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Before embarking on any physical activity or incorporating the exercises provided, it is strongly recommended to consult with a qualified healthcare professional, such as your doctor or an experienced practitioner in the respective fields. For individuals with a history of severe trauma, it is essential to engage in the exercises under the guidance and supervision of a qualified mental health professional or medical qigong therapist.
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Dear Reader,


As I sit in the forest compiling the final chapters of this book, three ravens circle over my head, reminding me that publishing a book on Chinese Medicine is tricky. It is tricky because I do not speak Chinese, nor am I of Asian descent. It is impossible to capture it fully without fluency and immersion in the Chinese culture or language. As a person of privilege, I feel humbled and honoured to have explored Eastern wisdom from a young age. However, I recognize the limitations of my perspective. Please understand that I do not claim to be a master in these topics; instead, I share this wisdom with deep curiosity, enquiry and reverence.


While this book draws its foundation from my training in qigong, Five Element theory, psychotherapy and Buddhism, it is not a repetition of what I learned, but rather an interpretation. What fills these pages is a distillation of a vast array of teachings, presented in a way that makes sense to me, and has made sense to my students and those I have sat with in therapy. This book is not meant as a religious or authoritative text on Taoism, or a textbook on Chinese medicine (as this is beyond my scope of knowledge), but rather it represents how my practice and study shine through me as I walk my Tao. I hope this perspective allows the teachings of the organs and their wisdom to be more widely accessible in a time where they are desperately needed.


There are some more traditional concepts I have left out of this book, and one or two associations that you might find categorized differently in other books on Chinese medicine. These changes were done intentionally based on my personal research, practice and experience. Due to the scope and purpose of this book, I was unable to cover the historical background of Chinese medicine in the entirety it deserves. My hope is that this book will be a starting point to your journey, and if you are called to dive deeper, you will take advantage of the resources listed in the bibliography.


May this book be of benefit to you and all human and non-human beings.
— SN
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INTRODUCTION


The Tao Is Like Water


‘The supreme good is like water, which nourishes all things without trying to.’


Tao Te Ching, Stephen Mitchell translation
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The glacier reflects the summer sun off its icy crust, grey patches scarring its receding perimeter. I squint up and see that it is smaller and darker than I remember from childhood. Water cascades from the glacier off the rocky ledge, streaming down in multiple branches towards the lake basins below. To my left, a crowd of tourists disembark a large idling bus, their eyes focused not on the mountain, but on their phones, snapping pictures to take home with them. Despite the chaos in the parking lot, the mountain scene remains unchanged – the sound of the steady rushing water echoes like a sacred hymn through the valley.


As I sit in my car, my mind drifts to a memory of when I was 13. My father took me on an overnight hike up this mountain to the glacier. We stayed at an alpine hut, perched on the very edge of the glacial wall. I am transported to that day, when I stood on top of its snowy ledges in the middle of summer. My dad explained to me that the ice from Bow Glacier created Bow Lake, which flows as Bow River into our city before finding its way through the prairies to Hudson Bay and into the ocean.


Now, in my mid-thirties, I sit in Bow Lake parking lot wondering how long this glacier will be here, and if future generations will have the privilege of enjoying its clean waters. I roll down the window, drawing in a deep breath of mountain air mixed with the exhaust fumes from the idling bus. As I exhale, a mixture of grief and gratitude washes over me. Grief for the devastation of our planet, and gratitude for the generosity of nature despite the abuse she endures.


Not only would I not be alive without the gift of the Bow River, but in some way I can feel the spirit and wisdom of it in me. It has taught me over the years – as I have watched it, listened to it, bathed in it, drank it – something beyond what I could have learned from a book, transmitting a way of being that is in rhythm with the moon, the passing seasons and the beat of my heart.


I look over at the crowd of tourists, who are gathered in groups, posing in front of the emerald water. In their exuberance to take their photos, I sense their appreciation for the mountain and a longing for something in it they have lost. I feel myself reaching for that same thing. I appreciate the human longing to return to nature and plant it as a seed of hope in my mind. A hope that the love we have for the natural world will transpire into a new way of relating to it. I hold steady to the sound of the water that flows down the mountain, the ancient wisdom that now commands all of my attention. I shut my eyes and listen. ‘The answers we need’, I think, ‘are in that hymn.’


You might be wondering how this anecdote has anything to do with your organs, or how following your Tao relates to the flow of water from a glacier to the sea. Let’s take a moment to pause and visualize the scene I am describing in your mind’s eye: water flowing down a mountain. What energy do you feel in your body as you attune to that? Can you relax into that image, just as water relaxes down a mountainside?


What you might have felt is your body unclenching and your mind moving into a state that feels familiar. You might even feel a sense of relief or more energy flowing in your body. To know the Tao, you must return, even momentarily, back to the simplicity and familiarity of nature – renounce the complexities of detail, money, relationships, time – and listen to the natural pulse of the world. Nature reminds us of the Tao because the Tao is not complicated, busy or stressed. It is the steady hum behind all creation that can be found in the sound of the river, the smell of the flower or a warm afternoon breeze.


Following your Tao is as natural as water flowing down a mountain: in its non-resistance it is generous, beautiful and deeply appreciated. Yet, praise and appreciation doesn’t alter its flow. It is powerfully centred in its being without apologizing, and in doing so, nourishes the land and its creatures.


According to the theory of Chinese medicine, health – in body and in mind – depends on being in flow with our naturalness. When we resist the flow of nature, our energies become disrupted and illness arises. But when we can flow with the current of our own energy, we experience ease, which brings tremendous power – the power to create, change and heal. Following your Tao does not mean you won’t suffer or go through hard times, it simply means you are flowing in the right direction, with your energies more aligned with the way nature intended.


While this book contains detailed information about your organs, their energies and emotions, the essence of it is calling you back to nature. By nature, I mean both the natural world ‘out there’ and your authentic spirit ‘in here’. I hope through reading this book, you learn how the functioning of your organs is not separate from the elements in nature, and by attuning to the spirit of nature directly, rather than merely observing it through a photo or a car window, you inadvertently learn about the energy in your body. I also hope that by listening to your organs directly through the practices in this book, you will hear within them the spirit of nature and their wisdom as a guiding force for your life.


In a world where humanity soars above the natural world in planes, helicopters, spaceships and virtual spaces, while environmental devastation only worsens, it becomes increasingly crucial that we make a conscious effort to return to nature and rediscover the wisdom we have lost. The outer ecosystems that are in desperate need of our care are intricately connected with the systems that reside within our own bodies. As you read, I invite you to consider that your healing journey is not solely about yourself, but is a defiant act of hope and a catalyst for change within our larger ecosystem. And because you are energetically interconnected to everything in existence, by following your Tao you contribute to the healing of our planet as a whole.








 



WHAT IS THE TAO?


While this metaphor of the water points to the energetic essence of the Tao, in the absolute sense it cannot be named or described. It is the invisible truth that lies within and beyond all phenomena. The Tao is what creates and sustains all the laws of the universe, such as gravity and seasons, birth, death, the blossoming of flowers and the ripening of fruit. The Tao is what is holding your coffee cup together, sustaining the inner working of your organs, and illuminating the awareness behind your eyes as you read my words. It is the conscious and unconscious backdrop to your life story. It is as big as the sun and as small as an atom. The Tao can be literally translated as ‘the way’ and in the ultimate sense is simply: the way things are.
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All spiritual practices are guiding us towards discovering the Tao – that is, to realize the nature of existence and the nature of our innermost selves. This discovery can bring ease to our complicated and, at times, painful lives.


The Tao Te Ching states that the Tao is impossible to describe and can only be experienced. And so, everything I say to you about the Tao in this book is only to awaken something deep inside you that already know. After all, Tao is the very essence of who you are at your core – interconnected to the wider web of mystery.





 



WHAT IS YOUR TAO?


Although Tao is a word to describe esoteric truths of ultimate reality, it can also be used to describe the essential energetic pattern of something. For example, it is the nature of water to flow with the current of gravity towards the lowest point – but it is not the nature of a tree whose branches reach against gravity towards the light. Even among trees, their nature expresses so uniquely based on the ecosystem and conditions they evolved in. Following the Tao in a relative sense means aligning ourselves with these energy currents as they express themselves within our body and mind. Nature serves as a reminder of this phenomenon. Consider the example of an oak tree; it can never transform itself into a fir tree, despite any training or education it undergoes. An oak tree remains steadfastly an oak, flowing with the current of what is, and rather than going against it out of personal will, it contributes to the larger ecosystem by simply being itself.


It can be easy to confuse your Tao with a professional career, because making money has been the focus of our collective story since the industrial revolution. ‘What do you want to be when you grow up?’ is a common question that kids are asked in school, which solidifies a future-oriented, economic-oriented sense of self. The Tao, however, describes a way of being that is authentic to your natural energy expression. Renowned psychiatrist Carl Jung called the process ‘individuation’, and used the word ‘Tao’ synonymously with the word ‘meaning’. To follow your Tao is to live in accordance with your own meaning – to discover what kind of tree you are supposed to be and nurture its growth.


Mythologist Michael Meade names your personal Tao your ‘genius’. This is inherent within you and doesn’t need to be created; instead, it needs to be awakened, recognized and embraced by being true to yourself. However, as you tune yourself in to your energy, you will be able to recognize it through feeling the ease and energy it brings you. You know you are on the right track when you feel a sense of flow, as if you are going with the energy of your body as opposed to against it.


In this book, when I talk about the Tao in the ultimate sense, I am referring to the divine, the universe, God, or the essence of everything in existence. When I refer to Tao on a personal level, I am referring to your genius, and a way being that brings the most meaning, richness and expression to your life, while at the same time, giving back to the world.
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WHY LEARN ABOUT YOUR ORGANS?


Before I began learning about Chinese medicine, my organs felt as remote to me as nature does to someone absorbed in the screen of a cellphone. Like many girls who grew up in the nineties, I learned how to relate to my body through TV and fashion magazines. These media sources often promoted the sexualization of women and emphasized the importance of having super-thin or fit bodies. I internalized the message that my body was simply an object. Despite being an athlete and maintaining a healthy diet, I approached my physical wellbeing solely as a means to optimize my body’s performance, treating it like a well-oiled machine. Even my yoga practice, at first, became just another project to improve my body.


In my early adulthood, I was lost. I sought validation and guidance externally, leading me to drift into jobs that seemed devoid of meaning and relationships that left me unsatisfied. I grappled with an inherent feeling of being an imposter, leading a life that didn’t truly belong to me. I also was sick a lot, despite being young and otherwise ‘healthy’. Only upon reflection do I realize that the distance I sensed from my life was mirrored by the disconnection I had with my body.


When I started learning the language of the organs and their spirits, the relationship I had with myself changed. My organs were no longer inanimate lumps of flesh inside my torso, but alive vessels of wisdom I could turn to for guidance. I started treating my body like a living, breathing, animate creation, deserving of respect. In a mysterious listening exchange, my body began to guide me, without using reason or rationality, towards a life rich with meaning and deep purpose. As my energetic vibration shifted, my outer circumstances also began to change. While I am still human and struggle as everyone does, I am more in tune with the intelligent forces guiding me from the inside, and as a result have stepped into a life that is better suited for my energy. I am able to listen to my own authority and surround myself with people and conditions that support my flourishing. I waiver less with voices outside that tell me what I ‘should be’, and walk with confidence, curiosity and wonder into what I am in the present moment.


I share this story because I know body objectification is fairly ‘normal’ in our culture. My hope is that as you read this book, you can also attune to this deeper listening and that it helps you step in sync with the life you, and only you, were meant to live.


This book will also offer another way to look at stress. Stress is a leading cause of numerous diseases, and even premature death. Unfortunately, doctors lack the time to discuss the intricate details of the stress or emotions that are at the root of the issue. What I admire about the Chinese energetic model is that the mind-body connection is not a vague concept, but has been meticulously observed and documented over thousands of years. The earliest surviving work on Chinese medicine, Huangdi Neijing Su Wen, left behind a detailed map of how stress is held and stored within the body, and how different organs are influenced by certain emotions. Equipped with this map, ‘listening to the body’ takes on a whole new meaning. It becomes an active and participatory process, rather than an abstract notion. This book offers a simplification of that map as a way to better take care of your health, because it is one thing to go to acupuncture or massage, but another thing to be an active agent for the prevention of stress, and therefore the prevention of disease.
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QI: THE DANCE OF YIN AND YANG


From the Taoist cosmological perspective, the universe as you know it appeared out of the unknowable, ultimate Tao. There were no elements, seasons, plants, animals, people or movement. Mysteriously, this amorphous space divided into the polarities of heaven and earth, or what is referred to in Chinese medicine as yin and yang.


Yin is the passive principle related with matter, the feminine, dark, damp, heavy, and the moon and earth; while yang is the active principle related to the ephemeral, masculine, bright, light, dry, and the sun. Just as the negative and positive charges create a magnetic field, the division of yin and yang created the energetic field known as ‘qi’.


Qi (pronounced ‘chee’), often translated as ‘energy’, is the invisible, animating force of the universe that nourishes life and sustains its movement. Qi is everywhere – in our bodies, in the food we eat and in the air we breathe. Qi exists at different densities depending on how much yin and how much yang it is expressing within it.


As a universal law, masculine principal moves towards feminine, negative ions move towards positive ones, and higher pressure moves towards lower pressure; that is, yin is always moving towards yang, and yang is always moving towards yin – it is the tension between the two that creates movement. You can observe the movement of yin and yang in a season: spring is the movement of yin to yang with summer being the apex of yang (the light); autumn is the movement of yang back to yin, with the winter solstice being the pinnacle of yin (the dark). You can observe these yin/yang cycles within an arc of a breath, a day and a lifetime – everything in the universe is moving through cycles of expansion (yang) and contraction (yin).


When it comes to the body, your qi flows through energy channels known as meridians. Yin energy flows up the inside lines of your body from your feet to your head, while the yang energy flows down the outside of your body from your head to your feet. Even though yin is represented by the earth and yang by the heavens, both energies flow towards their opposite: yin is in the process of becoming yang, while yang is in the process of becoming yin.
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The concepts of yin and yang are important to understand for three reasons. Firstly, they lay the foundations for you to understand the categorization of organs described in detail in this book. Your body has five yin (zang) organs (kidneys, heart, lungs, liver and spleen) and five yang (fu) organs, (bladder, small intestine, large intestine, gallbladder and stomach), with each yin organ being paired with a yang organ. Yin organs are solid, and are primarily responsible for producing and storing qi, blood and body fluids. The yang organs are hollow and are primarily responsible for digesting and moving nutrients through the body. The theory of yin and yang helps explain why two seemingly unrelated organs, such as the small intestine and the heart, work together: each organ needs an opposing yang force to balance the flow of its qi.


Secondly, yin and yang help describe how qi exists at different densities – consciousness, spirit and the mind are the most yang aspects of qi, while matter and physicality are the most yin (densest) aspects of qi. The organ energies also contain a different amount yin or yang qi, with the kidneys being the most yin in nature, associated with winter, and the heart being the most yang in nature, associated with summer. Knowing the nature of yang and yin, will help you get to know the quality of the qi that is flowing in your body and mind.


Lastly, yin and yang represent two very different aspects of qi that you can seek to harmonize in your daily life. In general, yang is expressed by activities that are fast moving and external, such as expression, extroversion and mental activity; while yin is expressed and nourished by slower moving, introverted actives that promote deep embodied experiences. Even without knowing any details about the organ energies, becoming more balanced in your yin and yang activities can help to harmonize your qi.


For example, meditation would be a relatively yin activity, as the body is more passive, while going for a run would be a yang activity, with the body being more active. Attending a staff party on a Friday night would be more yang because it requires more energy to be external, while staying in and watching a movie would be more yin (internal). Neither of these activities is inherently better than the other, but can be helpful or harmful depending on your energy at that time. If you have been sitting all day at work, doing a seated meditation might not be the activity that will bring you back to balance; instead, going for a run would bring more yang activity to the mind and body to bring you back to balance. The principles of yin and yang teach us that there is no one prescription for balance – rather, it is about tuning these currents of yin and yang through the seasons of the year and the seasons of your life, all the while seeking to step in harmony with your Tao.





 



WHAT IS CHINESE MEDICINE?


Chinese medicine has evolved over thousands of years. The Wu Yi, primarily women in the communities, were shamanic healers who treated various ailments, including medical, psychological and spiritual disharmonies. Influenced by centuries of patriarchal rule and strict political regimes, Chinese medicine has lost much of these spiritual and mythical roots, but despite this, its holistic foundations have remained. Unlike Western medicine, which sees the body as a machine with parts that need ‘fixing’, Chinese medicine perceives the body as a dynamic and interconnected ecosystem. It focuses on rebalancing the vital energies within this ecosystem rather than treating isolated symptoms. This whole-body approach addresses the underlying energetic imbalances that contribute to the development of diseases.


While acupuncture needles may come to mind when thinking of Chinese medicine, it’s important to note that acupuncture is just one branch of Chinese medicine. The other branches include herbalism, massage and qigong. All these holistic therapies have the same aim: to bring the body’s ecosystem back into balance.
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WHAT IS QIGONG?


As you have learned, the word ‘qi’ means energy, while ‘gong’ refers to skilful work. Therefore, ‘qigong’ involves skilful work done to move, balance and harmonize energy.


There are three main categories of qigong: marital qigong, which is done with the intention of physical strength and self-defense; medical qigong, which is practiced with the intention of maintaining health; and spiritual qigong, which is done with the intention to awaken. Within these three schools, there are thousands of different exercises, philosophies, techniques and opinions of what, how and why to practice.


This book is inspired by the medical qigong branch and its emphasis on the mind–body connection through the mind and emotions. It is helpful to understand that medical qigong is not limited to exercises but refers to an entire healing modality. This includes meditations, therapeutic ways to move emotions, healing sound therapies and treatments similar to reiki or cranial sacral therapy.


Qigong, among the various branches of Chinese medicine, is one of the oldest and most widely practiced methods in China for maintaining health. Before the 1950s, health maintenance practices were referred to as ‘Dao Jia Yang Sheng Shu’ (‘Daoist Arts of Nurturing Life’). Qijong gained popularity in the 1950s as a means of preserving ancient healing arts and distinguishing them as a form of medicine rather than a religious practice; this helped safeguard these practices from potential destruction during the political regime at that time. Ken Cohen’s seminal book The Way of Qigong (Random House, 1997) also made qijong and Taoism more popular.


This understanding emphasizes that while termed ‘medical qigong’, the practices primarily revolve around life preservation and restoring balance, rather than focusing solely on curing diseases, as is typical in Western medicine. Originally, the concept of ‘nurturing life’ encompassed spiritual practices and engaged with all aspects of the mind, illustrating a holistic approach to wellbeing.


How to move your qi


Below are the four main ways energy is moved, and we will be using these in the exercises that you’ll find throughout this book.


1.   Movement This includes qigong forms, but energy will also be moved by stretching, yoga, walking and any mechanical force that is applied to the body, such as acupuncture needles or massage.


2.   Breath There are many different breathing techniques used in qigong, and some very basic ones will be described in this book. Breath directly impacts our qi through activating or deactivating our autonomic nervous system. It also helps to circulate the qi throughout the body.


3.   Intention There is a popular saying within the qigong teachings that ‘qi follows yi’. Yi (pronounced ‘yee’) is our intention – qi will always flow where the intention goes. In qigong practice we strengthen our intention using our imagination, to emit qi in places that are deficient, using colours to emit certain frequencies. This concept will be further explored in the chapters of this book.


4.   Sound Sound is vibration and is a very powerful way to move qi. There are certain sounds that resonate with each organ that can be healing, but be aware that sound also includes the words you say to yourself internally – and how you say them. Sound can also include music and the sounds that you surround yourself with in your daily life.


Although formal qigong practices are powerful, it is important to remember that they are only part of the equation. Because everything in this universe moves through the medium of qi, everything you do, including how you are in relationship, what foods you eat, how you spend your time and who you spend it with, where your thoughts focus, and what emotional states you embody, as well as your connection with your Tao, will all influence the movement and quality of your qi. I like to expand the definition of qigong to encompass a way of life that harmonizes qi, rather than a practice done once a week online or at a community hall.





 



YOU ARE THREE-DIMENSIONAL


In our current medical system, mental and physical health are typically dealt with separately. You don’t visit your therapist for bladder infections or see your family doctor for counselling after a break-up. However, the division between ‘mental health’ and ‘physical health’ is relatively recent. In traditional cultures healing was seen as a holistic process; shamans and community healers addressed both the body and mind simultaneously. Healing encompassed the entire person, including their body, emotions and spirit.


Likewise, the medical qigong model recognizes you as a three-dimensional being, comprising physical, energetic and spiritual bodies. Your organs exist on these different levels, each playing a distinct role in both your physical functioning and your psyche. From the medical qigong perspective, the ‘mind’ that Western medicine separates from the ‘body’ resides within the organs themselves. Each organ is connected to specific emotions and psychological processes. Interestingly, in medical qigong the brain is not an organ in itself, and is not attributed as much to mental processing as it is in Western medicine.


When talking about organs in this book, I am not simply talking about the physical hunks of flesh that pump blood or move bile (though our organs do those things too). I am talking about interconnected energetic systems that are infused with consciousness of the Tao, the wisdom of your spirit, and of the wisdom of the earth and its billions of years of evolution. This book will not explain how organs work from an empirical perspective but uses the organs to describe the energetic conversation that is happening in your body. Our body and all of its organ systems are intelligent patterns of energy that take the shape of organs on the physical level, emotions on the energetic level, and conscious insight and inspiration on the spirit level.


Note: If you are missing one of the organs listed in this book, such as the spleen or the gallbladder, it does not mean that you do not have the energy of that organ. It might not be there on a physical level, but its energy and spirit are still present within you.


The spirit body (shen)


The spirit body is the most yang, subtle, abstract and refined aspect of qi. It doesn’t have form and cannot be felt, but it illuminates, inspires and directs. The spirit body is not bound by time or space, and from a vibratory perspective has the highest frequency. When I use the term ‘spirit’, you may initially associate it with God, church or something otherworldly that is divorced from the practicalities of everyday life. In the context of this book, however, spirit simply refers to the conscious element of qi. Your spirit body is what shines out through your eyes and can be sensed in the field around you. It is what holds your Tao, comes to know your Tao and is expanded when you are living your Tao.


The energy body


The energy body is denser than spirit, but less dense than form. Like the spirit body, the energy body is invisible, but unlike the spirit body, it can be felt – in fact, it is defined by feeling. Every sensation you experience is your energy body talking to you. The energy body is what receives the impulses from the sense doors of the eyes, ears, nose, mouth and skin, and is what creates our desires, likes and dislikes. The energy body is what we experience life through, and is what categorizes our experiences into beauty, pain, love or tragedy. The energy body is also what drives all emotions, and is the wave that all thought surfs on. It fills your muscles with either tension or relaxation, and determines whether we clench or flow with the events of our day. It can also be related closely to aspects of our nervous system, and is greatly influenced through the power of our breath.


The energy body is the interface between the physical word and the spirit word, as well as the inner world and the outer world. You can feel this in the constant exchange of in and out in the cycle of your breath, and experience the energy body through all your emotions and sentiments about life. The energy body is always moving and exchanging information in order to establish relationships – with people, animals and your world.


The physical body


Your physical body is what you can see; you can touch it, and it has weight and density. It is the most yin out of the three bodies because it is the densest, and from a vibratory perspective it is the slowest moving. Your physical body’s initial form and structure are greatly influenced by genetics and inherent physical traits, which can be difficult, if not impossible, to alter through energy work. For instance, if you are naturally short, it is unlikely that qigong or other Chinese energetic practices will help you grow taller. However, certain physical ailments that develop over time can be influenced through energy work and lifestyle modifications –we can make changes in our physical body directly through manual therapy practices such as exercise, sleep, and diet.
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Three-dimensional healing


The main thing to take away from learning about the three bodies is that they are always influencing each other. For example, working a soul-sucking job will contract your spirit body. The spirit recognizes it is out of alignment with its Tao and has no outlet to express itself. This creates feelings of frustration and agitation (qi level), which then cause you to grind your teeth at night, perhaps manifesting as locked jaw and headaches (physical level). What started at the level of spirit, now exists at the level of the physical body through the medium of emotion (qi).


While qigong may not be the best initial intervention for a broken leg or for inherited diseases or traits, it can be a tool for addressing chronic diseases that can be linked to stress levels, unprocessed trauma, or living out of alignment with your purpose. Using methods at each level –physical, emotional and spirit – will offer the most opportunity to shift the qi and to make a change. This book mainly focuses on the emotional (energy level) and psychological (spirit level) areas of healing, but please make sure you are balancing these threads I offer with physical practices and advice from nutrition experts, physiotherapists and other health care professionals to address the physical body’s need as well.
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THE ELEMENTS, ORGANS AND SPIRITS


Each of the five organ energies that I describe in this book – the heart, liver, spleen, lungs and kidneys – are connected energetically with an element, season, colour, direction and spirit animal, as well as with a certain sense and voice tone. These associations have been developed over centuries through careful observation of the frequencies of energy in the natural world that coincide with the frequencies within your body’s inner processes. What I hope you learn from this book is that each of the elemental energies have a spiritual essence to them, which you can use as a clue to your body, its symptoms and also its wisdom.


Understanding energy in Chinese medicine is largely about recognizing patterns. Associating these elements with specific qualities helps us to create a relationship with our bodies and the natural world that is curious, playful and subjective. Getting to know some of the key correspondences will help you detect what energies might be at play in your physical, mental, emotional or spiritual body, and from there you can work to find more balance.





 



WHAT ARE THE FIVE SPIRITS?


Each element is animated by a spiritual essence known as the Wu Shen, which manifests within the five yin organs. The corresponding yang organs are also influenced by these spirits, and, working together, they shape our psychology. While Western medicine attributes the brain as the origin of identity, Chinese medicine perceives the psyche as being spread throughout the body, mirroring the larger cosmos (see Lorie Dechar’s The Five Spirits for more on this).


To help understand this a bit better, I like to divide these spirit energies into upper, lower and middle spirits.


The upper spirits


The Shen and the Hun spirits, related to the heart and the liver respectively, originate from heaven. They are the most yang, and epitomize our conscious mind and altruistic capacities. Shen enters the physical body upon reception in utero, and the Hun accompanies it. Throughout our lives, the Shen and the Hun learn and develop through experiencing earthly existence. Upon death, these spirits return to heaven. Although belief in reincarnation is not necessary to benefit from the teachings in this book, the Shen and the Hun are the part of our spirit that are thought to be reborn from life to life. I often refer to them as the ‘upper spirits’ due to their origins from the realms above.


The middle spirit


In Taoism, the Yi is the spirit of the earth element and the stomach and spleen, and is the guardian of the space between heaven and earth. This spirit doesn’t belong to heaven or earth, but rather to ‘the world of man’. Here, ‘man’ does not refer to gender, but to all of humanity who live between the divine and earthly realms. The Yi is the spirit of intention and human volition which occurs when spirit and matter conjoin. It is both yin and yang. The Yi serves as the bridge between the upper and lower spirits, allowing one to perceive both heaven and hell, good and evil, yin and yang, and make decisions based on that understanding. When you die, the Yi is no longer active, but remains as the legacy of every accumulated action – the footprints you leave behind on this earth.


The lower spirits


The Po and the Zhi, residing in the lungs and the kidneys respectively, belong to the underworld. The development of Zhi begins in utero as the physical body forms, and the Po enters our body with our first breath. These spirits predominantly ensure survival and relate to our autonomic responses when we are afraid or aroused. They signal us to eat when we are hungry, to fight or flee when we are in danger, and also give us our sexual drives and instincts. All animals possess these spirits, carrying the wisdom of the earth within them. When you die, the Po and the Zhi will be assimilated back into the underworld.




‘The Five Spirits are the Taoist map of the human psyche. The system provides a view of the nervous system and forms the basis of Chinese medical psychology.’


Lorie Eve Dechar,


The Five Spirits, 2006








 



WORKING WITH THE SPIRITS


In a society that leans toward dualism, there can be a tendency to pit the upper spirits against the lower spirits, classifying the upper as ‘good’ and the lower as ‘bad’. This simplistic ‘good versus evil’ dichotomy leads to a fragmentation of the soul, and a disregard of the yin intuitive body knowing. This tends to happen with those on the spiritual path who are eager to develop their upper spirits (Shen and Hun) without addressing the shadows lurking in the lower spirits (Po and Zhi). Eventually, repressing these energies can cause harm internally as disease, or erupt through violence or abuse. Sadly, there are many examples of this happening among ‘spiritually realized’ leaders who have highly developed upper spirits but have not tended to the shadow side of impulse.


In this book, you will embark on a journey from the upper spirits, namely the heart and liver, to the organs housing the lower spirits – the lungs and kidneys. It might seem unconventional to present the organs in this order, especially for those familiar with Chinese medicine and the Five Elements cycle. By beginning our exploration with the organs infused with the most ‘yang’ energy and progressing towards those with the most ‘yin’, my intention is to facilitate a deeper integration of your spirit (light) into your bodily form (darkness). The ultimate goal is to anchor your consciousness more deeply in the physical, earthly realm, effectively grounding your mind deeper into your body.


In combination with very practical exercises and life changes listed in the soul work section in each chapter, this book will also incorporate mythical elements to help awaken certain energies that can only be stirred by this less rational, more symbolic knowing. In Chinese mythology, each organ is an archetype to your story, associated with a mythical animal. These symbolic creatures, with their vibrant colours and rich symbolism, are not to be understood as literal truths, but rather as representations of the energetic truths within you. By engaging with them, my hope is you will develop a deeper connection to your organs beyond mere intellectual understanding. This journey of self-discovery invites your imagination to play a significant role, offering you a different way of knowing and understanding yourself. Embrace this unique approach and be open to the transformative power it holds.


By exploring the five spirit energies, my intention is for you to integrate spirit into all aspects of your life, even the practical and mundane. As you descend into these depths, you will be guided to ascend with greater wisdom, self-understanding and clarity regarding your purpose and the legacy you hope to leave behind.


[image: Illustration]






 



GO WITH THE FLOW


This book is structured into five chapters that correspond to the five organ energies. Each chapter consists of a theory section, providing insights into the organ’s physical, energetic and spiritual functions, along with a description of common imbalances and symptoms. The chapter concludes with a soul work section, which introduces physical, energetic and spiritual practices aimed at restoring balance to that particular organ. Some of the soul work exercises only take a few minutes, while others are more extensive. Please pick exercises that work for you, and if the medicine is simply reading this book to be inspired and have more awareness about your organs, that is okay too.


 My suggestion is to read the book in its entirety first and then revisit the exercises in the chapters that resonate most with the energetic imbalances you may be experiencing. You do not have to participate in each exercise on your first read-through. My hope is that the diagrams and bulleted lists can be used for quick reference and encourage you to dive deeper into certain sections. This book is also intended to support you throughout the seasons of your life, whether it be the annual seasons or the personal seasons you find yourself in. For instance, during autumn, lung energy tends to be thrown off, so you may want to return to the lung chapter during that time. Alternatively, if you are currently navigating a season of loss and transition, you might focus on the lung chapter, particularly exploring the emotional theme of letting go and grieving.


As you embark on reading this book, be attentive to the subtle vibrations within your body, as certain chapters may resonate with you or strike a chord deep within. Take your time and, most importantly, have compassion for yourself as you take this journey, never forcing or pushing yourself. Remember, water does not push its way down a mountain, it flows.
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