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Strolling through a park, many of us have witnessed small groups of people practicing Tai Ji, executing in unison a slow moving dance: precise, beautifully flowing, and meditative.  However, few of us realize that Tai Ji is first and foremost a martial art, developed by the Chinese as a system of self defense and combat.  What we see in the park are Tai Ji practitioners doing a sequence of self defense moves strung together and slowly executed in a set pattern that we call a form.  The casual observer rarely recognizes that Tai Ji practice also consists of working with partners in a spontaneous movement called push-hands.  I believe that the underlying principles of Tai Ji push-hands can be used to aid us in coping with and overcoming many aspects of Parkinson’s disease, as well as many other chronic illnesses.
What is push-hands?
Push hands is comprised of an exercise in which two tai ji practitioners stand opposite each other in Tai Ji stances.  The hands and arms of each practitioner are extended to come in contact with their opponent’s arms or body.   Push hands can be thought of as a game or duel in which each practitioner attempts to be sensitive to his opponent while gracefully yielding to the other’s pushes and neutralizing his energy. Each practitioner takes advantage of any flaws in his opponent’s stance, and then pushes back, trying to force his opponent off balance.  My instructor, Arieh Breslow, prefers to use the terms yielding hands or sensing hands as a more apt description of the push hands process.
The push-hands exercise is a spontaneous application of the Tai Ji movements, measuring how well the principles of the form have been learned and applied. An effective push hands practitioner will know his own strengths and limitations, be familiar with how to listen to his opponent and discover his opponents capabilities and boundaries, and learn when and how to respond.

First of all, working with a partner allows us to know ourselves, to know our own strengths and weaknesses and to better learn and develop our Tai Ji skills.  When we are pushed, do we remain rooted?  Are we soft, relaxed?  Do we lead our opponent into emptiness so that when he pushes, we suddenly disappear as we yield to his push?  Only by allowing our opponent to push us to our limits, and sometimes past our boundaries, can we know what our limits are.  This is what is called investing in loss.  Only by investing in loss to the point of occasionally loosing do we learn the extent of our limits and how to extend our limits and capabilities even further. 

Secondly, how well do we know or sense our opponent?  Is he hard or soft?
Is he rooted or off balance?  Is he sunk into his posture, or leaning in one particular direction?  Many times, in the split second that our opponent pushes us, we can sense even more internal aspects of our opponent.  Is he angry, fearful, over confident, or aggressive?  All of these traits will eventually bring him down.

And thirdly, push hands teaches us the importance of timing.  Every time that we are pushed does not necessary mean that we have to push back - not immediately anyway.  Sometimes, we just need to yield to the attack and let it go.  Other times, we need to respond, but not right away.  Timing is important for having the greatest impact.  Sometimes, it is better to yield and not respond at all.

How can we use push hands principles to help us cope with Parkinson’s?

Applying the three principles from above, knowledge of self, knowledge of our opponent and timing our response will help us in dealing with Mr. Parkinson. Once again, how well do we know ourselves?  Are we afraid and do we live in fear of our opponent, Mr. Parkinson?  Are we willing to let him score an occasional push, to invest in loss so that we can become familiar with our own limits, weaknesses and frailties as well as come to know our strengths and capabilities?  When Mr. Parkinson pushes us, it often results in the appearance of a new symptom like a tremor, stiffness, loss of balance, stooped posture, or a sore shoulder.  Do we maintain the softness, relaxed attitude, and calmness to properly yield to his pushes?
How well do we know our opponent Mr. Parkinson?  Many times, through push hands we can come to know our opponent so well that we can anticipate his next move before he himself knows what he will do.  Do we have this same intimate relationship with our Mr. Parkinson?  Mr. Parkinson is a well trained opponent, but he is not formidable. 

Is our timing such that we can plan when and how we will respond?  Our response may take the form of medication, dietary changes, an exercise regime, meditation, all of which are designed to cause Mr. Parkinson to make his own retreat.  Do we have the grace to accept our losses and to not get discouraged, but move on to the next sequence of pushes?  
Your opponent knows you better than you know yourself
I once had the opportunity to have a training session with Lenzie Williams, who had held the U.S. championship in push hands for a number of years.  I knew that I was vastly out matched, but I also knew that the opportunity to push with him would be an invaluable experience and that he would certainly have many pointers to share with me. 
As we started our push hands session together, it immediately became evident to me, that Lenzie knew me better than I knew myself.  Lenzie is a massive guy.  He is big and strong and my head only comes up to his chin.  However, every time that I went to push him, he would yield, drawing me in like a spider draws prey into its web.  I would push, but there would be nothing to push on, resulting in over-extending my reach and losing my balance which placed me in an awkward position where Lenzie could then do as he wanted with me.  I was nothing but a rag doll in his hands.  Fortunately for me, Lenzie is a very gentle and considerate soul, and after every push which could have sent me flying up against the wall, he would catch me so that I wouldn’t get hurt.
So it is with Mr. Parkinson.  I believe that in many cases Mr. Parkinson knows us better than we know ourselves. As with most ancient medical systems, Chinese medicine views chronic illness as a sign that our lives are out of balance.  In fact, in the case of Parkinson’s disease, our lives are so far out of balance that our entire central nervous system is in the of process of shutting down.  In many cases our opponent, Mr. Parkinson, is trying to tell us something.    He is telling us that we need to make drastic changes to our lives in order to bring ourselves back into balance.  We need to slow down, be more observant of our surroundings and enjoy life more.  Mr. Parkinson is showing us that we need to restructure our lives so that we can release much of the pressure and tension associated with our current life style.  He is begging us to develop our innermost talents that we may not realize that we posses. He wants us to improve our family relations, make new friends and build a network of relationships that will raise us up and support us. And, in some instances, to push aside older relationships that may be dragging us down.
We find our innermost self crying, screaming, “SLOW DOWN, STOP, STOP, STOP – what do I need to do to bring myself back into balance?”

If we don’t slow down on our own and make the necessary changes in our lives, then Mr. Parkinson will slow us down.  When he pushes, he is trying to tell us something, to communicate something very profound and intimate that can be life changing.  Do not be afraid to let him give you a push that will cause you to examine your innermost self and make changes.  Invest in loss.  Ask yourself, “What is keeping me from becoming the beautiful, creative, loving, sharing, sympathetic person that I am and preventing me from embracing life to the absolute fullest, enjoying and squeezing the maximum out of every second?  What is keeping me from reaching my full potential?”
Conclusion
Tai Ji push hands can be used for overcoming Parkinson’s, for coming to know ourselves and our opponent intimately and for making the life long changes that will bring our bodies back into alignment and balance. When you push with Mr. Parkinson, be soft, loving and gentle - but also firm, for Mr. Parkinson is none other than your inner most being, crying out for help.
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