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Awakening as a Way of Life:  

The QigongDharma Vision 
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There is a kind of waking up that turns our gaze outward.  We begin to see the 
patterns of injustice woven into society, the inherited structures of harm, exclusion, 
and inequality that have been normalized over generations.  This is what 
contemporary culture often calls woke, and it matters.  It belongs to conscience, 
to community, and to the ongoing work of repair and collective responsibility. 

But there is another turning, quiet, intimate, and just as radical. 

Spiritual awakening turns the light inward.  It asks a deeper question:  
Who is the one who sees?  We begin to notice how perception itself is shaped by 
habit, fear, and identity; how the body holds tension, how the mind constructs 
certainty, how the sense of a separate self quietly organizes our experience of the 
world.  And then, sometimes gradually, sometimes in a sudden flash, we discover 
a wider field: awareness itself.  In that field, thoughts loosen their grip, the self 
becomes less solid, and presence takes on a living depth. 

These two forms of awakening (outward and inward) are not in competition.  They 
can and should inform one another.  Social clarity keeps spiritual practice 
grounded and accountable.  Spiritual clarity allows engagement with the world to 
arise from compassion rather than reactivity.  Both matter deeply. 

Still, the distinction matters, and in these pages, our exploration follows the inward 
path.  Here, awakening refers to this inner shift of perception and identity: what 
Zen names realizing Buddha-nature, what Daoism calls living in harmony with the 
Dao, and what QigongDharma cultivates through breath, movement, and 
embodied presence. 

This is where our exploration begins. 
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Awaken and Awakening: The Inner Turn 

Words like awaken, awakening, awakened, and enlightenment are often used 
interchangeably, but they point to different moments along a single unfolding.  
This distinction is not academic.  When language becomes vague, practice 
becomes vague.  Clarity of meaning helps us recognize where we are and how to 
practice honestly from that place. 

To awaken is to begin turning toward direct experience.  Awakening is not a 
destination but a living process, the gradual reorientation of consciousness away 
from automatic patterns toward presence.  It begins when we notice that much of 
our life has been lived on autopilot, governed by habit, conditioning, and inherited 
beliefs, rather than by direct perceiving. 

As awakening unfolds, certain movements become recognizable.  We begin to 
question assumptions we once took for granted.  We see our views as 
interpretations rather than facts.  At times, this brings cognitive dissonance, 
moments when new insight or experience collides with old certainties.  This can 
feel destabilizing, but it is the friction of growth, the loosening of a world that had 
become too small. 

When destabilization arises, the body knows before the mind does.  The breath 
becomes shallow.  The shoulders tighten.  The abdomen contracts against the 
groundlessness.  This is where practice becomes essential, not as a distraction, but 
as refuge.  Return to the breath.  Let the exhale lengthen.  Feel your feet on the 
earth.  The body’s wisdom can hold what the mind cannot yet comprehend.  In 
this way, each moment of uncertainty becomes not an obstacle to awakening, but 
awakening itself, the old structures dissolving, the new not yet formed, and 
awareness learning to rest in the spaciousness between. 

Then, sometimes quietly and sometimes with unmistakable clarity, a sense of 
freedom appears.  We realize that thoughts arise and pass like the weather.  They 
are not commands.  Attention becomes a choice.  Response becomes possible.  
This shift alone is transformative.  We are no longer fully captive to the patterns, 
personal or collective, that once ran our lives.  The “Matrix,” inner and outer, 
begins to lose its authority. 
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With this freedom comes a natural reordering of life.  Relationships, environments, 
and commitments subtly shift.  We are drawn toward what nourishes clarity and 
away from what feeds confusion, not from judgment, but from a growing 
sensitivity to what supports truth. 

Across traditions, this awakening is understood as having both sudden and 
gradual dimensions.  There may be moments of immediate insight, clear seeing 
that cuts through confusion in an instant.  And there is always the gradual work of 
integration: allowing that insight to reshape how we live, move, speak, and relate.  
These are not separate paths but one process: breakthrough, embodiment, 
illumination, and cultivation. 

Zen expresses this with characteristic simplicity:  
Before awakening, chop wood, carry water. 
After awakening, chop wood, carry water.  

 
What changes is not the activity, but the consciousness that performs it.  

 
Daoist practice approaches this same inner turn through the body.  As qi is 
cultivated through breath, movement, and alignment, awareness naturally clarifies.  
In qigong, we are not merely observing consciousness; we are participating in it 
somatically, feeling how life moves when resistance softens and energy flows.  
Effort gradually gives way to wu-wei, action arising in harmony with what is 
needed rather than imposed by will.   
 
This is the heart of QigongDharma.  We awaken through clear seeing and through 
embodied refinement.  Insight reveals the truth; practice allows the body, nervous 
system, and breath to live that truth.  These are not two awakenings but two 
expressions of the same turning, twin currents that may occasionally contribute to 
one another, both returning to their source. 
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Awakened: The Irreversible Threshold 

If awakening is the journey, then being awakened marks a crossing.  It does not 
describe the entire unfolding of realization, but rather a distinct threshold, one at 
which something essential shifts and cannot fully return to how it was before.  The 
ego’s grip on perception begins to loosen, and a direct awareness of unity opens 
like a door that does not close again. 

To be awakened is to experience something that once seemed contradictory: the 
simultaneous recognition of your unique individuality and the vast, living whole 
from which that individuality arises.  The old story of separation, of being bound 
and self-defended against a foreign world, reveals itself as a misunderstanding.  
You see yourself as an expression of something immeasurably larger, a wave 
recognizing itself as the ocean, a single breath within an infinite sky.  And 
paradoxically, you become more fully yourself than ever, precisely because you are 
no longer filtered through fear and self-protection. 

This brings a profound liberation from the habits that once ruled you.  Where 
there were only automatic reactions, choices now appear.  Old narratives, about 
who you are, what you deserve, and what is possible, lose their hypnotic authority.  
Yet this does not mean the work is complete.  Awakening opens the door; 
integration is the long walk through it.  Conditioning does not disappear 
overnight, but you now meet it with clarity rather than identification, with curiosity 
rather than compulsion. 

As perception clarifies, life reorganizes itself.  Actions begin to align with 
authenticity.  What once felt necessary, the performance, the compromises, the 
subtle self-betrayals, begins to feel hollow.  You speak more honestly.  You 
choose more carefully.  The roles may continue, but they no longer confine you; 
you are the awareness witnessing the performance. 

In the Buddhist tradition, this initial breakthrough is named with great 
precision: sotāpanna, the stream-enterer.  It refers to a person who has had a 
direct, non-conceptual insight into the Dharma, not as belief, but as lived 
realization.  This insight dissolves three fundamental confusions: the belief in a 
separate, permanent self; the idea that external rituals alone can bring liberation; 
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and paralyzing doubt about the path.  The Buddha described this moment as 
“opening the eye of the Dharma”, a seeing that sets one irreversibly in the 
direction of freedom. 

Irreversible, however, does not mean complete.  Stream-entry marks a 
commitment to being, not the end of the journey.  The Buddha was clear that 
awakening continues to deepen, integrate, and mature over time.  The essential 
point here is not the map, but the turn: something has shifted, and life now flows 
in a new direction. 

Daoist teachings describe this same threshold from another angle.  The awakened 
person is one who has begun to move with the Dao rather than against it.  This 
shift is felt in the body as increasing sensitivity to qi, the living current that 
animates breath, movement, and awareness.  Effort gives way to alignment.  
Tension softens.  Action becomes simpler, more responsive, less driven. 

Wu-wei, effortless action, begins to replace striving. 

Where Buddhism emphasizes the clarification of seeing, Daoism emphasizes the 
refinement of being.  Yet both describe the same fundamental transition: from 
living as a defended, contracted self to living as a permeable expression of a 
greater wholeness.  Energy flows more freely.  Presence deepens.  Life feels less 
resisted and more inhabited. 

This is why QigongDharma recognizes multiple pathways to awakening.  Some 
achieve insight through breakthrough meditation; others awaken through patient 
embodied practice, discovering that as the body opens and qi flows, 
consciousness naturally becomes clearer.  These are not separate awakenings; 
they are different expressions of the same irreversible shift. 

Over time, many practitioners realize that awakening occurs more than once.  The 
initial breakthrough is genuine and incomplete.  Later, deeper realizations emerge, 
showing that what once seemed final was only an initial unveiling.  This is not 
failure or regression.  It reflects the nature of an immeasurable awakening that 
unfolds in layers, each one encouraging greater integration, humility, and 
embodiment.
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The Living Paradox: Sudden Insight and Gradual Embodiment 

There is a question that has puzzled sincere practitioners for centuries: 

If enlightenment is the natural state of Buddha-nature already present within us, 
why does it take years, or lifetimes, of practice to realize it?  And if sudden insight 
can reveal ultimate truth in a single moment, why do the great teachers insist that 
this moment is only the beginning of the path, not its completion? 

This apparent contradiction has shaped entire traditions.  Zen lineages emphasize 
different doorways: the Rinzai tradition highlighting sudden breakthroughs 
through koans and direct confrontation with the mind; the Sōtō tradition 
emphasizing gradual cultivation through patient, wholehearted practice.  Which is 
correct? 

The deeper answer is neither, and all. 

The wisdom lies not in choosing between sudden and gradual, but in 
understanding how they function together in lived awakening. 

The great Chan master Sheng Yen expressed this with elegant precision: 

“Sudden awakening to principle; gradual cultivation with regard to actions.” 

This single sentence contains the whole path. 

Sudden awakening to principle refers to moments of unmistakable clarity, when 
the veil lifts and reality is seen directly, without interpretation.  These moments are 
not rare or exotic.  They may arise in meditation when the mind falls silent, and 
awareness recognizes itself.  The layers ask to be integrated.  When energy 
suddenly flows through a long-blocked channel.  They may occur in ordinary life, 
washing dishes, walking outside, when something in you simply knows, without 
being taught. 

These moments matter.  They are real glimpses of truth, what Daoism calls li, the 
underlying pattern of reality.  When such seeing occurs, nothing is quite the same 
again. 
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But this is only half the teaching. 

Gradual cultivation of actions is what allows that seeing to become a life.  The 
nervous system needs time to adapt.  The body must learn to inhabit what the 
mind has glimpsed.  Old patterns do not disappear instantly; they soften through 
repeated contact with clarity.  This gradual process does not diminish the initial 
insight; it ripens it. 

The Korean Seon master Chinul described this beautifully:  
“Insight into our true nature is sudden, but it must be followed by practice to ripen 
the insight.” 

Ripening suggests something organic.  A fruit appears in a moment of flowering, 
but its nourishment, sweetness, and depth require time, season, and patient care. 

This truth is written directly into the body. 

In qigong practice, gradual cultivation comes first: simple, repetitive movements 
that open the joints, calm the nervous system, and release energy held in chronic 
tension.  Nothing dramatic, softening the jaw, settling the shoulders, allowing the 
breath to deepen.  Night after night, the body becomes more permeable, more 
responsive, more alive. 

Then, sometimes unexpectedly, something shifts.  Energy breaks through.  A 
circuit completes.  Warmth rises through the spine.  The heart opens.  Clarity 
descends.  This is sudden insight embodied.  You directly experience what the 
gradual practice has been preparing all along. 

And still, this breakthrough is not the end. 

The system stabilizes.  Old habits return in subtler forms.  New layers ask to be 
integrated.  This is not regression; it is the natural rhythm of embodied awakening.  
The spirit perceives instantly; the body learns gradually.  Consciousness awakens in 
a moment; tissues, nerves, and cellular memory adapt over time. 

Again and again, insight arises, and practice learns how to live it. 
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This is the gift of QigongDharma.  It does not treat sudden awakening and 
gradual cultivation as competing truths.  It recognizes them as two movements of 
a single process: insight revealing what is true, and embodied practice allowing 
that truth to reshape a human life. 

Awakening flashes open the door. 
Cultivation teaches us how to walk through it, breath by breath, step by step, until 
realization is no longer an event we remember, but the way we live. 

Breath as the Bridge: Where Sudden and Gradual Unite 

There is one gateway where sudden insight and gradual cultivation meet in 
perfect harmony, and that gateway is the breath. 

The breath is both spontaneous and trainable, involuntary and responsive to 
intention.  It belongs equally to nature and to practice.  When we work with breath 
in QigongDharma, whether through natural breathing, abdominal breathing, or 
subtle whole-body breathing, we stand directly at the meeting point of sudden 
and gradual. 

Through patient practice, the breath slowly changes.  It lengthens.  It deepens.      
It begins to harmonize with the rhythms of the heart and the tides of energy 
moving through the body.  We notice where breathing is restricted, where the 
diaphragm is held, where fear has trained the body to live shallowly in the chest.  
Over time, these patterns soften, not by force, but through attention and kindness. 

And then, often without warning, the breath opens. 

A single inhalation becomes meditation itself.  Presence enters with the air.  A 
single exhalation releases not only carbon dioxide, but long-held tension, old 
stories, and the defended sense of self.  In that breath, something quiet and 
unmistakable happens: a merging.  Years of gradual cultivation suddenly reveal 
their hidden fruit. 

This is why we say in QigongDharma: the breath is the bridge. 
It is where effort meets grace, where cultivation invites revelation. 
Here, enlightenment is no longer either/or, it is both/and, lived directly. 
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Living the Paradox: How Practice Ripens Insight 

When we understand the rhythm of practice becomes simpler and more honest. 

We learn to honor the gradual process.  We show up even when practice feels 
ordinary, even when no breakthroughs are happening.  Each return to the cushion, 
each movement through the forms, each conscious breath taken instead of a 
habitual one, this is awakening unfolding.  Not preparation for enlightenment, but 
enlightenment expressing itself quietly, moment by moment. 

And when sudden openings arise, as they will, we learn to welcome them without 
clinging.  The surge of clarity, the opening of the heart, the rush of energy through 
the spine, these are real gifts.  But they are not possessions.  They are glimpses of 
what has always been true.  We receive them with gratitude, let them teach us, 
and return to practice. 

Integration takes time.  After insight, the nervous system recalibrates.  Old habits 
attempt to reassert themselves.  Subtle resistance appears.  This is not regression; 
it is embodiment in progress.  Each time we meet resistance with practice rather 
than judgment, the realization we touched becomes woven more deeply into the 
fabric of our being. 

There is another dimension to this integration that must be named clearly: 
awakening does not bypass psychological healing.  It illuminates it. 

When practice deepens and the nervous system begins to settle, what has been 
held in the shadows often rises to the surface.  Old grief.  Unprocessed trauma.  
The defended patterns we built to survive difficult circumstances.  These are not 
obstacles to awakening, they are part of what awakens.  Insight reveals their 
presence; embodied practice creates the container in which they can finally be met 
with compassion rather than fear. 

This is why QigongDharma emphasizes both clarity and cultivation.  Meditation 
may show us that the self is empty, but that realization does not erase the 
conditioning held in tissue, breath, and neural pathways.  Qigong practice does 
something equally essential: it creates the somatic safety necessary for healing to 
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unfold.  As the body learns to release chronic holding, as the breath deepens and 
energy begins to flow more freely, what was frozen can thaw.  What was hidden 
can emerge.  And what could not be felt before can now be held in awareness 
with tenderness. 

Shadow work is not separate from spiritual practice, it is spiritual practice 
embodied.  The sudden insight that reveals Buddha-nature and the gradual work 
of meeting our woundedness with presence are not two paths.  They are one path, 
spiraling deeper.  Each opening of awareness invites another layer of healing.  
Each integration of shadow material allows consciousness to clarify further.  This is 
not a detour from enlightenment.   

This is enlightenment learning how to live in a human nervous system, in a body 
with a history, in a heart that has known both joy and suffering. 

And sometimes, after long periods of steady cultivation, something clicks.  The 
gradual suddenly reveals itself as profound.  Fruition occurs not apart from 
practice, but because of it.  When it arrives, it feels less like an achievement and 
more like recognition, like coming home to what you have been living toward all 
along. 

This is the natural rhythm of awakening: insight revealing truth, practice learning 
how to live it. 

 

The QigongDharma Vision: Awakening as a Way of Life 

This is where QigongDharma reveals its unique clarity.  It does not ask us to 
choose between sudden insight and gradual cultivation, between Zen and Daoism, 
between realization and embodiment.  It recognizes these as two expressions of 
one living process. 

The Buddhist wisdom traditions offer clarity of understanding, direct pointing to 
Buddha-nature, illuminating what awakens and what is realized. 
The Daoist cultivation traditions offer somatic truth, the felt experience of energy 
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flowing, of the body becoming permeable, of life reorganizing itself around 
harmony rather than force. 

QigongDharma weaves these together. 

In meditation, we glimpse the emptiness of separate things.  We see that the 
observer itself is empty, an open field through which the universe knows itself.  
This is sudden awakening to principle. 

Then we rise and move.  The qigong forms become a celebration of that 
emptiness, not an attempt to hold onto insight, but a way of letting it circulate 
through the body.  Breath deepens.  Energy reorganizes.  Seasons pass.  What 
once felt like a momentary breakthrough becomes the ground of how we live. 

This is gradual cultivation in action. 

And then, when we least expect it, another opening occurs.  A deeper clarity.        
A fuller embodiment.  The cycle continues, not as repetition, but as a spiral, each 
turn more intimate, more authentic, more aligned with reality. 

This is not a process that ends in completion.  Its depth is inexhaustible.  Its 
unfolding is timeless. 

This is the promise of QigongDharma: 
Awakening that honors both the sudden grace of insight and the patient wisdom 
of embodied practice; enlightenment that lives in the body, moves with the 
breath, and expresses itself in ordinary life. 

And yet, this path is not walked alone. 

Awakening unfolds in relationship, with teachers who have walked before us, with 
sangha that holds us accountable to truth, with lineages that have preserved these 
practices across centuries.  Countless practitioners have verified the insights we 
touch.  The pitfalls we encounter have been mapped with compassionate 
precision.  To honor these gifts is not dependence; it is wisdom. 

A skilled teacher sees what we cannot yet see in ourselves.  They recognize when 
insight is genuine and when it is merely conceptual understanding dressed in 



© TejaBell.com 2026 

spiritual language.  They know the difference between breakthrough and inflation, 
between integration and bypassing.  Most importantly, they can guide us through 
the territories where practice destabilizes old structures, places where we need a 
steady hand, not just our own determination. 

Community offers something equally precious: the mirror of shared practice.  In 
sangha, we see our own patterns reflected in others.  We witness different 
doorways into awakening.  We learn that there is no single right way, only 
authentic engagement with what is true.  And when doubt arises, as it inevitably 
will, we discover we are not the first to walk through that darkness. 

This does not mean we cannot practice alone.  Solitary cultivation has its own 
depth and necessity.  But even the hermit carries lineage in their bones, teachings 
in their breath, and the silent companionship of all who have practiced before 
them.  Awakening is both profoundly intimate and utterly relational.  We discover 
our true nature alone, and we live it together. 

The journey from woke to awake to awakened to enlightened is not a journey 
away from life.  It is a journey into life, into deeper presence, greater honesty, and 
a more generous love. 

The path is real. 
The moment is now. 
Begin where you are. 

Trust the practice. 
Remain open to the breakthrough. 

And just keep going. 

 

The Dance of Waking 

First, you wake up to the world.  
You see the systems, the structures, the suffering hidden in what we call normal.  
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This is woke, and it is good, the eye opening,  
the heart moved toward repair. 

But do not mistake the mirror for the one who sees. 

Then something deeper stirs.  
A quieter question rises: Who is aware of all this? 

Like a key turning in a long-sealed lock,  
the inner turning begins. 

Each night, you sit.  
Each day, you breathe and move.  
What was blocked begins to flow 
like water finding its way downhill. 

Week by week, you cultivate.  Not forcing.  Not rushing. 

And then, sometimes without warning, the sudden opening arrives. 

A breath completes itself.  
Energy rises like a river released.  

And you know, without knowing how:  
this is the Dao moving through me. 

The separate self softens.  
The wave remembers the ocean. 

But listen carefully:  
the opening is not the destination.  

It is a doorway. 

The spirit sees instantly.  
The body learns gradually.  

Both are sacred. 
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You recognize enlightenment not as a peak to reach,  
but as a life being lived 

breath by breath, step by step, fully present. 

 

So I offer this blessing: 

May your sudden insights ripen into wisdom.  
May your breath remain a faithful bridge. 

Let your body become a clear passage for the light of awareness. 

Trust the practice.  
Welcome the opening. 

Discover, again and again, that what you are seeking is already seeking you. 

And remember what has always been true: 

You are already awake.  
You are already whole.  

and You are just now remembering. 

🙏 

In the light of Buddha-nature,  
in the flow of the Dao,  

in the sacred breath and beating heart,  
may all beings awaken together. 

 


