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Self-Cultivation

A Daoist Path of Emptiness, Energy & Inner
Refinement






Introduction

In the Daoist
tradition, fasting is not about deprivation. It is about returning
to what is essential. Long before modern diets and detox trends,
Daoist practitioners understood fasting as a way to restore
balance, clarity, and vitality. At its core lies the Dao - 
the natural way of life that unfolds without force. When we live in
harmony with this natural flow, our body knows how to nourish,
regulate, and heal itself. When we move away from it, we compensate
through excess which means too much food, too much stimulation, too
much activity. Daoist fasting offers another path. It is not simply
the absence of food, but the conscious reduction of everything that
drains our life energy. It is a practice of simplifying the body,
calming the mind, and allowing energy to return to its source. By
reducing external input, we create space for inner renewal. Fasting
becomes a process of cleansing, restoring, and remembering our
natural state of balance. It strengthens awareness, supports
healing, and reconnects us with the intelligence of the body. This
book explores fasting as a path of self-cultivation -  a
practical and spiritual approach to health, vitality, and inner
clarity based on ancient Daoist wisdom for modern life.


When I met my first
Qigong Master from the Wudang Mountain in 1997, he explained that
Qigong was not limited to physical training and meditation alone.
Periods of fasting were an essential part of the path, he said, and
without these phases of conscious reduction, it would be difficult
to truly follow the way of self-cultivation. At first, I was
skeptical. I did not want or need to lose weight because I was
already very thin, and fasting was not something I felt drawn to.
Yet I trusted him as my teacher. I began with a three-day fast,
later extending it to seven days and eventually to fourteen
days. 

Although these periods were challenging, I felt a remarkable
clarity almost immediately. It was not physical weakness that
appeared, but a sense of inner order, calm, and heightened
awareness. 

For more than twenty-five years now, I have practiced Bigu twice a
year - not to lose weight, but to allow my system to reset and to
reconnect more deeply with myself and the source.

This book is not a
fasting plan. It is an introduction and invitation to understand
Daoist fasting - Bigu. 

I consider it essential that Bigu, especially the first time, is
practiced under the guidance of an experienced Qigong teacher.
Proper supervision helps to regulate the Qi, prevent imbalance, and
ensure that the process supports self-cultivation rather than
strain.





1. Chapter: Understanding
Fasting in the Daoist Tradition

First of all it is
important to understand that Daoism is not a religion in the
conventional sense, nor is it a belief system that asks for
adherence to dogma. It is a way of observing life and learning to
live in accordance with its natural principles.

What is Daoism?

Daoism is one of the
oldest spiritual and philosophical traditions of China, offering a
profound vision of life rooted in harmony, balance, and alignment
with the natural order. Rather than imposing rigid rules or
beliefs, Daoism invites us to observe the patterns of nature and
live in accordance with the deeper intelligence that governs all
existence. At its heart, Daoism is a path of returning to
simplicity, to balance, and to our original nature. Understanding
the essential characteristics of the Dao Culture provides the
foundation for practices such as self-cultivation, energy training
(Qigong, Tai Chi), and fasting. These principles guide the Daoist
way of living and shape its approach to health, longevity, and
inner transformation. At its core, Daoism is based on the Dao ('the
way or path') which is the underlying order of nature that moves
all things. Everything is energy!

Daoism views human
beings as an energy being and an integral part of nature, not
separate from it. The same forces that shape the universe also
shape the human body and mind. Health and balance arise when we
live in accordance with natural rhythms - the cycles of day and
night, the seasons, and the changing phases of life. Nature serves
as the great teacher. The stillness of mountains, the adaptability
of water, and the balance of ecosystems reveal principles for
living wisely. By observing and following these patterns, one
learns to cultivate inner harmony and resilience. This perspective
forms the basis of Daoist approaches to health, nutrition,
breathing, movement, and self-cultivation.

Daoism places great emphasis on self-cultivation — the continuous
refinement of body, mind, and spirit. Through awareness and
disciplined practice, individuals seek to harmonize their inner
world with the greater order of the universe. This process involves
developing clarity of mind, emotional balance, physical vitality,
and spiritual awareness. Daoist traditions describe this
transformation as a return to original wholeness, a state of unity
with the Dao. Practices of self-cultivation include meditation,
energy training, ethical living, and internal alchemy and also
fasting - all aimed at fostering longevity and inner
freedom.


Fasting - Qigong and it's
Daoist Roots

Within the Dao
Culture, self-cultivation plays a central role. It means taking
responsibility for one’s own body, health, and state of mind by
learning to sense, regulate, and harmonize Qi-energy. From a Daoist
perspective, everything is energy, and energy is in constant
transformation. Every word we speak, every thought we think, and
every emotion we experience carries a specific quality and
vibration. These energetic patterns influence not only our inner
system - our organs, emotions, and clarity - but also the
environment around us. Each of us radiates a unique
vibrational field, an invisible frequency shaped by our inner state
and our connection to life itself.

Self-cultivation therefore is not about suppression or
control in a rigid sense. It is about conscious regulation. By
refining how we think, feel, breathe, move, and nourish ourselves,
Qi becomes ordered rather than scattered. When energy is
harmonized, health arises naturally, the mind becomes clear, and a
deeper connection to our true nature is restored. Daoist practice
seeks this reconnection, not by adding something new, but by
removing disturbances so that the original balance can reappear.
When our Qi flows freely and appropriately, vitality, stability,
and inner coherence emerge as natural expressions of living in
accordance with the Dao.

In China, this vital
energy is called Qi; in India, it is known
as Prana; and in Japan, as Ki. While energy is well researched in the physical
sense in the modern world, vital energy as a living, regulating
principle of life remains largely unexplored in Western thinking.
All life processes and all movement require energy. Without Qi,
there is no motion, no thought, no emotional expression, and no
life. Through centuries of observation and experience, Chinese
scholars and physicians recognized that the human being is composed
of many different manifestations of Qi. These range from denser
forms that shape the physical body to more subtle forms that
influence perception, emotion, and consciousness. Although these
manifestations appear different in function and expression, they
all arise from the same fundamental Qi.

QIGONG - the Chinese
energy training - is the traditional Art of Chinese energy
cultivation. It integrates physical movement, mental focus, and
conscious breathing to strengthen the flow of Qi and to regulate it
in a balanced, sustainable way. Through a regular practice, Qi
becomes more coherent and stable. The body gains vitality, the mind
becomes calm, and the nervous system learns to regulate itself
naturally. Health is a consequence of harmonious
energy flow. Within the Daoist tradition, Qigong is
inseparable from self-cultivation. It is not practiced for
performance, but for refinement. 

Fasting belongs to this process.
By reducing input and calming digestion, fasting supports the
regulation of Qi and deepens the effects of Qigong practice.
Together, Qigong and fasting form a coherent path of
self-cultivation, one that restores balance, strengthens inner
awareness, and supports a healthy life lived in accordance with the
Dao.

Bigu: Daoist Fasting as Energy
Cultivation

Bigu is the classical form of
Daoist fasting. The term Bigu is often
translated as “avoiding grains,” but its deeper meaning is far more
subtle. Bigu does not simply refer to the absence of certain foods;
it describes a state in which nourishment gradually shifts from
external sources to internal regulation.

In Daoist understanding, Bigu is not an act of
deprivation. It is a practice of energetic refinement. By reducing
or temporarily suspending food intake, the body is given the
opportunity to reorganize itself. Digestive activity calms, sensory
input decreases, and Qi can return to its natural pathways.
Traditionally, Bigu was practiced by Daoist cultivators during
periods of retreat, intensive Qigong practice, or inner alchemical
training. It was never separated from movement, breath, and inner
awareness. Without these supporting practices, Bigu would be
incomplete and potentially destabilizing. From an energetic
perspective, Bigu allows Qi to be redirected. Instead of being
continuously consumed by digestion, energy becomes available for
repair, regulation, and refinement.

It is
important to understand that Bigu is not a rigid method.
There is no single way to practice it. For some, it may involve a
complete abstention from solid food for a limited period of time.
For others, it appears as a gradual reduction, supported by warm
liquids, herbal teas, or simple broths. The Daoist principle of
Wu Wei applies here: the practice adapts to
constitution, age, season, and life phase. Bigu should always be
approached with respect. Especially when practiced for the first
time, guidance from an experienced Qigong teacher is essential.
Proper supervision helps to stabilize Qi, prevent imbalance, and
ensure that fasting supports self-cultivation rather than strain or
depletion.

Ultimately, Bigu is
not about endurance or discipline. It is about sensitivity. When
practiced correctly, it deepens the connection to the body’s innate
intelligence and restores trust in its capacity for
self-regulation. 


Bigu is Daoist fasting in its
original sense: a conscious return to simplicity, emptiness, and
inner alignment.

Fasting has always been a fundamental practice in
Daoist self-cultivation, intertwining physical health with
spiritual well-being. In the Daoist tradition, fasting is not
merely about abstaining from food; it is a holistic approach that
emphasizes harmony with nature and self-cultivation. The techniques
of Daoist fasting involve specific dietary restrictions, periods of
fasting, and meditative practices that enhance the overall
experience. For instance, Daoists may choose to fast during certain
lunar phases or align their fasting with seasonal changes to
optimize energy levels and health benefits. This synchronization
with natural rhythms reflects the Daoist belief in living in
harmony with the world around us, promoting a deeper understanding
of one's own body and its needs. Moreover, the purpose of fasting
in Daoism extends beyond physical health; it serves as a means of
spiritual purification. By reducing physical intake, practitioners
aim to quiet the mind and cultivate a more profound awareness of
their inner selves. This process can lead to transformative
experiences, fostering a sense of peace, enlightenment, and an
enhanced connection to the Dao. The practice encourages individuals
to reflect on their lives and aspirations, ultimately guiding them
toward a more fulfilling existence. In addition to spiritual and
physical benefits, Daoist fasting techniques also emphasize the
importance of longevity. The practice is seen as a way to not only
extend life but also to improve the quality of life, promoting
vitality and resilience. By detoxifying the body and nourishing the
spirit, Daoist fasting aligns with the broader goal of achieving
harmony and balance, which is essential for a long and healthy
life.



