Energy and the Physical Body
     One thing I love about Thai Massage is that it is the deepest and most physical form of bodywork that I have ever experienced, and yet it is all about moving energy.  From my experience, I see spirit and the physical body to be on a continuum of energy, with each merging into the other.  The physical body is infused with energy, and energy has a tangible, physical quality to it.  I say this because our perception of energy and the physical body will always influence the way we touch other people, and the way we do massage.  Having worked as a full-time professional massage therapist since 1992, and particularly having been in and around massage schools for a long time, I have observed a subtle – or not-so subtle – bias towards “energy” and away from the physical in some schools.  In the West, no matter what religion or spiritual path we follow, we have all been affected by some form of dualistic thinking.  Many people feel safer with black-and-white thinking, or what can be called the “illusion of separation.”  It is all too easy to divide the world into “us and them,” the “saved and the unsaved,” “good and evil,” “heaven and hell,” “spiritual and physical,” “eternal and temporary,” “the enlightened and the unenlightened,” “conservative and liberal,” “the establishment and the revolutionaries,” or “the patriots and the terrorists.”  

     When it comes to massage and bodywork, I have encountered some therapists and instructors who say, “I don’t do deep tissue massage anymore.  I just do energy work.”  You get the idea that doing energy work is better than doing deep physical massage, which is seen as dense, crude, aggressive or unclean.  Now, I firmly believe in prayer and distance healing, and off-body energy work, and I have seen it work.  And, I also believe that the same energy flows throughout the body, and there is definitely a time for our hands to be the prayer, in a sense, and to work with the energy that flows inside the body as well as around it.  Both approaches have their place, as long as we see the equal value of both, and don’t get caught in the idea that one is better than the other.  Many massage schools focus on a more Western, medical or bio-mechanical approach to massage, and regard “energy” as flaky, New Age, and unscientific.  Hospitals are more likely to hire someone to do Manual Lymph Drainage than Polarity Therapy, Reiki, or aura reading.  

     It is outside the scope of this book to try to convince anyone of the existence of energy.  Many people accept the existence of electromagnetic energy, but have a hard time relating it to the body.  Some massage therapists in other parts of the United States tell me about meeting resistance in their region to the idea of energy lines and Eastern philosophies.  I have more of the opposite problem in Santa Fe, New Mexico where I live.  I am just as likely to run into a white lady from Kansas who claims to be the reincarnation of a Tibetan Buddhist lama, and who speaks with a fake Tibetan accent and says, “You Westerners just don’t get it.”  (True story)

     I know many highly skilled massage therapists who are trained in a more Western, bio-mechanical modality such as structural integration, but who believe in energy, and say, “It’s all energy.”  That is all well and good, and yet I still see the value of having some sort of a conceptual framework for energy conduits or channels, and how energy moves, at least as a point of departure.
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