TIBETAN RELAXATION IN CALIFORNIA

In the mid Western states of America they have a saying: “One day they picked up the map and shook it, and everything that was loose rolled to California.” Having spent a few weeks in and around San Francisco, I can understand something of the truth of this conservative view. Never before have I seen so many people looking so distracted in such a concentrated geographical area, and with ‘laid back’ seeming calm, as only the initiators of flower power know how. People twitching, mumbling to themselves, addressing shadows, hanging out (as they say over there) on street corners, dressed in what can only be described as rags; sailing along high as a kite with eyes wild and unfocussed, and others, beautifully dressed with thick make up papering over the cracks in the long-faded smile. Nowhere more than in Berkeley (known to some on the East coast as ‘Bezerkley’)

Yet, high on a hill, overlooking the campuses and the glittering nightly magic of the Bay Bridge and the surrounding area, stands the Nyingma Institute. The Institute was founded about ten years ago by Tarthang Tulku - a Tibetan lama. Nyingma is the oldest of the four schools of Tibetan Buddhism. Always relatively small with monasteries in remote parts of Tibet and never holding political power, the Nyingmapas can trace their lineage directly to Padmasambhava, who came from India in the 8th century and was largely responsible for the spread of Buddhism among the wild people of Tibet. Vajrayana (as Tibetan Buddhism is called - ‘the Diamond Vehicle’) is the culminating vehicle or yana of Buddhism. It is sometimes described as the steep, direct and dangerous route up the sheer face of the mountain.

Vajrayana is concerned with a life process of self-healing whereby the inter-relationship of mind and body is deeply investigated - at all levels of human activity - and the origins of man’s discontent and physical illnesses are explored and dealt with by a progressive practice of awareness in action, as prescribed by the lama, or teacher in accordance with the needs of the student. The way of Vajrayana is a way of energy. Tantric Buddhism is basically concerned with the investigation and transformation of energy - by means of direct experience, without intermediary negotiation with the grosser physical and mental symptoms to which we, in the West particularly, are so prone and by which we put so much store.

In the very practical spirit of this ancient way of practice Tarthang Tulku asked himself what he could offer the tense and depleted who have been arriving to study with him since his arrival in California. He decided to share with them a series of movement and self-massage exercises called Kum Nye (pronounced koom-neeay) which were taught to him by his father who was also a lama and doctor. Kum means body and Nye means massage of or interaction with. Whereas lu means the ordinary material body of which we are usually aware, ku means the subtle body - a more refined awareness of physicality. It is on, in and through this body of energy that kum nye operates.

Tarthang Tulku talks of three levels of experience in the kum nye exercises. At first, one touches a general feeling ‘tone’; as the awareness moves a little deeper and becomes more finely tuned, a sense of greater density is experienced - maybe in the form of energy blockages or pain. From there one moves into a new dimension of feeling - into pure experience and energy, without the interpretative, separative chatter of the mind, or the distraction of out-of-date emotional reactions.  The exercises are extremely simple; done very slowly; held for several minutes, and they penetrate very deeply. Gradually, gently, almost imperceptibly, one has the awareness of being in a subtly different ‘texture’ of experience.

“Stimulating feelings and expanding them is the basic activity of Kum Nye,”  writes Tarthang Tulku
. Feelings in this context refers not to the gamut of changing emotions but to the quality of energy present in the body. The meditational experience reveals that all states of body and mind and manifest - ‘embodied’, as the Tibetans say - on the physical level in terms of energy. No state is negative per se; no state is permanent. Energy is in flow. It can be penetrated and put to better use. It can be transformed, released and redistributed. Tension is seen as a source of energy, rather than as something to be got rid of. This expansion of energy is a liberating, loving, nourishing and deeply positive experience and is the fundamental practice of Kum Nye. It brings with it a sense of lightness (in all meanings of the word) and a new realisation of responsibility and joyful participation in one’s own state of being.

The exercises are divided into two main sections - Balancing and Integrating and Stimulating and Transforming. They have been given practical, meaningful and beautiful English titles, such as: Loosening up the Self Image; Swimming in Space; Increasing Psychological Balance; Building Strength and Confidence; Nurturing Satisfaction; Touching Time; Inner Gold.
Kum Nye forms part of a wider practice of meditation and self-healing which includes such activities as visualisation, chanting mantra, work, study and other practices as designated by the lama. It is a practical approach in itself to the problems and tensions of our daily lives. We need to be fit if we wish to climb the mountain. Kum Nye offers shelter at the foot of the mountain and a constant resting place and source of refreshment along the way.
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