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Tai Chi

Moving at the Speed of Truth
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A New Approach to Learning an Ancient Art

 

By William Broughton Burt


The One-Paragraph Pitch

Please don’t try to learn Tai Chi by rote memorization. That’s the usual way, and it’s a Confucian teaching device for a Confucian age. This book devotes over two hundred pages to fresh, original explanations of what Tai Chi is and how it works. As an educator, I’ve found that a principle-driven approach really softens the learning curve. Once we’ve absorbed the global principles of Tai Chi, the details more or less fall into place. Unfortunately, global information can be hard to come by in your usual Tai Chi class—which I’m not dissing. Really, there are some great teachers out there, and zillions of successful students. But modern Westerners need, uh, a little additional information. Confucians we are not. What we are is busy, and few of us are going to follow along obediently for three or four years in a program that’s never been explained to us. You want my advice? Learn Tai Chi. Just however you can. It’s that good. But do yourself a favor and read these pages first. You’ll feel very empowered when you line up for that first lesson, and you’ll stay loose and light all the way through the learning curve. That’s important because you never reach the end of it. Tai Chi is all learning curve.

—The Author


The Actual Introduction

Shortly after beginning my adventures in Tai Chi in 1992, I went shopping for a few books to serve as an overview. Educators know that the global information needs to be there from the beginning, and I wasn’t getting a lot of it, so I went in search of a few overview books on Tai Chi awareness and movement. There were no such books. Picture books, yes, but nothing that explained what it is we’re doing in Tai Chi.

Clearly we’re doing something.

The first time I saw Yang style Tai Chi performed in front of me, I knew exactly what I was seeing: I was looking at a technology. This was no quaint cultural exercise. Running beneath the choreography like an underground river were principles of human unfoldment that drew from the deepest of wellsprings. Immediately I was full of questions. Problem is, Tai Chi doesn’t come with a lot of answers.

It didn’t help that I lived in a rural cultural backwater, the American South, and this was before the advent of the internet. Local karate classes were the best I could do. I spent five years in Tang Soo Do and Shotokan classes while reading newsstand articles about the internal martial arts and dreaming of someday meeting someone who could take me there.

Finally I struck gold in twenty-eight-year-old Cangming Yang, a very accomplished Tai Chi practitioner from Shanghai who was pursuing graduate studies in a nearby college town.

Cangming had no time for me—he was sleeping maybe three hours a night—but he was kind enough to make me a copy of a VHS video of himself performing Yang, Chen, and Sun style—with stunning grace and precision. Over the following year, I taught myself the Yang Twenty-Four and Hundred-Ten directly from the video, Cangming providing the occasional critique of my progress.

But I still lacked that overview, that conceptual wraparound that would give me some hope of guiding my own Tai Chi practice in lieu of classes. I peppered Cangming with questions, but his English wasn’t up to it. Nor, I suspected, was his Mandarin. What I was slowly beginning to understand was that the Chinese themselves lack an explication of Tai Chi. “Sometimes,” Cangming told me once, raising a forefinger and smiling distantly, “is very interesting.”

In pursuit of very interesting, I eventually spent a year in China. Too bad I was working four teaching jobs. I managed to attend a few Yang style and Chen style classes, hoping to casually follow along from the rear of the class, but because I was a foreign, white professional I was seen as some kind of honored guest. Every time I showed the slightest hesitation, they would stop class and run to the rear to give me a highly embarrassing personal demonstration of the entire form. I stopped attending.

My personal vision of Tai Chi, wherever it had come from, was of an essentially principle-driven art based not on choreographical details, but on natural human processes. Tai Chi was human alchemy. It was an enlightenment practice—not that I was enlightened enough to know what that meant. It was certainly the most perplexing challenge I’d ever undertaken.

And to the Chinese? The Chinese see Tai Chi as an enjoyable group activity, a shared daily ritual, a cultural affirmation, and a lighthearted gesture toward good health and longevity. Tai Chi to the Chinese is a nice hour at the park. All of which speaks to the overall balance and wholeness of the Chinese personality. It was I who somehow couldn’t hold his mouth right. At any rate, I soon abandoned asking questions. It was like interviewing Americans on the deeper, more cathartic aspects of church league softball.

A mature Taiwanese master I met along the way confided to me that Tai Chi was never the same after the 1949 Maoist takeover. The Chinese Communist Party first banned Tai Chi as anti-revolutionary superstition—then required every schoolchild to memorize a severely stripped-down version because China had no public health-care system; the doctors who hadn’t fled the country had been sent to the countryside for re-education.

It was prohibited on pain of death, I was told, to teach the original version of either Tai Chi or Qigong. (It remains risky to this day, as witness the missing thousands following the Falun Gong purge of the late 1990s.) It’s exactly that stripped-down version of Tai Chi that is now the world’s most widely practiced exercise. If the deeper aspects of this ancient art have become elusive, it’s little wonder.

By the time I returned home from China, I was weary of the whole enterprise. I’d put in eleven years. I’d taught myself the long and short Yang style forms on both left and right sides and could talk about Tai Chi as intelligently (in English) as anyone I knew. And I was terrible! Stiff, awkward, robotic, straining—I’d come to Tai Chi in search of magic, and all I’d found was a broken wand.

I gave up.

Quitting Tai Chi turned out to be one of the smartest things I’d ever done. It meant clearing out all my baggage around Tai Chi, and there was a lot of it, beginning with my huge store of expectations and demands both of Tai Chi and of myself. It meant clearing out my head, which was jam-packed with overlapping and conflicting details and poetic concepts that were, well, inscrutable. All of that finally went, and when the last of it was gone, my practice came to me.

I hadn’t given Tai Chi a thought in several months when one afternoon, feeling very stiff, I rose from my computer chair and my body said quite pointedly, “I want to move.”

“Fine,” I replied. “Move all you want.”

An instant later, like a bird released from a cage, my body flew into motion. Astonished, I looked down and saw my body doing the kind of Tai Chi I’d only dreamed of doing. It wasn’t a sequence I’d memorized. It wasn’t a style or a school or an approach. It wasn’t an underlying principle. It was a self-sung song of joy.

I realized that something very significant had happened. An intelligence had emerged in me. Now that “I” had given up on learning Tai Chi, another part of me, one that had known all along, gently took control.

The next day I found myself moving again.

What was emerging was a different kind of practice, or non-practice, as I was no longer wearing the Mandarin collar or practicing the usual scales. My movement sessions became active explorations, and never the same experiment twice. I was no longer directing my process but simply letting movement well up and express out in ways I found impossible to anticipate or evaluate.

Suddenly I was experiencing so many things, not the least of which was a continuous lowercase ecstasy by means of which information would suddenly appear in me. I’d know how a certain move wanted to be performed and why. I realized that certain principles I’d learned were actually aspects of a deeper one no one had told me about.

These understandings didn’t occur in my head but floated up from my body, which suddenly basked in some kind of inexplicable nurturing that I instinctively knew to trust. It didn’t matter whether my intellect could sign off on what I was getting. If anything, these dawnings were to be trusted because they weren’t coming from my head. They were radiating from an illumined body.

Anyway, I haven’t read a word about Tai Chi since that day in 2003, nor have I consulted a single video or instructor, nor likely will I ever again. Have I become a master? Very far from it. To this day, I trip over my own feet. There’s a lot I’ll never grasp about Tai Chi, but there’s also a bottom line, and I’ll tell you what it is. I came to this practice to discover the power to transform a life, and I’ve found it, and I know that anyone can.

Tai Chi is incredible. If there’s a hole in your joy, my friend, if you feel somehow estranged from your own life, locked away in your head, distant from your own experience—don’t miss Tai Chi! Find a class near your home, commit to a six-month trial period, attend as regularly as you can, and keep this book handy. You’re going to need an overview book, preferably one written by a really slow learner who went through hell on earth to access this information.

That would be me.

We won’t go into martial applications or traditional weapons here, or the usual numbered sequences. And no pictures—sorry. But each page in this book absolutely speaks to every style of Tai Chi and every move and every practitioner every moment. Hopefully it will stimulate a much needed conversation about what exactly we’re doing in Tai Chi.

Clearly we’re doing something.

 

—William Broughton Burt

March 2017, Buenos Aires


How to Use this Clever Material

Use this material however you’d like, but Tai Chi beginners will do well to start at the beginning where I’ve tried to station the most urgent points and terms. Still in all, learning is a highly personal process. Skip around as you wish.

Here’s an example of what I’m talking about. Let’s say we’re curious about investigating the ninth principle, The Circle. We add some circular shapes and motions to what we’re doing and see how that feels. What’s it like to be circular rather than angular? Give yourself several minutes to steep in one mode then the other. Then, while keeping Principle Nine active, start working with Principle Ten. Or Twenty-Three—wherever your curiosity lies.

See how many bowls you can keep spinning, how many of Tai Chi’s principles you can activate at the same time. To the extent that we can activate them all, the result will be Tai Chi even if we don’t know a single traditional posture. That’s the power of the principles.

I encourage you to revisit each chapter periodically, as the learning curve is actually a spiral that returns again and again to the same lessons on higher levels. Scribble notes in the margins. Spill tea on crucial pages. Make a mess of this book and a diamond of your practice.

Insofar as general recommendations:

If you’re intent on cultivating a meaningful movement practice, and you are, feather a really nice nest for yourself. Create a space. Going to classes is great, doing Tai Chi at the park or at the seashore is wonderful, but if you want this stuff to become a part of your life, it needs to become a part of your home.

How big a space? An eight-foot square (two sheets of plywood) is enough. If you’re intent on doing numbered sequences, you’ll need more room than that. Personally, I work with a snowflake pattern, facing each direction in turn, which requires very little space. If, for now, you have to shove the living room sofa aside—we all do what we can. Just try to work on a level surface and breathe good air.

Really try to work outdoors, my friend. It’s important to breathe actual outdoor air, and not just for the oxygen content. Outdoor air is brimming with seasonal scents and pollens and pheromones and countless environmental cues that the body understands and processes on very deep levels. Then of course, there’s chi, or life force energy, which tends to go stagnant inside buildings. As we’ll see, chi is really important in Tai Chi, and we want to connect with as much of it as possible. So we practice in nature whenever we can.

If the air quality is poor where you live, practice early in the morning when pollutants are at their lowest and chi at its highest. Failing that, invite some broad-leaf houseplants into your indoor space, and make things as sunny and tidy as possible, and close the windows during the hours of highest pollution levels.

Better yet, move.

You may have found that big-city air gets you by just fine. But we’re no longer interested in getting by just fine. We’re aspiring to something very high here.

A few worthy details:

You might consider installing a good mirror where you practice. Tai Chi has both inner and outer aspects, and each informs the other. Without a mirror, you may develop the bad habit (as I did) of constantly bending forward to check the alignment of the feet. No. We want a consistently straight, tall posture in our Tai Chi. Get a mirror.

Video can be a great reality check if you’ve the stomach. I videotaped myself at the end of each of my first five years, recorded end-to-end on the same cassette, and I found that video log to be invaluable. Everyone is different, of course, and if we’re really insecure about our bodies, we’re probably better off skipping the video for now.

In general, let’s not get too caught up in evaluating our progress. You and I are in no position to evaluate much of anything, okay? Our part is to show up, and show up again, and show up yet again. With each session, we’re drawing imperceptibly closer to the sweet spot in our practice. We can’t force our way there. We can’t analyze our way there. We can move a little each day with awareness. That’s our daily goal. So we keep a light touch. We’re always alert to ways we can improve, but we aren’t obsessing. You know what success in Tai Chi finally comes down to?

Being too dumb to quit.

Or, in my case, being too dumb to stay quit. Either way, just show up and pay attention, and I promise you fireworks and trumpet fanfares on the day when you least expect them.

What time of day is best for your movement practice? As mentioned, mornings are generally recommended. The air’s good, we’re fresh from sleep, and we want to set the proper tone for the day. But any time of day is fine, as long as we’re not working on a full stomach.

You’ll encounter a lot of nevers in Tai Chi. Never practice after eating or meditating. Never practice during an electrical storm. Never practice facing this cardinal direction or that one. Never practice in jewelry or a wristwatch. Never practice in shoes with synthetic soles. The list goes on and on. Listen, I’ve practiced Tai Chi every way there is, including drunk, and it’s all good. Experiment. Find your own way.

Do intend to practice for at least fifteen consecutive minutes each day. Twenty is better, and sixty better still. But our daily goal is fifteen consecutive minutes of moving with full awareness.

When you miss a day or two of practice, don’t obsess. We all miss days. Just look forward to your next session. Picture yourself there in your personal Tai Chi space, moving contentedly. Keep the energy light and positive, and a rhythm will develop that pulls you into its sway.

You’ll probably want to keep a notepad handy. Intriguing ideas come to me when I’m moving. Before a practice session, I may look over the previous day’s scribbles for a reminder of what I’m currently exploring. Select a nice notebook and keep your favorite pen right beside it—and a steaming cup of tea. Find small ways to invest in what you’re doing.

Finally, and this may go without saying, if you don’t have a Tai Chi teacher, you might consider finding one. The reason I never joined a class: there was no class available. If you are more fortunate, visit the studio and sample the ambiance. Does everyone look happy? Does the class start on time? Is the bathroom clean? Are your feelings positive in that space?

You won’t find perfection anywhere, nor do you need it. Just go in with a humble attitude and soak up everything you can. Come a few minutes early and sweep the floor or tidy the bathroom. Bring fresh flowers. Contribute, and learn whatever you can, and when the time comes to move on, leave on good terms with everyone.

Don’t show up at all unless you’re willing to commit to at least six months of humble receptiveness. And don’t quit without notifying the instructor and thanking him or her sincerely. Present a small gift, nicely wrapped, to cement what should be a lifelong relationship. In China, they say a teacher for a day is a parent for a lifetime.

You’re not a joiner? Fine. Use this book as your guide and start moving.

What do I mean by “moving”? I mean stir about. Use dance music if that gets you going. If your Tai Chi starts out looking a bit like salsa, it starts out looking a bit like salsa. My salsa started out looking a bit like Tai Chi. Just use the principles in this book to inform what you’re doing, and what you’re doing will deepen in a hurry.

Again, work under a teacher if you can. Teachers and classmates provide pointers and encouragement, plus you’re working with postures and sequences that have been around for a long time and have accumulated positive energy. Too, there’s something called direct transmission, which means it’s helpful just to hang in the presence of a really arrived practitioner, someone much farther along than yourself. You’re entraining to that person’s energy.

Finally, if you are a Tai Chi instructor, please consider presenting these forty-nine principles to your students. Every learner needs a conceptual overview, and you need a structured way of presenting one, or the results are going to be patchy. The last thing we want is for our students to feel outside their practice looking in.

Of course, many of the principles here describe not only Tai Chi but many other very worthy investigations into human potential such as acting and dance and yoga and the hard martial arts and various forms of meditation.

Whatever your focus, welcome to the book. There’s room here for everyone.


Part One: Attaining the View

A good pencil sketch captures the essence of a scene while leaving out many of the details. In the same way, this first group of principles sketches in the essentials of a good, deep movement practice. By activating each in how we’re moving, we can go very deep, very fast.

The term attain the view comes from an old Tibetan Buddhist injunction concerning seated meditation. The first order of business, it’s said, is to attain an expanded inner view by focusing on the bright spaciousness underlying form. At first, “bright spaciousness” is just another mental construct, but in time meditators perceive an actual field and are able to place their awareness there.

We’re looking for that same kind of cognitive shift in our Tai Chi because that’s where the juice is. If you’re a martial artist, that’s where you encounter the incredible power of chi. If you’re ill, that’s where you find your agency for self-healing. If you’re interested in personal growth, that’s where you encounter the power to transform a life. It lies in that cognitive shift where mental constructs give way to fields of information. There really is a bright spaciousness underlying form, and we’ve yet to come online as human beings until we’ve encountered that luminescence and opened it out in ourselves.

In Part One, we’ll talk a lot about posture, which we’ll learn is crucial to consciousness. We’ll learn that different realities come into view as a result of different arrangements of the body. (Consider a TV antenna. One that’s rusted, bent out of shape, and listing to one side is unlikely to bring in a very clear picture. Just so, when our bodies are neglected, misaligned, or stove-up, we don’t get the picture in life. It’s necessary to make adjustments in the array, and Tai Chi is exactly that process.)

Okay, we’re about to open our very first principle of Tai Chi awareness and movement. A little drumroll would be nice, as this principle is so singularly important that we need to absorb it completely before we so much as glance at the others.


1. Eighty Percent Effort

In Tai Chi, we never strain
for a physical effect or a cognitive one.

Not long ago, there was an experiment involving the Tarahumara Indians of northern Mexico. The Tarahumara are famous for their ability to run for hours and even days on end, so researchers wired up a few of them and put them on treadmills in order to uncover their secret. At one point, the subjects were told to run really hard for a short interval, hard enough to create oxygen debt—and the Tarahumara wouldn’t do it. They agreed to do it. They tried to do it. But in the end, they couldn’t because abusing the body was outside their frame of reference.

Frustrated, the researchers packed up and went home, apparently none the wiser. The Tarahumara had revealed their secret, but the researchers had been intent on finding some kind of physical anomaly. There is no physical anomaly. There’s just an understanding that life is a marathon. You abuse the body, you don’t finish.

Tai Chi is about going Tarahumara. No matter the task of the moment, whether it’s how high we kick, or how low we dip, or how many minutes we practice, we never go beyond eighty percent of what we’re presently capable of doing. We sense where that limit is, and we don’t go near it.

When I first encountered this idea, it floored me because I’d been a competitive athlete and a karate practitioner, and all I’d ever heard was a hundred percent effort, unless it was a hundred-ten. Once I heard a hundred-fifteen.

Now it’s eighty? Really?

Really. When I lived in China, I was struck by the Chinese version of exercise. The Chinese seldom bother to change clothes or shoes but just step outside each morning and repeat a few simple whole-body movements, whether Tai Chi or Qigong or calisthenics or something else, and after a half-hour or so they’re back to their day. No warm-up, no cool-down, no shower, no big deal.

By Western standards, that’s not much of a workout. But they do it every day and, needless to say, the fitness and wellness levels of the Chinese far exceed those of the West. Here, the credo is overdo it or don’t do it at all.

In the West, exercise is mind-over-matter. An unstinting mind forces a reluctant and comfort-craving body forward into good health. The mind may become smug about this, ignoring the body’s cries for rest and referring to tidy charts and schedules for every detail of one’s exercise program. The mind remains totally in charge of the process and—guess what? That whole attitude has to go out the window before we can even sniff Tai Chi.

In our movement practice, what we’re learning to do is deemphasize the will of the mind in favor of the native wisdom and regenerative genius of the body. That’s so important I’m going to say it again. In Tai Chi, what we’re learning to do is deemphasize the will of the mind in favor of the native wisdom and regenerative genius of the body. That means, if today we feel drowsy, or gimpy, or bone-tired, or whatever it is, we respect that. We do less.

I know that’s anathema in the West. Production is everything, right? Square that jaw. Throw that chest out. Hup, two, three—which is exactly why our health stinks. That’s why we’re so dazed we’re staring extinction in the eyes and don’t even care.

Globally, personally, however you want to look at it, right here is where the solution begins, here in our movement space, doing less for fifteen minutes each day. We guide the body through eighty percent of what it feels up to just now—and stop, still fresh. And probably quite a bit less drowsy, or gimpy, or whatever it was.

Let’s be really clear on this. We are not talking about whiffing our workout. We’re talking about something far more important than a workout or a hundred workouts. We’re talking about reclaiming the body. We’re talking about activating our deep organism.

Once the body emerges from its daze of chronic exhaustion, it becomes astonishingly transparent. Suddenly we’re viewing a whole other landscape. We absolutely see a different world, but first the body has to recuperate from what we’ve been putting it through, and that can only begin by loosening the screws and learning to listen and respond to what the body has to say.

Tai Chi is about being the tortoise and knowing we’re the tortoise. Our game is entirely different from that of the young heroes down at the gym. You know the type: world champs at twenty, finished by thirty, fat by forty. By age fifty, some of those guys are walking with a cane because they’ve totally trashed their bodies for the sake of being heroes for a brief moment of time. That’s the hare, and we’ve no interest in his game.

It doesn’t surprise me to encounter students with old sports injuries. What surprises me is the number of old ballet injuries I see. People may not even know that their shoulder problems, or their back problems, or their hip problems, go back to the unnatural postures they were forced into as young ballerinas.

I really don’t know what we’re thinking as a society when our most promising kids, the ones most gifted and passionate about moving, are the very ones shunted off to highly competitive and time-limited movement practices that leave them impaired for life.

I’ve yet to meet anyone with an old Tai Chi injury.

We’ve talked about the hare. Let me give you an example of the tortoise. Shanghai Master Ma Yue Liang, who lived to be ninety-six, was still practicing Tai Chi the final week of his life, and here’s the thing. He was better at ninety-six than at eighty-six, or fifty-six, or thirty-six.

That’s the tortoise: not very impressive in the beginning. Maybe still unimpressive ten or twelve years in. Fine. Not a problem. We’re working on something, you and I. We’re going ever deeper into a process whose implications are unimaginable. Only gradually does it dawn that, not only have we changed over the years, the whole world is different because of what we’re doing.

That’s our game. That’s the program. To follow in Master Ma’s light footsteps, which we can do, because all we need is time, and there’s plenty of it. Tai Chi keeps the body going. This is a practice that absolutely knows and respects the design of the body.

Let’s loosen the screws, people. Let’s especially loosen them for the kids. Nobody needs to become a trophy cow for their parents. What young people need is to be guided into health-enhancing movement practices that deepen and broaden with the years. Once we’re able to see that in terms of the kids, maybe we’ll be willing to see it in terms of ourselves. You and I are ecstatic creatures, not production units. I should say that twice, but I’ll let you re-read it. Until our lives reflect that truth in their every aspect, we’re still in death mode. We’re still part of a very ugly global problem.

The way we become part of the solution is, we personally cease to strain. We let the adrenaline drain from our bloodstream, and we let our minds run clear, and we become transparent to the truth of our situation. Then right action flows naturally.

Eighty percent effort applies equally to our altruism. Yes, we want to become everything we’re capable of being, but first we have to be less than that, and effectively. I know that, globally speaking, it’s late in the day if we want to save our world and our species, but the first thing that has to go is desperation.

What does that mean in terms of our Tai Chi? It means we’re always lightly focused on straightening out the one thousand details of our posture and so on—but we’re not pushing the river. We’re present with our developmental processes. That turns out to be more than enough.

Same thing cognitively. We’re highly interested in exploring our inner impressions in Tai Chi, and we’re always leaning slightly in the direction of noticing a little more, realizing a little more, but any kind of straining “frightens away the fawn,” to borrow a phrase from Tantra. It sets us back because we’ve banished the one creature—I call it “the deep organism”—capable of delivering us unto actual magic, actual transformation. By whatever name, there really is a highly advanced intelligence dwelling in each of us, and Tai Chi is that creature’s process of stirring awake.


2. Drop Down

In Tai Chi, we drop the
locus of perception into the body.

The first order of business in Tai Chi is to get out of our heads. Doing Tai Chi from the head is impossible. I would know because I spent a lot of years trying. Like most Westerners, I’d been locked inside my head since first grade and had no idea there was an alternative.

There’s an alternative.

In Tai Chi, we drop the point of awareness, the locus of perception it’s called, from the head and diffuse it into the body. Why? Because you and I do not live in the world. We live in our ideas about the world, and that’s a pity because the intellect is incapable of experiencing meaning or pleasure. If we want to experience either, it’s necessary to step outside the box of thought.

In Tai Chi we spend fifteen minutes a day experiencing life in the raw. Afterward we’re free to step back into our customary ideas, but when we do we’re likely to discover that some of them fit and some don’t. Beliefs, we learn, are frames to peer out through. Some are at times helpful, but frames are invariably restrictive because we can only see what fits inside our frames.

What made Einstein so smart? Was it the nifty frames of belief he was looking out through? No, it was his ability to remove his frames altogether and see the world in a childlike manner. That’s what we do in Tai Chi. We spend a little time each day standing outside everything we know about the world.

And so enter reality.

What we’re learning to do in Tai Chi is feel the world. I think it was Yang Cheng Fu, the man called the father of modern Tai Chi, who said, “The central issue in Tai Chi is feeling.” I couldn’t agree more.

Intermediate students, please take note. No matter how correctly you’re performing the movements of Tai Chi, if you’re not feeling anything, you’re not doing anything.

Let’s all of us take note. We can work really hard in our movement practice, we can bring such athleticism and grace to our Tai Chi that we win a boatload of trophies and attract a thousand students, we can learn to move almost exactly like our instructor and become a pillar of our lineage—and guess what? If we’re not feeling anything, we’re not doing anything. And feeling begins with getting out of our heads.

How do we go about doing that? Moving the locus of perception from the head to the body? First we find it. The simplest way to discover where the attention is, is to close our eyes and ask ourselves where exactly we are. Where in the body do we peer out from? Most of us discover ourselves in our heads, right at the center of the forebrain. Why there? Because that’s the seat of thought, and we’ve all been taught that thinking is the single most important thing we can do.

If we’d rather locate ourselves at the center of the chest, for example, we just place our curiosity there, and off we go. It feels a little like descending a single floor in an elevator. You feel a little lighter for a moment, and then you’re there.

Are you in your chest now? Notice how the left ribcage feels, then the right, then come back to the center of your chest. Now try to gaze upward at your own head. Just send your curiosity there without actually going there, and you’ll see it there above you. How does your head look from the perspective of your chest? From your heart?

If you don’t quite accomplish these noticings on your first try, no worries. It’ll come. Just practice dropping down at the beginning of each segment of your daily practice, and you’ll soon get it. Just don’t use too heavy a hand. To make it easy, keep it breezy.

The first time I succeeded in dropping down was quite a surprise to me. This was before I’d even begun Tai Chi. I was practicing Soto Zen, one tenet of which is to experience the breath from the perspective of the belly (hara in Japanese, dan tien in Chinese). That had always seemed a peculiar notion, but I persisted in trying till one day while sitting I was alarmed to find myself in my belly, looking out.

It only happened that one time and then for only a couple of minutes, but I absolutely perceived the world from that spot. It only takes one such experience to know that “self” (which Buddhism says doesn’t exist to begin with) is just a way of talking about the attention and where it chooses to dwell.

Listen, if there’s anything more empowering than learning how to manage the attention, I don’t know what it is. Functionally speaking, it’s like this:

On your computer screen, where can you work? There’s one place and one place only: where the cursor is. In your life, too, you can only accomplish something where the attention is. On the computer screen, how do you locate the cursor where you want it? You manipulate the mouse (using my old-fashioned computer, anyway). It’s the same in your life. You move the point of attention by applying your curiosity.

Where did I put my pencil? As soon as the question arises, your attention is on the move, tracking the pencil. Why hasn’t Sandra answered my email? Immediately your attention is on Sandra and the nuances of the last time you met.

The point is, we can let our focus drift aimlessly or we can put it where we want it. When we’re doing Tai Chi, we want it diffused throughout the body, uncritically receiving information from any and every direction.

So, at the beginning of every session, and preferably at the beginning of each sequence, we witness our locus of perception dropping down into the body and connecting to what the body is seeing. Then we feel our connectedness expand in every direction till nothing is left out. In Tai Chi, we do this with eyes open and deemphasized. We’re looking through the eyes of the body now, not the eyes of the head. Once we’re practiced at this, we can drop down anytime anywhere in a matter of two or three seconds.

What do I mean by looking through the eyes of the body? Well, it’s probably different for everyone, but when I drop down I find myself at the center of a landscape that’s felt as much as seen. It’s as though I’m noticing, with my inner gaze unfocused, every detail of an enormous multi-dimensional display that extends in every direction. I’m catching sight of ghostly geometric figures of various hues. I’m viewing complex energy architectures at every side. I’m tripping on the massive scale of everything. I’m feeling my effortless connection to each part of it.

When I’m seeing what my body sees, quite interestingly, everything I’m sensing is simultaneously sensing me. I feel the press of its intelligence. I feel the warmth of its good will. The only thing I don’t feel is the need to ask questions. What’s to ask? Suddenly it’s all a simple matter of observation.

At first we find it easier to catch sight of what the body sees when our eyes are closed. What we want to develop in our Tai Chi is the ability to view the inner landscape with eyes open and softly focused on a real or imagined horizon. Once we’ve deemphasized the outer vision, the inner vision lights up and we realize that each of our one trillion cells is conscious, is in effect a fully functioning eye. Steering with our curiosity, we’re able to blend our awareness with the awareness of all those one trillion cells. Our experience stream and theirs then flows as a single river.

When I first began dropping down, one thing I noticed was the peculiar sensation of blood draining from my head. It was like someone had pulled a plug. Only then did I know just how much energy is expended in the thought process. The moment we switch off active thought, that huge swell of blood can be directed elsewhere—to better uses, one assumes, than our usual enterprises of fretting, grousing, and speculating.

“But,” you say, “if we’re pulling blood from the brain, doesn’t that mean we’re getting dumber?”

Actually we’re experiencing greater cognitive clarity. (I almost said “mental clarity,” but those two words should never occur in the same sentence. Mental means we’re engaging the thought process. It
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