake up. They are the words that leave our mouths. They are the behaviours and actions we perform throughout the day. There is a well-known dictum:


Watch your thoughts,

because they become your words.

Watch your words,

because they become your actions.

Watch your actions,

because they become your habits.

Watch your habits,

because they shape your character.

Watch your character,

because it seals your karma.



In order to live the life you want, you will need to make some changes inside yourself. Theory and knowledge by themselves are not enough – without the practice that accompanies them, they will not help you reach your goals. There is also no point looking outside yourself for ways to realize your thoughts and desires. True change can only take place within yourself, at your very core. This idea underlies all the discussions and exercises in this book, and in this sense it is important to teach your body and mind new methods and practices. Training will afford you insights at a deeper level, insights that will enable you to meet life’s challenges with confidence and composure.

The Shaolin spirit, then, does nothing to transform what occurs in the external world; rather, it explores and strengthens the aspects and qualities of your inner world – which is, after all, the part that allows you to experience life. I’m talking about your essential nature, about your humanity. You don’t have to be a martial artist to live your life according to the ancient principles of the Shaolin monks and warriors. Establishing the Shaolin spirit within yourself means reuniting mind and body, looking deep within and realizing who you truly are. Part of this involves being honest with yourself: acknowledging the form (i.e. the physical and mental traits and capabilities) you were born with and the potential you contain – potential that was given to you so that it would be realized. This insight is entirely independent of the material world and your circumstances in life, and it has nothing to do with the expectations imposed on you by external forces, expectations you have probably spent much of your life trying to live up to.


Embodying the Shaolin spirit means

learning to master your life on a previously unknown and deeper level. Step by step, it can give your life a direction that only you can fully implement. It will cultivate your ability to recognize and be sensitive to the interplay between complementary forces and energies – such as freedom and structure, spontaneity and planning, activity and passivity – and adjust accordingly.

It means developing profound confidence and love for your life, discovering answers to the questions that are only to be found in our true selves.


If people of all ages, all nationalities, all cultures, all professions and all religions were to integrate into their lives the mindset and methods of this ancient wisdom, which has been practised and refined over thousands of years, it would alleviate a great deal of suffering. When you anchor the Shaolin spirit into your life, you are contributing to this, and you will find that your energies begin to reorder themselves. Things that have stagnated will refind their flow. You will discover a lightness and freedom that affect not only you but the broader environment in which you live and work.

It is especially important when we first set out upon the path to concentrate on the essentials. Although there are many different methods, it’s best to start with just a few exercises that you practise regularly. I would also encourage you to focus on what is already available to you. Everything you need to do the exercises – your body, your breath – you currently have.

Let me introduce you to the first method. It relates to the breath, the most fundamental element of life.

1st Method: Regulating the Breath

Just as a car requires petrol, diesel or electricity to function, our bodies require oxygen. If we can increase our oxygen intake and improve the quality of our breathing, we can upgrade our physical and mental performance. The quickest and most direct way to increase our energy levels is to regulate the breath.

1. Depth of the breath

One aspect of regulating the breath relates to depth, which can be very different for abdominal breathing, chest breathing or the more advanced pore breathing. The depth at which we breathe is closely linked to our ability to identify and release tension in the torso and chest area. The better we are able to do this, the deeper we can breathe.

2. Duration of the breath

The duration of the breath (both while inhaling and exhaling) also plays a regulatory role. There are various techniques, such as different mouth postures – for example, pursing the lips or positioning the tongue behind the incisors during exhalation – which can regulate the volume of air that streams in and out. There are also methods that utilize certain vowel sounds and tones to regulate variables such as duration, intensity, frequency, vibration and physical space.

3. Rhythm of the breath

The rhythm of the breath is another technique that brings greater awareness to our breathing and thus to our balance of energy. The basic patterns and examples we will encounter during the breathing exercises are as follows:


	short in-breath – short out-breath

	short in-breath – long out-breath

	long in-breath – short out-breath

	long in-breath – long out-breath



All the aspects of breath regulation described here are based on practices that benefit and develop both physical and mental performance. One helpful and essential way of learning how to better regulate the breath is to develop greater sensitivity and greater awareness of your own body. If you have done breathing exercises before, you may already be able to perceive and release tension in various areas, such as the abdomen, neck, chest and so on, allowing yourself to breathe more deeply and more freely and reducing strain on the heart.

[image: A person stands with their arms hanging to their sides and raised slightly. Their feet are shoulder-width apart. They look upwards and take a deep breath.]
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History of the Shaolin Martial Art

The wisdom known to Shaolin martial artists is ancient. It was and is deeply rooted in Buddhism, but also linked – though this is less well known – to Daoism and Confucianism. The usual, heavily commercialized portrayal of the Shaolin tradition will probably be familiar to most readers: Shaolin masters and monks performing extraordinary physical feats with an elegance and ease that seem almost unimaginable to the rest of the world. They perform head-high standing jumps, their reactions are lightning fast, and they can shatter a pane of glass with nothing more than a needle and an accurate throw. Shaolin masters can, indeed, do these things, but it’s not what defines them. Behind these skills are years of complex training that involves countless diverse elements.

Controlling the Body and the Mind

One example relates to how we deal with pain. We learn to accept pain, to let it go and not to fear it. Our guiding principle: Pain is a fact, suffering is optional. Our approach remains the same today, but scientists have only recently started paying attention. Research has found that the brains of Shaolin monks and masters are remodelled by their training, and as a result they process pain differently.

How is it that Shaolin fighters both ancient and modern are able to perform these feats, and why does the training have such positive side effects? They learn to master their lives, and this affords them control over the body and the mind. But what does it mean to ‘master their lives’? Let me give
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2nd Method: Developing the Skills of the Mind







[image: A person stands with their feet shoulder-width apart and their eyes closed. Initially, they raise their arms upwards. Then, they bring their hands downwards and bend their arms at the elbow.]
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