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WHAT IS ENERGY?

What links sex and shiatsu? What connects feng shui to cooking? What does a business meeting share with a yoga class or a swim in the sea? The answer lies in one simple word – energy. Vital energy runs through all of life. It connects our bodies to our minds, our emotions and our souls. It links us to other people, to our homes, to nature and the wider world; it connects us to the universe and the highest spiritual power.

We cannot see this subtle yet powerful force – but it affects every moment of our being. When our vital energy becomes sluggish, life seems dull or difficult, we start to move through each day as if through treacle – and there is no joy, no dreaming, no fun. Relationships become sticky, bodies feel under par, work is a chore, home never feels quite right. At the other extreme, if energy is running out of control, life becomes a roller-coaster: we feel constantly stressed and strained, our nerves jangle; we start to exist in a melée of arguments and irritability.

Once we begin to recognise how our energy flows and work with it, everything changes. Life takes on fresh meaning and purpose. We enjoy a sense of ease in our bodies. Our relationships with partners, friends, family and workmates become honest, exciting and supportive. Home transforms into a place filled with a warm, embracing atmosphere. We start to feel kinship with the whole of creation – from the urban cityscape to the wild elements of nature. Work and play intermingle to become fulfilling, exciting and creative. Best of all, we no longer feel alone in a large and often frightening universe; when we are at ease we become linked to spirit, joined to the source of all energy.

At first, the concept of energy seems rather nebulous. We talk about feeling ‘full’ of energy, verve, enthusiasm or pure joie de vivre. We understand the scientific concept of energy – generating power, motion, light, movement. However, now we are beginning to become more aware of what is known as subtle or vital energy. Vital energy is the unseen force that moves through all of creation – through our bodies, our homes, the landscape and throughout the universe. This is the energy that acupuncturists speak of as passing along meridians, the unseen pathways of the body. It is this energy that the clairvoyant sees as an aura, a cocoon of shimmering light around us. It is the energy that feng shui consultants describe as ‘qi’ (pronounced chi) as it moves through our homes and our environment, and what the Indian mystics call ‘prana’ – the living force, which animates our food, our bodies and our relationships.
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Choosing to live with energy is to tap into an endless source of personal power and joy. It is a lifestyle choice, the lifestyle choice for this millennium – affecting every area of daily life in the deepest possible way. As Margot Gordon, a wonderful bodywork practitioner I know, puts it: ‘We’re looking at the rise of “Qi Culture” – acceptance and understanding of energy will infuse all our lives in every way.’ I agree. In the near future, energy-working will become a familiar, accepted part of everyday life. We will think nothing of healing our bodies with energy, rather than crude medications. Ancient civilisations understood that we are not just flesh and bones; we are infused with a subtle form of energy that cannot be seen by the naked eye or under the microscope of science.

Long ago, healers from China, India, Tibet and the Middle East developed ways of mapping the subtle energy centres and pathways of the body and applied their knowledge in precise ways to promote healing. Shamanic cultures from all around the world shift energy in their ceremonies – with often miraculous and seemingly inexplicable results. Some researchers and mystics believe that long-lost civilisations, such as Atlantis, Mu and Lemuria, held the secrets of vibrational healing – turning away from surgery and drugs to use subtle energy healing methods: colour, sound, flower and gem essences.

I believe that we are on the brink of an explosion in energy medicine. I can envision a future where energy healers will scan our bodies for lack of balance and be able to correct it without the need for invasive surgery. Even better, we will be able to detect imbalance in ourselves and take steps to redress it – without the need to seek professional help.

This will become the ultimate form of preventative medicine, gently healing emotional trauma and even genetic material before it becomes pathological. We will be able to uncover and eradicate the psycho-spiritual traumas which underlie much of modern illness before they become a physiological problem.

The homes of the future will be havens of peace and joy. Through their understanding of the concepts of vital energy, our architects and builders will produce homes with true spirit and soul. Decorators will realise that the colours, textures, lights and shapes they choose will affect not only our aesthetic sense but also our moods and feelings – they will be able to tailor your home to fit your innermost needs. Simple energy techniques will enable you to create the ambience you need in your home – whether a vibrant party place or serene sanctuary. Working with energy will allow you to guard your property and yourself, with an invisible safety fence.

Energy underpins relationships too. Just as we need smooth harmonious energy flowing through our bodies and homes, we also need to invest time in sensing and smoothing the energy between ourselves and the people we love and work with. Whether connecting with your partner, child, friend or boss, when you learn how to harmonise the energy between you, your relationships will undoubtedly improve. If all of society were to learn energy healing techniques, the world would undoubtedly be a safer, happier, more relaxed place.

Continuing our look into the future, I would hope that an understanding of energy might bring about more respect for our environment, for the planet. Once we all have greater understanding of how energy flows, it will become a travesty to build houses, offices or malls in places where the earth’s energy needs to flow unrestricted. You can almost feel the earth wince as we ride roughshod over its meandering energy pathways – clogging its ‘arteries’ and ‘veins’ with concrete and iron. Having a sense of its vital energy could teach us where it is right to build and where to leave nature wild and free. We would recognise that this beautiful planet is our home, our only home – and we would treat it with love and respect.

At the ultimate level, cultivating energy leads to a wonderful sense of spiritual renewal. Some people have a vibrant living faith, either as part of an orthodox religion or through a private sense of belief; yet many others feel alienated from traditional religions or unable to reconcile their own feelings with the dogma and rituals of age-old sects. However, once you begin to work with energy, the outward trappings of religion become unimportant. Ultimately it doesn’t matter how you perceive God, Goddess, Creator, Great Spirit, Tao – when you connect to the living, vibrant energy of the universe, there is no need for names or titles. Instead there is a wonderful sense of belonging, of love, of peace and connection. As beings of energy we become united with the source of all energy and therein lies our purpose and our meaning.

The aim of this book is to introduce you to the idea of sensing, understanding and working with energy in the simplest way possible. My purpose is to get you working with energy from the very first page, so the approach is inherently practical. (If you want to read about the science, theory and philosophy of energy, there are other books which explain it very well.) Above all, I hope you find the process of energy-working fun. If at any time it becomes boring, irritating or a chore, then maybe this isn’t the right time for you to be attempting this work. Leave it aside and come back to it later. We will work from the denser levels of energy in the physical body, and slowly move outward to emotional and, finally, spiritual energy. It is a wonderful journey.

Introductions over. Let’s get working. Let’s start feeling energy at work in our lives…
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CHAPTER ONE

FEELING THE ENERGY IN YOUR BODY
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We will start by getting the smallest sense of the energy which flows all through our bodies. Take off your shoes and stand with your feet shoulder-width apart. Let your knees soften and allow your hands to fall gently by your sides. Imagine you have a string coming from the top of your head, right in the centre of your scalp. It is attached to the ceiling and is gently tugging so you’re upright but relaxed.

Close your eyes and become aware of your breath. Just stand and breathe for a few minutes. Now become aware of the centre of your body, the area around your navel. Breathe deeply into that area.

How do you feel? Many people can, quite quickly, start to feel a tingling through the body. It might run down your arms, it might radiate out from the solar plexus. It might send shivers down your spine. This is your body’s energy and it is reacting to this most simple exercise – you stopping for a moment to pay attention. Vital energy is always there, we just tend to ignore it. Even if you do nothing else from this book, just taking time out for two minutes a day to stand, centre and focus – and feel your energy – is a huge step. If you didn’t feel the energy, don’t panic. Not everyone does immediately. Just take a few minutes every so often and keep trying. It will come.
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Our bodies are not just composed of flesh and blood, they are also complex chemical factories and, above all, energy powerhouses; sources of spirit. Throughout the ages, people have sought to understand the complexity of the energy systems of the body. Every great ancient culture studied the movement of energy within the human body and many charted it with great precision. Not only did they look at how much energy we have but they also studied the qualities of the energy we possess. They believed our bodies were microcosms of the universe – that what lies without in the starry cosmos also lies within, deep in the workings of the body. The Kabbalists, ancient Jewish mystics, taught that divine energy came down from the Godhead in a lightning flash, transforming itself from pure cosmic energy into matter – yet matter still infused with exactly the same spark.

Our bodies are a miracle and a profound mystery. However much we know, the remaining area of complete ignorance is still vast. Holistic physicians are convinced that the future lies not in separating body, mind and spirit – but in understanding that each is intertwined, they all affect each other. We cannot be boxed into neat compartments.

Psychoneuroimmunology explores the ways in which what we feel and think affects how our bodies work. Just as psychologists understand that our posture and body language can affect our thoughts and emotions, so too bodyworkers have seen, time and time again, old memories come flooding back when they press into a muscle or connective tissue. Trauma that our ancestors experienced generations previously can be captured in our DNA. An uplifting of the soul can have miraculous effects on illness and disease. Prayer can heal. This is the work of energy within the body, the mind and the soul. Once we learn to get in touch with that energy we can start to experience our own lightning flash of pure aliveness. Let’s get started…



GET IN TOUCH WITH YOUR BODY
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Most of us don’t live in our bodies; we live in our heads. We can go virtually from one end of the day to the other without really thinking about our bodies. Sure, we stop for lunch – because that’s our habit. Okay, we get up once in a while to go to the bathroom – our bladders are pretty hard to ignore. Yet how often do we stop and sense our bodies; how often do we think about how they feel throughout the day? We need to become far more aware of what is actually going on at any one moment within our physical frame.

So, stop this very moment and take an inventory. Is your body stiff? Are your shoulders relaxed or up around your ears? Are you clenching your teeth so hard that your jaw is hurting? Does your body need anything? Water perhaps? We can easily become dehydrated and tea, coffee and fizzy drinks don’t do the trick. Food? Often our bodies are just plain hungry or, rather, hungry for food that really sustains: a handful of nuts maybe instead of a chocolate bar; or a proper lunch of soup with sourdough bread and salad, rather than a limp supermarket sandwich. Have you been sitting so long that your back aches or your buttocks are numb? Do you need a good stretch? Do your eyes feel bright and clear, or sore and itchy? If you stare at a computer screen all day, do your eyes need to rest, or to focus on something long distance for a change? Are you tired? Does your whole body need a quick catnap – or a longer rest?

Learn to listen to your body and help it any way you can. If you work at a computer, set an alarm for every thirty minutes or, at the outside, every hour. Then just quickly tune into each area of your body and see what it needs. At the very least give yourself a drink of fresh water and have a quick stretch. Get up, walk around a bit or do some simple neck rolls. If you are a busy parent or you work manually your body will be asking for different things – and most probably a rest.

Try to set aside a small amount of time every day to re-establish true meaningful contact with your body. The following exercises can help.

PAYING ATTENTION EXERCISE

Wearing loose clothes and no shoes, lie on the floor on your back. Feel the floor under you and where it supports your body. Now move your attention to your feet – imagine the bones of your feet, the muscles, the tendons, the skin. Are they hot or cold? Do you feel any difference between your two feet? Are they light or heavy? Gradually work your way up your body, repeating the questions, and becoming aware of how different parts of your body are feeling. Move up your legs and into the hips, up the torso and into the abdomen, the chest and the shoulders. Then down the arms to the hands. Finish by examining your head and face.
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BONE - BALANCING

Let’s focus next on your bone structure. Using either your lightly clenched fists or the fingers of your hand, swiftly tap over your hip bones and pelvis. Listen to the sound it makes and feel the vibration in your body. Move down your legs and listen and look for changes in sound and feeling. Try the soles of your feet. Work over all the bones in your body, noting differences.

HEART SEARCHING

Sit quietly and tune in to the rhythm of your heartbeat. If you feel comfortable with this (not everyone will) take your focus inside your heart, feel it pulsing. Listen to the blood sluicing through its valves. The first time I tried this exercise I felt humbled and grateful. I was aware of (and quite bowled over by) its stoic power; its faithful toil. I never wanted to hurt my heart again; I wanted to give it the food and exercise it needs to function with the greatest ease. It was a turning point for me.

Sometimes ‘going inside’ your heart can evoke feelings of panic, fear or extreme distaste. If so, don’t worry – just let the exercise go. Maybe try the exercise another time, when you could have a quite different reaction.

YOUR OTHER ORGANS

Use the same technique for getting in touch with other organs. Follow your breath into your lungs. Feel them expand and contract, pulling air into the tiny sacs. Imagine the exchange of gases, the oxygenated air flowing out to all the cells. Your lungs connect you with the outside world – they are the great communicators. As you breathe in, your lungs literally in-spire you: you pull in love of life, energy, enthusiasm. As you breathe out you exhale the old, the waste. Feel how your body breathes for you; it actually breathes you. You can continue this exercise to other parts of your body, other organs. What do you discover?

If you don’t feel comfortable exploring your body in this way, gently ask yourself why this is. Does it bring back any uncomfortable memories? Is it frightening? Why might this be? You might want to try this exercise every day – to see whether the feelings change. If, on the other hand, you’re just not ready for this, let the exercise go. Rest assured that, when the time is right, you’ll be able to go into your body feeling fine and comfortable. You may choose to work with a therapist.
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BREATHING – A DIRECT ROUTE TO ENERGY - WORKING
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Once you start a relationship with your body, you will become ready to move one step further along the energy route. Breathing techniques are some of the oldest and most effective ways of awakening, stimulating, balancing and soothing energy within the body and mind.

Breathing is powerful medicine. The Eastern arts of yoga and qigong promise that particular forms of breathing can do everything from improving your moods or increasing your resistance to colds and illness, to fostering better sleep and even helping you resist aging. Good breathing feeds the brain, calms the nerves and has a measurable effect on a number of medical conditions.

Some people say that how you breathe is a good indication of how you look at life altogether. Both symbolically and literally, breathing is all about taking in the new and eliminating the old. (When we breathe in we oxygenate the body through the air that we breathe, and when we breathe out we expel unwanted carbon dioxide.) The Buddhist tradition regards every new breath as giving new life and every exhalation as a little death. So, taking in deep joyful breaths is seen as a way of affirming life and vitality. Breathing minimally and shallowly is like turning the volume down on the vital energy of life or accepting it only grudgingly. There is a yoga proverb which says: ‘Life is in the breath. Therefore he who only half breathes, half lives.’

Let’s look at some simple, safe, breathing exercises that will help you become more adept at recognising





THE COMPLETE BREATH
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THE BREATH OF FIRE












THERAPEUTIC BREATHWORK
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