

The Inner Artist



By Daniel Loney
With Tsipi Shaish and Rivka Nehara
I recently attended a week long conference on Parkinson's Disease at the Dead Sea, sponsored by the Israel Parkinson's Association. The organizers of the conference had asked me to give a couple of workshops on tai ji and had scheduled the workshops toward the end of the week. I had been apprehensive all week about the workshops as I knew that I would be demonstrating part of the tai ji form and also the sword form.  I never know from day-to-day the severity of my Parkinson's symptoms, so I cannot always count on my body fulfilling my mind's intentions.
 A few weeks before the conference an article had appeared in a national Israeli newspaper titled They Chose Life.  The article profiled three individuals, all with Parkinson's and how each one coped with the fear, hardships, and knowledge of having a chronic debilitating disease.  These three had managed to rebuild their lives and each found a unique way of expressing their newfound love for life and opening their lives in their desire to help others.

The three contained in the article were Tsipi Shaish, who expresses herself through her art; Rivka Nehara, who finds her love of life through dance and art; and myself, who immerses himself in tai ji.  As I read the story of these two remarkable women, I felt privileged to be counted in the same category as them and hoped that we would eventually be able to meet.
My desire to meet them was answered as I entered the first session of the conference.  I found a seat and began studying the conference program to decide which lectures and workshops I would like to attend.  Suddenly, I heard someone say, "Hi Danny."  As I turned to see who it was, I was stunned to see Rivka standing before me.  I was speechless as I sat there looking into her smiling face as if I were looking at her picture in the newspaper.  Finally, I managed to say, "I know you", and she graciously answered, "And I know you too."  I immediately felt a bond with her, knowing that we had traveled separate, but similar paths.  We briefly talked about the article which had introduced us to each other, and then she disappeared into the crowd as the opening session began.
A couple of days later I was eating breakfast outside by the hotel pool, sitting alone, enjoying the quiet morning and the warm Dead Sea sun.  I had brought my breakfast outside to escape the bustle and noise of the dining room.  As I finished eating, I got up to leave and noticed a woman sitting at the table in back of me also eating alone.  Our eyes caught each others attention and she said, "You're Danny."  And I responded, "and you are Tsipi."  She motioned for me to sit down, and as I sat I signaled to the waiter to pour me a cup of coffee.  As Tsipi and I began to speak, we didn't waste time with introductions or small talk.  We immediately found ourselves talking straight from the heart (gilui lev).  We talked about our spouses, our children, the richness of our lives, how these were the best years of our lives despite (or because of) the Parkinson's, and how we took pleasure in the small things of life.  As we took turns speaking, the other would say, "I'm glad you said that.  That's exactly how I feel."  This mutual connectivity seemed to continue with each and every sentence uttered.  She exclaimed jokingly, "We must be soul mates."  Finally, I turned to her and asked, "Tsipi, where does this come from, this richness of life, this feeling of fulfillment, the desire to be an open book and a source for helping others?"  She looked at me and motioned to her heart.  "It comes from deep, deep down inside.  It's an expression of your inner self."  
That evening there was a concert featuring a Latino band playing music using wooden flutes.  As is often my custom at these types of events, I tried to stand over in the corner, melting into the wall, so that no one would notice me.  Suddenly, I felt someone grab my hands from behind and begin pulling me out onto the dance floor.  As I turned around, I saw it was Rivka, guiding me with her superb dancing, gliding with flowing movements across the floor. I suddenly noticed Tsipi standing not far from us, so I pulled her into our web, and the three soul mates danced that evening.

The next day, as I was returning to my room, I stepped into the elevator, finding Rivka there on her way up to her room.  As the elevator ascended,

I apologetically explained to her what a klutz I am on the dance floor.  She complemented me on my moves the previous evening, waved towards her heart and said that the movement must come from here.  As the elevator door opened on my floor, I admiringly called her "the dancer."  And in parting she said I was an oman tai ji (tai ji artist).
I had never thought of my tai ji in terms of being an art.  Even though tai ji is a martial art, the art portion never registered with me.  I was a tai ji practitioner, or sometimes romantically thought of myself as a tai ji warrior.  Tai Ji is an internal martial art, meaning that the movement comes from the mind through intent.  The mind guides the body.  
That morning as my workshop began, I was standing alone in the middle of a large circle of people, whom were intently watching my every move. I stood there silently in the wu ji opening stance, sword resting comfortably in my hand. Completely unplanned and unexpected, I let the artist in me take over.  The artist gently, calmly, and patiently directed my every move as each move flowed as an expression of my deepest, innermost self, painting a personal portrait for all to enjoy. At the end of the form, I received many compliments, participants wondering how someone with Parkinson's could move so freely.  I shrugged my shoulders, pointed in the direction of my heart, and said, "All of the movement has to start from here."  Silently, I thanked my soul mates for the lesson they had taught me over the last few days.
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