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INTRODUCTION


Descending the spiral staircase of DNA in my cells, I emerge in the ancestral shrine. Crimson tablets hand-painted with gold line the walls like dragon scales, shimmering in candlelight. I kneel on the cushion spattered with incense dust, cradling a plate with carefully stacked oranges. After first touching it to my head, I place the pyramid of fruit before an incense urn. The air is heavy with whispered prayers. Bowing my head to the floor three times, I silently say my name, birthday, and address so that my blessings know where to find me. Mantras softly murmur in my ears, lulling the sleeping dead into a restorative rest.


Shang dynasty archaeological evidence indicates that this practice is nothing new. Three thousand years ago, ancient Chinese society prioritized relationships with the emperor’s ancestors above all else. Bronze relics from that era are largely ceremonial, and the few weapons appear to be ritual items. Written records mostly chronicle divination, not trade.


When I center lineage work, I continue a pattern written in my nuclei, practices that countless relatives have continued across oceans and language barriers. This book is a beam of light from my heart, radiating through the prism of my paternal cultural inheritance. I am writing from the specificity of my own experience because that is what I know, but my heart’s light speaks the same language as yours.


In Daoism, the Undifferentiated Origin 無極 is the original state of limitless nondistinction. From the Origin arise Yin and Yang, then the Five Phases or Elements 五行, the Eight Great Manifestations 八卦, the Ten Heavenly Stems 天干, the Twelve Earthly Branches 地支 (commonly known as the Chinese zodiac), and the sixty-four hexagrams of the I Ching. In mysterious synchronicity, there are also sixty-four codons in the nucleic acids of our genome. These sacred symbols contain all known and unknown phenomena of the cosmos, tracing light-years between constellations and millimeters between the human vertebrae.


In Chinese medicine, our bodies are microcosms of all existence. At all scales of human comprehension, matter and energy flow through phases of Yin and Yang, Wood, Fire, Metal, Earth, and Water. Qi 氣, Blood 血, Essence 精, and Bodily Fluids 津液 are constantly in motion through the intricate meridian system of the human form. The flow of air through our respiratory tracts is a mirror of the changing seasons. Ancient Chinese scholars knew that change is constant and that it is in skillful adaptation that we thrive.


This insight transcends borders, as witnessed in the work of twentieth-century Black science fiction author Octavia Butler. Her call to “shape change” and align with nature’s transformations vibrates in harmony with the Daodejing. I invoke Butler’s legacy to remind us that Daoist principles are not fixed in faded characters from thousands of years ago, nor are they separate from contemporary struggles for justice. In these pages, we will trace the threads that weave ancient knowledge with today’s challenges.


WHAT IS THIS BOOK, ANYWAY?


This text is a recipe, a map, and a manual for people to return to dignity. Using the fivefold metaphysical framework of Daoism, this book outlines a process to heal, engage in embodiment, self-reflect, practice ancestor work, and take action to change your world for the better. The visualizations, remedies, meditations, and exercises are meant to empower you with tools for transformation. It is by no means an exhaustive, representative Chinese medical or Daoist text, but more like a care package from a dear friend. I chose from the treasure trove of my paternal heritage what I find most practical and accessible for folks who don’t have the time or money to learn classical Chinese and meditate an hour every day.


These pages can supplement, but not replace, healing with a trained practitioner of Chinese medicine. The acupoints you locate on yourself are for pressure only, not needling. Your fingers or an ethically sourced crystal can initiate a potent healing response. Herbs, too, are powerful and deserving of respect. Unlike European herbalism, formulas are more common than single herb remedies in Chinese medicine. I see this as a beautiful counterpoint to individualism and a testament to collective power. The plant, animal, and mineral substances of the Chinese pharmacopeia can interact with each other and with prescription medications. Because of potential herb-drug interactions and contraindications based on patient constitution and symptoms, I strongly recommend consulting a trained Chinese herbalist as opposed to self-medicating with pills from the internet or a local health food store. This is one way to honor the generations of ancestors who researched and preserved this knowledge.


The remedies I share in the following pages are mostly “food herbs” you can keep in your pantry, which are less potent than purely medicinal substances. Kitchen herbalism also deserves respect, so please be cautious with any item your body is not acquainted with, and test small amounts to avoid allergic reactions. Use them in moderation.


What this book is:


• Sunlight refracted through the prism of my soul


• Introduction to my interpretation of the Five Elemental Phases五行


• Layperson tools for personal healing and cultivation


• An introduction to the wide world of texts, knowledge, and wisdom beyond this book


What this book isn’t:


• A translation of specific texts


• A medical textbook


• An authoritative resource on all Daoist metaphysics


• A new innovative discovery


• A compendium of esoteric secrets


HOW TO USE THIS BOOK


Throughout this book, I offer prompts for reflection through creative alchemy. It’s a good idea to begin this journey with a blank notebook or journal so that you have a space for written contemplation. I invite you to respond through writing, drawing, collage, movement, song, or other outlets of expression. The more courageously honest you are able to be, the deeper healing you will experience. The physical act of drawing or writing personalizes your reflection and allows for a more embodied, integrated experience. Rather than an intellectual treatise or a pamphlet to skim and forget, this book is meant to guide you inward to alchemize your healing potential.


The meditations interspersed throughout this text are designed to harness the healing power of visualization and complement the exercises. There are no set hand postures or sitting positions for these meditations, which are meant to be accessible for beginners and experienced meditators alike. Simply allowing your imagination to follow the words is more than enough. The colors, archetypes, and energies correspond to ancient archetypes. You can read them silently as you sit in a comfortable place. You can also record yourself reading the meditation and then play it back for yourself.


If at any point you experience distress of any kind, stop immediately. Stomping your feet on the floor while placing your hands on your heart and counting ten breaths can be a simple way to ground yourself.


CORE PRINCIPLES


This book is designed to guide you through the generating cycle of the Five Elements on a journey of ancestral healing. Yet there are always many concurrent cycles unfurling simultaneously within our own bodies and the ecosystems that sustain us. Chinese medicine teaches that life force circulates through the twelve primary meridians of the body every twenty-four hours, while the Heavenly Stems and Earthly Branches take sixty years to complete. A single acupuncture needle can connect rivers of energy shaped by these timelines, turning a stream into a waterfall. For this reason, you may find yourself spiraling backward or forward within the sequence. Within your own being, you are the expert on what you need. The remedies and exercises contained within these pages are golden needles for you to heal yourself. As you make use of these tools, I invite you to consider the following core principles.


The Body Knows


As you go through this book, actively listen to somatic responses. How does your breathing change? Where do you feel tension? Openness? The body’s messages are a compass toward our truth. Grounding deeply in one’s own skin without slipping into navel-gazing can be a challenge. Yet it is worthwhile to feel into that delicate balance.


After each exercise and ritual, I invite you to set a five-minute timer to embody whatever feelings come up. Allow the emotions to move through and out with sound, breath, physical movement, and tears. We are built to release—we exhale, urinate, and defecate because our bodies must externalize waste matter. Emotional and spiritual waste can become, metaphorically, backed up when we hold in our feelings. Holding in waste is toxic, so allow yourself to let it all out.


Discomfort Is Different from Danger


Should physical-emotional distress arise, take a moment to feel the earth beneath you. Check in with your senses. If you are physically safe, consider that you could be experiencing discomfort rather than danger. Trauma can make it hard for the body to differentiate between the two, so please be gentle with yourself. Baby steps beyond comfort toward your growth zone are courageous, and they add up. Little by little, what was once intolerable can become manageable.


Systemic Harm Is Real, Yet We Can Make a Difference


Children’s books and movies usually depict a singular villain with malicious intent, defeated quickly by a hero or small heroic team. From a young age, many of us internalize that there are “good guys” and “bad guys,” and we are the former.


These attitudes don’t reflect the research on systemic harm. Large-scale violence continues through societal institutions that ordinary people support without conscious intent to inflict pain. Individual conscious bigotry is not the prime driver of this profound injustice, and there is no single “bad guy” to defeat for a happy ending. Social structures perpetuate inequity, and to continue doing so, all they need is for most people to do nothing.


This is why it’s not helpful to focus on personal intent or get stuck in feelings of shame. Those tendencies keep us out of constructive action and maintain the status quo. Grasping the breadth and depth of violence on a global scale can feel debilitating, particularly when we assume that a single individual should be able to fix it all. The good news is in the bad news: nobody can end all suffering single-handedly. If that were possible, surely our ancestors would have already done so. But while heroic figures throughout history may not have eradicated injustice in their lifetimes, their choices left a tremendous impact. Their legacies charge us, the living, with a responsibility to give our all.


In circular, regenerative processes, what is stagnant is renewed through ongoing release. When our tree kindred shed autumn leaves, mycelium compost them into rich topsoil for saplings. Small, consistent action in your own circle of influence can radiate through your relationships. If you feel immobilized by the state of the world, check to see if you have defaulted to the expectation that you or anyone else could be a superhero. Why not be a mushroom on the forest floor instead? Detoxify the soil around you, little by little, day by day.


The Work Is for Children We May Never Meet


The structures of injustice we confront today have centuries-old roots. Generation after generation strives to transform society for the better, and the work is always incomplete. In releasing the expectation that we can fix it all ourselves, we gain humility. We take our place in a long line of ancestors and create an inheritance for those to come. (For those of us who believe in reincarnation, we are also planting seeds for futures we hope to experience!)


Reconnection Is True Power


Audre Lorde wrote, “In order to perpetuate itself, every oppression must corrupt or distort those various sources of power within the culture of the oppressed that can provide energy for change.” In my own life, the forces of white supremacy, patriarchy, homophobia, Orientalism, and transphobia systematically blocked me from accessing my Taiwanese cultural inheritance. The resources I share in the pages that follow are treasures that I fought for, decade after decade. With each herb, meridian, and meditation, I feel more at home in my cells.


You don’t have to identify as an oppressed person to experience disconnection from the full vibrance of your life force. Many cultures have identified energy centers on the human body, from chakras to energy centers 丹田. In Daoism, these are “elixir fields” that can connect to celestial realms, other living beings, and the regenerative strength of the earth. In the crown of the head is the upper elixir field, which can gather heavenly energy from the stars and planets. The chest cavity is the cradle of the middle elixir field, where we connect on the horizontal axis to our loved ones and other earthly beings. The pelvic cavity holds the lower elixir field, a deep wellspring of ancestral vitality that roots down into the center of the earth.


Cultures worldwide have distinct but similar understandings of these energy sources. Societies on all continents honor sovereign relationships to land, interpersonal bonds, and a flow of prayer to the invisible planes of existence.


DEFINITIONS


The metaphysical language of this book is Daoist. The cosmological world-view these principles emerge from is ancient, distilled from millennia of observation of the natural environment. These concepts apply far beyond the Chinese mountains where many Daoist scholars lived, because acupuncture and herbal medicine consistently provide results in people of all backgrounds. It would take many lifetimes to learn all there is to know about Daoism, and this book does not attempt to encompass its vastness. My goal is to draw from this bottomless well of wisdom and share what can support readers in catalyzing ancestral healing and alignment with their purpose. The definitions that follow are like a finger pointing at the moon, as the Shurangama Sutra teaches. Direct your gaze toward the moon itself.


道 Dao: The classic texts tell us that any attempt to describe the Dao will be incomplete. The first chapter of the Daodejing teaches that the unnamable reality of Dao, beyond any definition, is the source of all existence. We can always return to this source when we go within, stilling our bodies and minds. Often translated as “the way” or “the road,” Dao can be a metaphorical or literal path. In spiritual cultivation, practitioners may seek to become one with Dao, an indescribable experience of enlightenment.


This great mystery is at the heart of Lee Dao-Ling 李道玲, the Chinese name I received from my grandma Suchin Lin Lee.


The umbrella of Daoism covers an array of schools of practice with great diversity of thought. A rich canon of texts is a living archive of millennia of lively theological and metaphysical discussion on the Dao. This book does not presume to summarize or represent the oceanic scope of Daoism, and I encourage interested readers to look beyond these pages to the work of knowledgeable authors and translators who specialize in the field. I am not interested in debates about purity or superiority that pit different teachers and philosophies against each other, so you will not find any of that here.


The overlap between Chinese folk religion and Daoism, Buddhism, and Confucianism is another source of debate. I will also not be participating in this controversy. What is important to me is that rural practices be honored for their vital role in community survival. I value the ancestral memory, competency, and wisdom of ordinary people’s oral tradition just as much as a primordial text.


氣 Qi: Robert Hoffman explains Qi as “both the process and the product of life.” Often reduced only to life force energy, Qi is much more. Everything has Qi, from an ant to the planet Jupiter and everything in between. For the purpose of this book, it might be helpful to draw parallels to the Yoruba concept of às.e or the South Asian principle of prāna. All that you can perceive, and what you cannot, is connected in what Hua-Ching Ni calls “the universal energy net.”


陰陽 Yin and Yang: These are relative terms that describe observable polarities. Yin is comparable to Òyèkú and Yang to Ogbè in Yoruba metaphysics, and both of these ancient systems predate the 0-1 binary code of computer technology. Unlike George Lucas’s depiction of “the dark side” fighting and seeking to exterminate the Jedi in the Star Wars movies, Yin and Yang are utterly complementary and equal in value. Their creation and support of each other sustains all life. The 太極圖 Taijitu symbol, popularly called “yin-yang,” is in constant motion. When you see the dark and light teardrops perfectly fit together, know that they are dancing in multiple dimensions, transforming and generating the beautiful diversity of existence.


Yin and Yang are not fixed qualities, but dynamic and deeply relational. The moon is Yin relative to the sun but Yang relative to the night sky around it. When Yang reaches its highest point, at high noon or the summer solstice, it gives way to Yin. Midnight is the beginning of the turn toward the light. Scholars of Chinese etymology translate Yin as “the shady side of a hill” and Yang as the sunbathed aspect. During a single day, the Yin and Yang sides of the hill will change as the sun proceeds along the ecliptic.
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As a nonbinary person, I reject the oversimplified equivalence of Yin with women and Yang with men. Gender-nonconforming people in China use the term yinyangren to describe their experience of their own being, and Chinese medical theory ascribes both Yin and Yang aspects to the organs. All of us embody many levels of Yin and Yang, from Absolute Yin 厥陰風木 to Great Yang 太陽寒水. These Six Stages of Transformation in the human body are observable phenomena that emerge from the Six Cosmic Qi, cyclical forces of existence. Yin and Yang are inseparable from Five Element Theory and the sixty-four hexagrams of the I Ching. Although Yin and Yang are a polarity, I do not believe them to be equivalent to the gender binary.


As embodiments of ever-transforming Yin and Yang, we are always connected to the cosmic sources of nourishment (Yin) and vitality (Yang). The earth below is constantly supporting us, and the sun is always shining upon us, even when clouds appear to hide its light. To replenish and harmonize these fountains of strength, we can do a simple movement called Return of Qi or Connecting Heaven and Earth.


1. Sit or stand straight, so that your spine stretches toward the sky.


2. With your palms facing up, extend your hands out to the sides of your body and slowly raise them.


3. When your hands are about a foot above the top of your head, turn your palms to face the crown of your head and bring your hands toward each other until your fingertips are a few inches apart.


4. Slowly let your hands float down in front of your body along the centerline. When you reach your waist, you may begin again.


This list is an introduction to some of the polarities that can express Yin and Yang.





	YIN
	YANG




	Night
	Day




	Sleep
	Waking




	Darkness
	Brightness




	Substance
	Activity




	Winter
	Summer









五行 Five Elements or Five Phases: These energy configurations are a way of understanding the process of change. Rather than fixed substances with an unchanging essence, they are sometimes translated as phases. As the moon progresses from new to full and back again, so does the cycle of Wood, Fire, Earth, Metal, and Water. In this book, the capitalized names of the elements refer to these metaphysical energies, not our more everyday understanding of the words.


Around us and within us, processes of elemental healing unfold. In the chapters to come, you will follow the generating sequence from spring to winter. Plants become Wood, ashes become Earth, the Earth gives Metal, and on Metal’s surface condenses Water. However, the Five Elements also balance one another, preventing excess. Water checks Fire, Fire melts Metal, and so forth. These relationships maintain harmony on multiple scales of magnitude. Although the generating cycle of the Five Elements traditionally begins with Wood, I have chosen to start this book with Fire because it is the element of love. Amid tremendous tragedy and injustice, radical love is what gives life meaning.
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八卦 Eight Trigrams: When gathered in trios, there are eight possible energetic configurations of Yin and Yang. Like Yin, Yang, and the Five Elements, these manifestations of change are prisms through which a person can understand reality. One exercise I do is to look around myself at any given moment and identify the trigrams present. As organizing principles of existence, they are all around us. The Eight Trigrams, like fractals, unfurl in mathematical synchronicity from fern to fjord.


The 八卦 Bagua symbol, literally translated as Eight Trigrams, is an extremely important tool in most Feng Shui schools. These fundamental energy arrangements have many esoteric meanings and functions, including protection. You may encounter an octagon with the Taijitu symbol surrounded by the Eight Trigrams located above a threshold in the Pre-Heaven 先天八卦 or Post-Heaven 後天八卦 configuration. The Eight Trigrams are connected to the Five Elements and are essential to Chinese anatomy, astrology, geomancy, and many other systems of understanding. The associations below barely dapple the surface of their depths.


☷ 坤 Kun: Earth, Mother


☴ 巽 Xun: Wood or Wind, Eldest Daughter


☲ 離 Li: Fire, Middle Daughter


☱ 兌 Dui: Lake, Youngest Daughter


☶ 艮 Gen: Mountain, Youngest Son


☵ 坎 Kan: Rushing River, Middle Son


☳ 震 Zhen: Thunder, Eldest Son


☰ 乾 Qian: Heaven, Father


臟腑 Chinese Medical Organs: It’s important to understand that the organs in Chinese medicine and Daoism are not equivalent to those in biomedicine. I capitalize Liver, Spleen, Kidney, and so on to make this distinction clear. Biomedicine saves countless lives and is a system in its own right, as is Chinese medicine. In these pages, we will engage with the esoteric, spiritual, and energetic properties of physiology that biomedicine does not address.


五神 Five Spirits: According to the teachings of Jeffrey C. Yuen, an unformed Spirit takes form to experience physical existence, and this process of slowing vibration creates the physical body. Even in the material sphere, spiritual energy is still present.



FU XI
Earlier Heaven
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KING WEN
Later Heaven
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Daoist texts locate divinity within the human form, with as many as thirty-six thousand gods inhabiting the body. This spiritual plurality has liberatory potential for nonbinary people who use they/we pronouns. Among this mystical throng, the deities of the five Yin organs are sometimes referred to as the Five Spirits 五神. In the chapters that follow, you will get to know these energies in relationship to the elemental phases they represent. They are the Ethereal Soul, Heart Spirit, Intellect, Corporeal Soul, and Willpower.


魂 Ethereal Soul: The Ethereal Soul is an aspect of consciousness that enters the body after birth and continues after physical death. Associated with the Liver and Wood, the Ethereal Soul dances and swirls with psychic animacy. This intuitive force thrives in constant motion, flowing through the dreamscape and our creative endeavors. Some say that human beings have three Ethereal Souls, while other animals and plants have fewer. The Ethereal Soul is a Yang energy, as is the Heart Spirit.


心神 Heart Spirit/Shen: The Heart Spirit gives us conscious, rational awareness and the capacity to make meaning of our experiences. This celestial center processes all our emotions and experiences during the day, and rests in our bloodstream at night. It is the center of spiritual and psychological development. Rooted in the Heart and embodying Fire, the Heart Shen unifies and integrates the other spirits. Confucian scholars ascribed this spirit with the qualities of a sovereign ruler, governing the divine court of the body.


意 Intellect: The Intellect governs intent and intellectual activity. Located in the Spleen and the Earth element, the Intellect directs and regulates thought. If you’ve ever experienced indigestion before a final exam, you know the relationship between study and stomach. Herbal formulas for students often include ingredients to support the Spleen and Intellect. Centrally located in the human trunk, the Intellect and Earth element digestive system are neutral, neither Yin nor Yang.


魄 Corporeal Soul: The Corporeal Soul is a Yin spirit inseparable from the body. In death, the Corporeal Soul returns to matter, while the Ethereal Soul lives on. Dwelling in the Lung and embodying Metal energy, the Corporeal Soul supports the Yang spirits by providing physical structure. Profoundly related to the Ethereal Soul, the Corporeal Soul gives form so that the Yang facets of consciousness can have a human experience. In some schools of thought, humans have seven Corporeal Souls.


志 Willpower: The Willpower resides in the Water element, stewarding ancestral wisdom and strength in the Kidney energetic system. A Yin spirit, the Willpower dwells with the inherited Essence 精 of many generations. It is the determination of the Willpower that drives us to overcome obstacles and fulfill our callings.


經絡 Meridian System: This channel network suffuses the human body, from the sensitive hairs of the epidermis to the marrow in our bones. While these rivers of energy flow alongside biomedical substances like blood and lymph, the meridians are not the central nervous system, the cardiovascular system, or any other biomedical structure. It’s important to honor the integrity of Chinese medicine as a system that does not need external validation or explanation.


Meridians connect the entirety of the body in a web of animacy. From one dawn to the next, Qi courses through all twelve primary channels/meridians (these are interchangeable translations of the same concept). Replenishing where there is depletion and reducing where there is excess, the channels are meant to glide steadily, in rhythm with the cosmos. The Yellow Emperor’s Inner Classic 黃帝內經 teaches that all forms of disease can be understood as stagnation. Embodied practices such as qigong and taijiquan prevent blockage and support continuous, rejuvenating motion.


All humans carry seas, lakes, and tributaries within us. Categorized by Yin, Yang, and the Five Phases, the primary channels deliver vitality to the organs. While this unceasing stream makes day-to-day life possible, the eight extraordinary meridians gather reservoirs for times of difficulty. When you gaze out an airplane window, notice the symmetry between the branching, converging waters and the veins in your own wrist.


腧穴 Acupoints or acupuncture points: If a channel is blocked, an acupuncturist may insert a pin at a critical juncture to restore the free flow of Qi. Returning to the view from an airplane window, imagine that one of the rivers is frozen. A pillar of sunlight descends from the sky to melt the ice and irrigate the watershed. On a smaller scale, that is what happens in an acupuncture session.
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Another metaphor my teachers have shared is that of a key and a lock. Over thousands of years of trial and error, in the largest and most populous continent in the world, clinicians have identified specific sites on the body that are highly effective. Acupuncture points are keys that can unlock greater vitality and relieve pain. Called ah-shi (“Yes, there!”) points, they are sometimes tender locations that consistently produce observable results. Mummified remains dating back five thousand years show tattoos near classical acupuncture points.


I personally love to envision the points as stars and the meridians as nebulae, the cosmos painted on my skin. In esoteric Daoist practice, meridian tracing invokes specific colors that correspond to celestial energies. Instead of comparing my external appearance to oppressive beauty standards, I close my eyes and see my skin illuminated by rainbows. Points shimmer along my limbs, patterns of starlight I share with all humanity.


臟腑 Yin and Yang Organs: Chinese medical theory holds that there are six Yin and six Yang entities in the body. Interconnected by the twelve primary meridians, these organs store and transport essential substances. Woven together with physiological functions are metaphysical actions that reflect cosmic patterns of change.


SPIRITUAL BYPASSING


This is a spiritual book, so we need to talk about spiritual bypassing. Psychotherapist John Welwood introduced this term decades ago as the use of “spiritual ideas and practices to sidestep personal, emotional ‘unfinished business,’ to shore up a shaky sense of self, or to belittle basic needs, feelings, and developmental tasks.” When life feels overwhelming, astral travel becomes appealing. Trauma work, interpersonal conflict, structural oppression, and other facets of human existence can be incredibly painful. It is understandable to seek relief by running away toward apparent enlightenment—I certainly have done so myself. Ultimately, however, it’s like charging expenses to a credit card. The payment comes due, with interest.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE



If the motivation to seek solace in Daoism, Buddhism, or yoga is to escape the work of reconnection with European Earth-centered traditions, it can get messy. Projecting unmet needs onto spiritual systems that seem strange and attractive happens unconsciously, but the effects can be harmful. Many ancient cultures practiced in similar ways thousands of years ago. The most generative cross-cultural encounters are grounded in equity and mutual respect, not escapism or illusion.


Daoism teaches that the unnamable origin is the root of diverse phenomena, so we share a common origin. Every thing is trying to return to the Source. Acupoints and traditional herbs work on all bodies, regardless of phenotype. The integral realm welcomes and blesses those who come with sincere hearts and diligent cultivation. At the same time, we live in societies where centuries-old ideas of human worth are still heartbreakingly accurate predictors of length and quality of life.


The hexagrams of the I Ching demonstrate this concurrent reality. The fact they all spring forth from Yin and Yang does not render them identical. Their distinctions allow them to provide human beings with greater insight so that we can adapt to change. Similarly, my current incarnation is but one possible arrangement of water molecules and stardust. Although I share a common ancestor and most of my DNA with my fellow humans, I am also unique. Audre Lorde taught that denial of difference causes suffering, not difference itself. Problems arise when we refuse to “follow the rightness of the way each thing already is,” as Brook Ziporyn translates Zhuangzi. Denial of difference is a way of ignoring the Dao of each thing.


Whether or not you are Chinese, I invite you to connect with the wisdom of Traditional Chinese Medicine that I share, and to respect my boundaries. Because you have compensated me—a Taiwanese diaspora person reclaiming my ancestral medicine—I see this as a just exchange. The funds you invested in this book help reduce the debt I’m taking on for acupuncture school and allow me to offer healing and facilitation work on a sliding scale in service of economic justice. It would be inappropriate to use this text as the foundation of a paid energy healing practice or represent oneself as an expert in Daoist metaphysics. Learning these traditions takes time and study with lineage bearers.


I am the eldest descendant of Dr. William Tsung-Liang Lee, his father Dr. Ting-Chien Lee, and other doctors before them. From Fujian province to the windswept island of Kinmen, from rural Miaoli County to bustling Taipei, my paternal ancestors have practiced medicine. The methods and knowledge of Chinese medicine are inseparable from the enormous, complex, imperfect, magnificent whole of Asian cultures.


This book contains the wisdom of generations in my blood. I offer these resources because, on a spiritual level, all of us are kindred in light. Because we encounter each other in physical form, we work within contexts of power. As the medicine of my ancestors blesses your life, I expect reciprocity. Not simply in the money you paid for this book, but in the way you show up for Asian diaspora communities.


We are human and whole. The healing power of our folkways is inseparable from the memories we carry in our bones.
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