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Chicago Mind & Body Center: A Renewable Source of Energy

Diffused light streams in through the dusty windows, illuminating the air in the 

room. I can feel the air as it moves--up an down, displaced by my flowing arms--into 

my nose and out of my mouth, always in motion. No matter how slow we move, the 

flow of this energy, inside our bodies and in the room around us, continues. When a 

car honks on the street just outside the window, my mind is challenged to not fixate on 

it, and I bring my mind back to focus on what I am doing here and now. Scott performs 

part of the form, and he is as fluid as ocean waves; emulating water's fluidity, power, 

adaptability and softness through his bodies motions. His external, gently flowing 

movements, generated by his internal calm flow of energy. I repeatedly go through the 

motion of "parting the wild horses mane" (Field Notes 1), and by the end of class I can 

flow through the process freely, with a quite, focused mind. 

Over the past three months, I have been conducting ethnographic research at 

The Chicago Mind and Body Center where Tai Chi, Meditation, and Qigong classes 

are taught, and I have been participating and observing the Tai Chi and Meditation 

class. Through first hand experience, and observing the class as a whole, have 

discovered the constant energy flow within the space to be the underlying cause of 

other significant occurrences within this space. Although the constant flow of energy is 

utilized in Tai Chi, there should not be the exertion of energy; one should only use 



enough energy to perform the single task they are doing. I learned from my teacher, 

Jane, to conserve the energy flow within the body, by relaxing the body and only 

focusing on one task at a time; not letting the mind wander. The consistent energy flow 

within the Chicago Mind and Body Center, allows for practicers to experience freedom, 

both emotionally and physically, creates a sanctuary from the busy city life, and allows 

for the connection to the inner self, contrary to religious affiliation. 

Through my research, I observed something interesting about Dan, who is 

middle-aged: 

 . . . he is trying to gain peacefulness in his life; he talks about his work 

quite a bit and how he gets tired or off focus at points in the day and is 

trying to utilize Tai Chi to wake him up and alert his mind, rather than 

coffee and candy bars. (Field Notes 1) 

I noticed in Dan an eagerness to achieve freedom from these things in 

life that tend to persuasively overcome peoples inner selves, such as work, 

food, the media, and relationships. By practicing Tai Chi and Meditation, a 

freedom of or the troubles of your own mind can be achieved. Dan would often 

talk about the stresses of life, and although he said that he struggles with these 

stresses, it was clear that he was becoming a more peaceful person since 

practicing Tai Chi and Meditation. He was slowly becoming free of the other 

things in life which can often drive a person in a wrong and unhealthy direction.

In the United States, we are supposedly free because we have equal 

rights. However, I believe that true freedom can only come from within oneself: 

 . . . 'free' means to be free from all suffering, to reach inner freedom 



where suffering ceases to be. This is, of course an ideal state of mind--

but how do we reach if? To research inner freedom we must search from 

freedom with a 'free mind.' (Thynn)

Tai Chi and Meditation clear the  mind so that you can be free of others thoughts 

which are hindering you from realizing what is really important in your life. Once the 

mind is clear, mindful focus can be placed on that one, important thing, and 

consequently freedom of an unfocused mind is achieved. By promoting the connection 

to ones inner self, Tai Chi and Meditation allows for freedom from always being driven 

to do things by the society around us, allowing one develop an understanding of what 

they really want and who they really are.

I have found that true freedom--freedom of worrying and freedom of always 

caring about what others think about you--can be obtained by connecting to yourself 

through the practice of Tai Chi and Meditation, so that you can finally realize what is 

actually important to you after so many years spent pleasing society, and focus on 

what your inner self is telling you to do. 

I have noticed in Jane, a freedom of the mind; she did not seem worried about 

the small turn out of students for classes, which usually consisted of two of three 

students when I attended. Also, I was able to observe the different actions of someone 

who regularly practices Tai Chi and Meditation, to people who do not regularly 

practice mindful exercises, when a group of three new people tried out a class. During 

this class, I noticed that it was much more talkative and giggly than our other sessions, 

when in actuality, you are supposed to remain relatively quiet when practicing in order 

to adequately focus and connect to yourself. I interpreted this change in the 



atmosphere of class in direct correlation with regular practicers and non-regular 

practicers, "Because they are not regular practicers of Tai Chi and Meditation, they are 

not as peaceful and secure as the other regular students, and they feel the need to 

always be giggling and talking to prove that they are happy" (Field Notes 1). Practicing 

Tai Chi and Meditation allows for settling of the mind and promotes a silent, but 

effective, happiness from within; there is no need to prove ones happiness when you 

know that you are truly happy inside, and are connected to yourself. By practicing Tai 

Chi and Meditation, a happiness is obtained through connecting with your inner self. 

Only then, can one achieve freedom from always having to prove their happiness by 

being loud and talkative. 

When I was first going to attend the Tai Chi and Meditation, I was a little 

nervous, although upon arriving, I almost immediately realized that the Chicago Mind 

and Body Center is a relaxed environment which does not put pressure on students to 

be perfect. This allows students to experience a freedom of being embarrassed about 

how they look when doing moves; a freedom from the pressures in the world to be 

perfect all the time. I experienced even more of this freedom of the mind on world Tai 

Chi day, when we met in the heart of the magnificent mile to do Tai Chi among the 

crowds of people. I expected to feel a little awkward or embarrassed as people 

stopped and stared at us. However, I had none of those feelings, but instead I felt 

liberated by being so separated from the pack of shoppers rushing through the streets, 

while still being among the crowds. 

Think about how much of your time is spend worrying or thinking about 

unnecessary things in life. Practicing tai chi and meditation clear all of those burdening 



thoughts from the mind, which allows for you to become more open to happiness and 

more of your time can be spent on things in your life which are important to you and 

make you happy. 

When classes were held in the studio in Chinatown, noises representing 

city life--cars honking and people yelling orders--would drift into the room 

through the open window, dissipating, as we didn't allow the noises to effect our 

practicing. Trash lined the street I walked on my way to Tai Chi, and dust 

engulfed the building, until I entered the studio itself. In all of its simplicity, the 

Center acts as a sanctuary from the surrounding busy city world. When spring 

arrived, classes often took place in Ping Tom Park in Chinatown, where Hillary 

spends the majority of her time practicing Tai Chi and Meditation. While we 

practice Tai Chi, some people sit on park benches and drink beer while making 

fun of the people around them, mocking our movements. Yet we remain 

unaffected by this mockery. Unaffected by the old, rusty, broken bridge next to 

the park, whose energy flow has completely been diminished. Unaffected by the 

train rumbling by every half an hour. Concentrating on the flow of energy within 

our group, contrary to the world around us.

When we practiced Tai Chi inside the studio, the noises of the city life and trash 

build up outside on the street were constantly around us, symbolizing the stagnant 

energy flow in the world which causes for this aggressive noise and the accumulation 

of grime. When practicing in Ping Tom park in Chinatown, although there were no 

walls to separate us from the energy-lacking city world, our small group did not allow 

the lack or energy flow around us to subtract from our energy flow within the group. 



I have noticed over the past three months that it can be difficult for people living 

in cities to maintain their flow of energy, particularly because of the detachment from 

nature. Jonah Lehrer reported in the Boston Globe in How the City Hurts Your Brain…

And What You Can Do About It, discussing:

Just being in an urban environment, they have found, impairs our basic 

mental processes. After spending a few minutes on a crowded city street, 

the brain is less able to hold things in memory, and suffers from reduced 

self-control…The mind needs nature, and even a little bit can be a big 

help. . . The reason such seemingly trivial mental tasks leave us depleted 

is that they exploit one of the crucial weak spots of the brain. 

During this past year, I have even noticed within myself, a slight anxiousness 

from living in this busy city and not being able to take a hike up an empty mountain or 

walk down a street with nobody else on it. The Chicago Mind and Body Center acts as 

a haven for city folk to get away from the hubbub of busy city life. Whether class is held 

in the small secluded studio in Chinatown, or in Ping Tom park, there is an element of 

slight seclusion which is found with the space of the classes themselves, as if the 

abundance of energy flowing within the group acts as a repellent to the outside world. 

The overall simplicity of classes, allows for an increased amount of mindfulness, 

which cannot be found on the bustling streets of the city, to then be applied to 

everyday life:

A city is so overstuffed with stimuli that we need to constantly redirect our 

attention so that we aren't distracted by irrelevant things . . . This sort of 

controlled perception -- we are telling the mind what to pay attention to -- 



takes energy and effort. (Leher)

Not only does The Chicago Mind and Body Center act as a haven from city life 

on a physical level, but on a mental level as well. By practicing Tai Chi and Meditation, 

one's mind can escape from focusing on so many things at once, which the city 

constantly demands of us. When practicing Tai Chi, a main focus is to increase one's 

mindfulness; being in a state of being fully present in the moment, aware of yourself 

and your surroundings and only focusing on one task at a time to give it your full 

attention.The article Tai Chi and Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction in a Boston 

Public Middle School describes a clinical project which used combined Tai Chi and 

mindfulness-based stress reduction as an educational program, noting: 

Mindfulness and Tai Chi practice teach strategies that heighten 

awareness of the mind-body as an organic whole . . . middle school 

students in the context of a ubiquitous urban backdrop of power and 

aggression to which the children are continuously exposed . . . 

experienced well-being, calmness, relaxation, improved sleep, less 

reactivity, in- creased self-care, self-awareness, and a sense of 

interconnection or inter-dependence with nature. (Wall)

These students in an inner-city environment, much like the one I have lived in while I 

practiced Tai Chi and Meditation, have increased their mindfulness and their 

connection to overall calmness through the practice of Tai Chi and Meditation. 

Because Tai Chi and Meditation promote the use of mindfulness, the practice of Tai 

Chi and meditation can be drastically effective in countering the stressful environment 

which city life beholds upon city dwellers. 



The constant bombardment of advertisements, commotion, people, and 

buildings in cities, cause people to not only become detached from nature but to 

become overwhelmed with so many things happening at once, that they forget what is 

important in the present. Classes at the Chicago Mind and Body Center act as a 

sanctuary in the city, allowing for a break from the busy city life, encouraging the 

connection to nature when Tai Chi and Meditation are practiced outdoors, and also 

counteracts the overwhelming abundance of stimuli which the city forces us to 

confront, by promoting the practice of mindfulness so that one can focus simply at the 

task at hand. 

During my time observing and practicing Tai Chi and Meditation at the Chicago 

Mind and Body Center, I have realized that Tai Chi and Meditation do not have to be 

practiced as a path to connect to a deity, but instead can simply be a path to ones 

inner self, known as, " . . . the art of learning to move and act from within one's self" 

(I-chi). This awareness of the inner self is so attainable from the practice of Tai Chi and 

Meditation, because of the emptying of the clutter in the mind which is attained through 

the calming exercises.

Tai Chi is a very spiritual process, however one does not have to be worshiping 

a god to reap its benefits. Even a non-religious person can turn within for a spiritual 

experience, "The core element of a spiritual practice is that it provides a method of self 

discovery that brings you into a realization of the greater whole" (Mosher). There is a 

common misconception that there has to be worshiping of gods to be spiritual, 

however this is very untrue and practicing Tai Chi and Meditation is a way to connect 

with your inner self on a spiritual level: 



We often go through life as if moved by every force outside of ourselves, 

rather than acting from within our own being. The world moves us. 

Relationships move us. We chase after a career. We are prodded by ego. 

We are often no longer moved from within ourselves—by our true self. 

(I-chi)

This connection to the inners self allows for the realization of what is really 

wanted in life and is an extremely self-spiritual process. I saw this spiritual process 

taking place in Adam. One day I asked Adam why why he practices Tai Chi and 

Meditation so rigorously, and he told me that he first began practicing because his 

doctor recommended Tai Chi as therapy for his knee after surgery. However, he has 

put so much continual time and effort into practicing for months after the time 

recommended by his doctor, because he has noticed that he has become more calm 

and attuned to himself and more accepting of his life. 

Also, through my field notes, I have noticed that often times, Westerners adopt the 

practice of Tai Chi and Meditation from Eastern culture, because they have become 

very anxious, unfocused, or their health is in turmoil, and realize that practicing Tai Chi 

"will allow [them] to become aware of how [they] move through everyday life" (Hillary 

Field Notes 1), therefore making it easier to make the changes necessary to increase 

their happiness. This sudden act of immersing into the practice of Tai Chi, which many 

Westerners try to do at later stages in their life, makes it difficult to adopt the calm 

lifestyle of Tai Chi. This is because the American way is to always be doing something, 

while mindful concentration is the goal of Tai chi and Meditation. Tai Chi is all about 

relaxing ones body, because "The more relaxed you can make everything, the easier it 



is to recognize your muscles tensing and then just let it pass" (Field notes 1 Hillary). By 

training your body to relax and become more resilient, through the study of Tai Chi and 

Meditation, people are able to deal with difficult situations in a more calm way and let 

them just drift by them, and then they are able to fill their life with happiness. 

I have found living in a busy city to be difficult this year, and since I have begun 

studying Tai Chi and Meditation, I have noticed a beneficial change in myself:

I have noticed that I have been much more relaxed and open to things 

happening in my life since I have been practicing Tai Chi and Meditation. 

This new found relaxation has also assisted me in focusing on my 

schoolwork better so I have been receiving better grades and also I am 

less stressed out in general. (Audrey Field Notes 4)

When I am practicing Tai Chi and Meditation, there is a calmness I feel which I 

have not experienced this year at school. Although I am not connecting to gods of any 

sort, there is a comforting spirit from within me which calms and steadies my mind. 

Americans are usually not connecting to a deity when studying Tai Chi and Meditation, 

however, the simple connection to yourself, is extremely beneficial in calming the 

mind, especially when living a city environment which is constantly busy and filled with 

stressful situations. 

The Chicago Mind and Body Center is unlike many other centers for the 

practice of Tai Chi and Meditation. There is no temple to meditate in regularly, no 

forest to enjoy sit in for completely silent meditation, no huge turnout to classes like 

ones held in parks in China. However, I have discovered that quite possibly it is at the 

places in the world where these things are lacking, that a Tai Chi and Meditation 



practice is most needed. Tai Chi and Meditation promote steadiness of the mind and a 

calming of the body, so when utilized in a stressful city environment, such as that of the 

city of Chicago, the practice of Tai Chi and Meditation have almost limitless 

possibilities to do good for people. 

The Chicago Mind and Body Center presents the energy stagnant city of 

Chicago with encouragement of the constant flow of energy, not only in the body, but 

in the mind and through actions. This constant flow of energy within the Chicago Mind 

and Body Center, enlightens practicers with a feeling of freedom from a worrisome 

mind by achieving the ability to flow past frivolous thoughts, provides a sanctuary from 

the energy stagnant city life where mindfulness is seemingly nonexistent, and 

promotes a spiritual connection to the inner self, contrary to religious affiliation. 
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