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      Putting Craniosacral Chi Kung into Practice

      The information presented in this book is based on the authors’ personal experience and knowledge of Inner Alchemy practices. The practices described in this book have been used successfully for thousands of years by Taoists trained by personal instruction. Readers should not undertake the practices without receiving personal transmission and training from a certified instructor of the Universal Healing Tao, since certain of these practices, if done improperly, may cause injury or result in health problems. This book is intended to supplement individual training by the Universal Healing Tao and to serve as a reference guide for these practices. Anyone who undertakes these practices on the basis of this book alone does so entirely at his or her own risk.

      The meditations, practices, and techniques described herein are not intended to be used as an alternative or substitute for professional medical treatment and care. If any readers are suffering from illnesses based on mental or emotional disorders, an appropriate professional health care practitioner or therapist should be consulted. Such problems should be corrected before you start Universal Healing Tao training.

      Neither the Universal Healing Tao nor its staff and instructors can be responsible for the consequences of any practice or misuse of the information contained in this book. If the reader undertakes any exercise without strictly following the instructions, notes, and warnings, the responsibility must lie solely with the reader.

      This book does not attempt to give any medical diagnosis, treatment, prescription, or remedial recommendation in relation to any human disease, ailment, suffering, or physical condition whatsoever.

    

  
    
      Introduction

      One winter, Joyce was at Tao Garden for a series of Universal Healing Tao retreats. Throughout the weeks of intensive Taoist practices, Master Chia frequently emphasized the importance of the cranial and sacral pumps. As a practitioner of both Craniosacral Work and Chi Kung, Joyce was deeply interested in the resonance between these two practices, and how well they complemented each other in providing a deep understanding of the foundations of health and well-being. Fascinated by modern support for the ancient practices he has devoted his life to sharing, Master Chia felt that a book about the overlap and common principles between these Eastern and Western practices would be immensely valuable to a wide audience. That book is the one you are now reading.

      
        CHI KUNG AND CRANIOSACRAL WORK
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          A Common Approach
        

        On the surface, it may seem as if there is little in common between modern science and the ancient wisdom traditions. Yet, rather than opposing each other, scientific research and new technology offer opportunities for us to enhance our understanding and appreciation of the ancient ways.

        At the root of both Taoism and Craniosacral Work is a focus on cultivating harmonious, balanced movement on all levels. A core belief of both systems is that healthy internal movement automatically translates into greater harmony between the individual and his or her external environment. Based on this shared perspective, both practices emphasize a concept we refer to here as Flow: the natural, effortless unfolding of our lives in a way that moves us toward wholeness and harmony.

        Flow is central to both Taoism and Craniosacral Work because it is essential to our health and well-being. Communication and coordination between all of our parts require the smooth flow of biochemical and electromagnetic signals through our fluids, tissues, and bones. The fluidity of our emotions and thoughts enables us to harmonize our inner world and to be flexible and resilient in our dealings with the outer world. The movement of chi is what moves us through life.

        Both cosmologies believe that optimal Flow is synonymous with health and harmony, and that each person has an inherent capacity to heal—to return to the natural state of optimal Flow. Each system offers simple techniques to increase awareness of that Flow and powerful practices for balancing and enhancing it. This book draws on Taoist and Western lineages—both ancient and modern—to explore the nature of Flow and practices for improving it.
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        Fig. I.1. The craniosacral connection

      

      
        HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

        The following pages offer easy and practical exercises for finding, generating, and sustaining Flow on many levels. The book provides clear and detailed guidance for beginning practitioners, as well as a wealth of new information to deepen the understanding and experience of advanced practitioners.

        No prior knowledge of Chi Kung, Craniosacral Work, bodywork, or anatomy is required to understand this book. Some readers will get the most out of it by reading it cover to cover in order to understand the theory, anatomy, and exercises. Others will want to focus first on experiencing greater Flow through the powerful exercises, and will return later to deepen their contextual understanding once they have felt the firsthand effects of their practice. To make it easier to find the exercises and for later reference, we have included a list of practices immediately following the table of contents.

        The book will guide you in:

        
          	Understanding each of the different pumping systems and easily balancing the flow through each system

          	Experiencing the flow inherent in Taoist Chi Kung practices

          	Tapping effortlessly into the power of the lesser and greater flows and benefitting from better physical, emotional, mental, energetic, and spiritual flow

          	Connecting deeply with the transcendent primordial Flow

        

        The first three chapters set the context and establish the foundation for awakening, becoming aware of, and appreciating Flow in our lives. You will learn how to activate the major pumps and how to generate and sustain their flows. Chapters 4 and 5 discuss ways of harmonizing and enhancing your internal physical, emotional, and mental flows.

        In chapter 6, you’ll move deeper into Flow by looking at the movement and energy of your bones, which are doorways to deeper ancestral and lineage flows. You’ll learn to sense your bones and breathe with them to access the wisdom they offer. You will practice unifying your individual energy fields and augmenting the internal flow of chi with Microcosmic Orbit and meridian meditations.

        After enhancing the flows within and building your energetic foundation, you’ll turn your attention to connecting with even larger flows in chapter 7. The discussion of waves and tides offers a craniosacral perspective on how Chi Kung practices provide a methodical way to change our level of consciousness and develop our spirituality. The exercises at the end of the chapter will help you integrate your new understanding of both the mechanics and the magic of spiritual flow. The final chapter invites you to explore the balance of yang and yin in doing and not doing. When you become one with the cosmic Flow, you return effortlessly to your primordial state of wholeness, health, and Oneness.
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        Fig. I.2. Cosmic chi flow

        Craniosacral Chi Kung provides Chi Kung practitioners and spiritual seekers with a scientific physiological context for why Chi Kung and meditation are so effective. For bodyworkers, these practices offer a critical self-care component that is often missing from their training. The exercises will not only deepen their understanding of their own bodies and improve their own health, but also provide useful self-care homework for their clients. More than just conceptual information, Craniosacral Chi Kung offers insights and practical exercises for finding, generating, and sustaining Flow in our daily lives.

      

    

  
    
      PART ONE
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        Physical Flow

        Part 1 introduces the concepts of Flow from the Taoist and Western craniosacral perspectives. The individual chapters explore the importance of Flow to our physical, emotional, and mental health. They also explain the assessment of Flow as understood in the craniosacral approach, which considers tempo, magnitude, balance, and quality.

        After learning to assess Flow, we will explore the four major pumps that activate it: the cardiac, respiratory, cranial, and sacral pumping systems that circulate fluids, nutrients, and energies throughout the body. We will build awareness of these pumps through our kinesthetic sense of the connection and flow among them. For some of us, the craniosacral connection has been disrupted by injury, illness, or lifestyle issues. As you practice moving the cranium and sacrum together in a harmonious, synchronous way, you will build new neural network communication pathways (or strengthen existing ones), which will help you become more fluid and integrated on multiple levels. As a result, you will not only move differently but also feel more connected with your body in deeper and more profound ways.

        In addition to physical exercises, we’ll also use guided meditations to experience Flow in our bones, tissues, and fluids, and to enhance our awareness of those flows. In so doing, we increase our ability to track and adjust these flows as needed. For example, if you become aware that you are tired and your throat is sore, you can rest and take Vitamin C so that you do not get sick. Likewise, if you notice less flow at certain times or in particular areas, you can meditate or do your practices to cultivate and generate more chi and greater flow, increasing your resilience and vitality.

      

    

  
    
      
        1
      

      Working with Cosmic Flow

      Western and Taoist Approaches

      The dictionary definition of flow is “to move in a steady and continuous way; to circulate; to proceed smoothly and readily.”1 In a larger context, we might say that while we are “in the flow,” we are focused, engaged, and energized, and that our actions feel purposeful, enjoyable, and effortless. If you think of a time when you felt “in the zone”—perhaps playing sports, creating something, having an “on” day of great efficiency at work, playing music, or practicing Chi Kung—and remember how that felt, you can connect with the feeling of Flow.

      Intuitively, we understand that being “in the flow” is beneficial, but getting there can be challenging. Flow can be present—or absent—on physical, emotional, mental, energetic, and spiritual levels. While Western medicine acknowledges the link between good health and good circulation through the body’s pumping systems, it does not suggest many ways to improve those flows other than exercise.

      
        TAOIST COSMIC FLOW

        Because energy flow is an essential element of Taoism, Chi Kung practices have focused for thousands of years on improving it. Taoism’s emphasis on harmonious flow is relevant in today’s world, not only for our health, but also for our relationships, careers, and personal growth. By using Chi Kung to balance flow, we can become more healthy, connected, abundant, and energized.
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        Fig. 1.1. Taoist Flow—the flow of the river

      

      
        CRANIOSACRAL FLOW

        Craniosacral Work is a Western holistic healing modality, based on osteopathy, that optimizes the flow of energy throughout the body. The name refers to practitioners’ attention to the craniosacral rhythm, which is the flow of cerebrospinal fluid from the head (cranium) to the tailbone (sacrum). This rhythmic movement is generated by pressure changes throughout the head and spine during the production and absorption of cerebrospinal fluid; its subtle flow indicates the harmony or disharmony of the whole person (fig. 1.2).

        By working with the body’s inherent healing processes to restore the natural movement of the fluids, tissues, and bones, craniosacral practitioners can assist their clients to release painful or restricted conditions anywhere in the system. By bringing greater awareness to the internal flows of the client, craniosacral practitioners facilitate and empower the client’s self-healing process. Craniosacral Work can be helpful in calming the mind, harmonizing the emotions, and encouraging physical well-being. Like Chi Kung practices, the meditative states that occur with Craniosacral Work facilitate a deeper mind-body-spirit connection that is healing and deeply rejuvenating on all levels.
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        Fig. 1.2. Craniosacral Flow

      

      
        THE PHYSICAL BENEFITS OF FLOW

        On a basic physical level, Flow is critically important for providing the connection, communication, and resilience that our systems need to function.

        Connection: In order to live, we need to keep oxygen, blood, and nutrients moving through our bodies. Movement bathes each of the body’s structures, bringing nourishment to organs, tissues, and bones. Like a highway system with open roads and flowing traffic, a well-connected body allows vital supplies to move from where they are produced to where they are needed. On an energy level, Flow connects and distributes vital chi to all parts of body.

        Communication: Using another analogy, the Internet, we can see how Flow allows information to be shared effortlessly. Healthy flow enables one part of the body to communicate with other parts so that coordination, action, and good decision-making can take place. Without the flow of information through the sensory nervous system, for example, we wouldn’t notice sensations critical for our health like pain or pleasure, hunger or satiation, hot or cold. The brain then uses this information to make decisions and take action: communication along our motor nerves tells our muscles to move.

        Resilience: Resilience is the ability to be strong, healthy, and successful when encountering challenges. When our energies are flowing appropriately, our systems can adjust dynamically to changes and optimize themselves. When water meets an obstacle, it adjusts “fluidly”—perhaps by going around, moving through, sinking below, or eventually eroding the obstacle. Water is only unable to continue on its path when there is insufficient flow. The practices of Taoism and Craniosacral Work cultivate the inherent wisdom of the body and its propensity to return toward health whenever possible. Flow facilitates this intelligent process of adaptation and ongoing rebalancing.

        Flow and Our Health

        In the West, science uses machines, such as the electrocardiogram (ECG) and electroencephalogram (EEG), to measure the rhythms and flows of the body’s shifting electromagnetic field. Through research and study, medicine has established the average ranges for healthy individuals and uses readings outside those ranges to flag potential health issues.

        Much of Taoist practice is based on the notion that chi or life-force energy must flow to be healthy. If energy becomes stagnant, blocked, or weakened, our health is adversely affected. Traditionally, Asian physicians assess the movement of chi in the meridians, tissues, organs, and bones by feeling the pulses. By listening to the quality of these flows, a skilled practitioner would know what issues were arising and how to be of assistance in helping to resolve them. In this cosmology, pain and disease are believed to result directly from poor flow—movement that is either excessive or deficient. Conversely, health and harmony come from abundant chi that is flowing in a balanced way through all the systems.

      

      
        THE BROADER BENEFITS OF FLOW

        From the simple pulsations of single-celled amoebas to the multiyear migrations of the whales, life on this planet is organized around rhythms and flows. In humans, our internal pumping systems circulate oxygen, blood, and cerebrospinal fluid throughout the body.

        On a larger scale, the planets rotate and move in their orbits, the seasons flow from one to another, the tides ebb and swell with the waxing and waning of the moon, and day flows into night and back again (fig. 1.3). Because we are connected with heaven and earth, each of these rhythms affects our own flows: we are attuned to these cycles, following them in ways we may not even be aware of. For example, science has long acknowledged that circadian rhythms influence our sleep and feeding patterns. And we intuitively notice that we are more active in the spring than we are in the winter.
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        Fig. 1.3. Natural flows

        When we are in the Flow, we are in tune with these larger rhythms; things seem to unfold synchronistically and effortlessly for us. Being in the Flow brings us to places of exhilaration, accelerated growth, and enhanced performance and outcomes. Once we have experienced the Flow state, we want to be in it more and more of the time.

        Becoming conscious of the presence or absence of Flow in our lives allows us to take action and enhance it where needed. In this book, we will work with the lesser, larger, greater, and cosmic flows by awakening, encouraging, and deepening our understanding of them in order to improve our own health and quality of life. Craniosacral Chi Kung helps us become more conscious of Flow, and provides tools for cultivating more of it in our daily lives.

      

      
        OPTIMAL FLOW

        From a biomedical point of view, healthy flows fall within certain parameters, such as heart rate, breath rate, etc. It may be useful for us to be aware of these objective rates in order to monitor changes and to get a baseline about our health. Even with these objective measures, however, it is important to note that each person is unique: what is normal and healthy in one person may be an indicator of ill health for someone else.

        Our subjective perception of flow rate is also a relevant consideration, however. Too much may feel overwhelming and taxing to our systems. When there is not enough movement, we feel stuck, congested, or stagnant. In this light, our relationship with Flow and our internal perception of it may be even more important than objective measures.

        If you have ever watched someone surfing, you may notice that the critical difference between a poor ride and a great ride is not the objective speed of the wave, but whether or not the surfer is able to keep up with it. If surfers are not able to get up to speed with the wave, they get left behind without getting a ride at all. If they go too fast and get ahead of the wave, they fall out and get smashed by the wave as it breaks. But if they are in sync with the wave and are fluid and flexible in adjusting to it, they are carried effortlessly to new places. And if they are also able to relax and enjoy the ride, then they have the opportunity to have a peak experience.

        
          Sensing Flow and Stagnation
        

        In humans, Flow manifests in many ways. On the physical level, fluids such as blood, lymph, and cerebrospinal fluid (CSF) move through our bodies. Food and water move through our digestive and elimination systems, and oxygen is distributed from our lungs to the rest of the body. If these processes move too quickly we may hyperventilate or have diarrhea. When there is insufficient flow, we may notice issues such as edema or constipation.

        Appropriate flow is also important on an emotional level. When we are emotionally volatile or overly reactive to a situation, our emotional flow may be too strong. And although we may not be used to thinking about it in this way, depression, resentment, or bitterness may be signs that our emotions have been stuck for a while, and that we need to encourage more emotional flow. When we are able to experience the entire spectrum of emotions, without becoming attached or mired in them, our emotional energy is flowing well.

        It is also possible to notice the quality of our mental flow. On days when there is excessive flow, our thoughts may be racing, and we may find it difficult to focus or concentrate on a topic. At other times, our thoughts may seem to loop continuously. We may find it challenging to learn new things or we might be unreasonably resistant to modifying our current thoughts: these experiences are typical of insufficient mental fluidity. In contrast, when our mental energy is flowing in a balanced way, our thinking is clear, new creative thoughts arise easily, and we are easily able to accommodate new information.

        The physical, emotional, and mental aspects of ourselves are interconnected, so it makes sense that too much or too little flow on one level affects the flow of the others. This strong interconnection also means that the benefits of harmonizing flow on one level will ripple out to the other levels, leading to greater health and harmony. And when our consciousness is flowing and up to speed, like being in sync with a wave, our spiritual self can have a peak experience.

      

      
        CRANIOSACRAL METHODS OF TRACKING THE FLOW

        Like Chi Kung, Craniosacral Work is all about Flow. Craniosacral practitioners develop finely-tuned abilities to sense where there is movement and where there is not movement in their clients. Many craniosacral techniques are designed to invite a return to Flow in areas that are restricted; other techniques encourage harmony among the various flows of the body.

        Craniosacral practitioners assess Flow in terms of four basic characteristics: tempo, magnitude, balance, and quality (fig. 1.4). By asking a series of questions, such as those described below, practitioners can learn more about the specific flow with which they are in contact.

        Tempo: What is the speed of the movement? This is generally measured in cycles per minute. Each type of flow in our body has a different tempo. The breath rate is different from the heart rate, for instance, and both of those are different from the rate at which cerebral spinal fluid moves through the system. The point here is to develop our awareness of the usual rate for each flow and encourage it to optimize.
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        Fig. 1.4. Four characteristics of Flow

        Magnitude: What is the range of motion? How far do the structures move into flexion or extension? Is there full range of motion or are there some restrictions? Structures that are not able to move freely often block energy from circulating. Another way to frame this is to consider the volume or magnitude of the flow. Is it the merest trickle or a cascading stream? Typically, the greater the magnitude, the greater the vitality of the structure.

        Balance: How symmetrical are the structures and how balanced is the motion? For example, is the right balanced with the left? Is flexion balanced with extension?

        Quality: How would we describe the motion? What adjectives or adverbs would you use to describe what you are sensing? For example, does the movement feel sluggish, vibrant, smooth, or strong? This measure is subjective, but one of the most important for our internal perception of Flow.
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        Fig. 1.5. Flowing over, around, and through obstacles

        The Taoist way encourages us to learn about ourselves and take responsibility for our own self-care. Using the four measures above gives us a framework for better understanding the fluidity of our own systems. We have lived with ourselves for our entire lives, but may never before have paid attention to our internal rhythms in this way. Gaining a sense of our Flow is invaluable because it offers us more resources when we encounter challenging circumstances. Instead of tensing and becoming rigid, we become accustomed to relaxing, finding where there is Flow, and joining it (fig. 1.5). And when we are flowing in a balanced and harmonious way, we feel vibrant and vital.

      

      
        BACK-TO-THE-BODY WISDOM

        In modern society where the focus is often on mental skills, people can become disconnected from their physicality, creating imbalance by ignoring the valuable insights and different kinds of wisdom that the physical body offers. We often wait until we are in pain or experiencing illness before paying attention to our physical selves.

        In the following chapters, we will show how Chi Kung practices help us improve Flow in every aspect of our lives. One of first benefits of these practices is increased awareness of the physical body. Tuning in to the physical body and feeling the dynamic changes as energy moves through it is what we call “back-to-the-body wisdom.” It teaches us to listen to the whispers of disharmony before they become shouts.

        
          Breath of Life
        

        Food, water, and air are the basics we need to survive. Depending on our physical condition and external factors such as climate, we can go without food for several weeks and survive a few days without water if necessary. However, even the strongest and healthiest people can only live for a few minutes without air. Breath is life.

        Respiration is an automatic function controlled by the respiratory center of the brain stem. Because it is automatic, we breathe without needing to consciously think about it; the way we breathe is often determined by patterns set when we were very young. It is estimated that over 90 percent of people begin to restrict their breathing before the age of five. Research studies link shallow breathing patterns to several physical and emotional disorders.

        The good news is that breathing is also a voluntary function that can be consciously controlled: we can use mindful breathing practices to retrain our respiratory patterns and improve our health and wellbeing. As we return our breathing to its natural state, we reduce anxiety and stress, integrate our emotions, gain mental clarity, increase vitality, and regain a sense of peace and well-being. Breath work is a powerful tool for both internal and external development and that is why all wisdom traditions have breathing practices.

        In Craniosacral Work, the term Breath of Life is used to describe a universal healing intelligence—like the Tao—that provides an organizing principle guiding us to health and healing. Dr. William Garner Sutherland, the father of cranial osteopathy, believed that the human system was more than simply bones, fluids, tissues, and biochemicals. Like the Taoist masters, he could sense subtle rhythmic wavelike fluctuations within the body. He understood that life-force energy manifests and expresses itself through tide-like movements, and that those movements are critical for health and healing. Craniosacral Work recognizes that there are many tides in the human body, but focuses on four in particular: the Cranial Wave, the Fluid Tide, the Long Tide, and the Long Wave. We will talk more about these fluid dynamics later in the book.

      

      
        AWAKE, AWARE, APPRECIATE

        Our spiritual journey is like our journey through a regular day. We start out asleep and then, when we awaken, our day begins. Once we are awake, we become conscious and curious about what is unfolding in our day and in our life. After being awake for a while (perhaps only a few moments or much longer), we actually become aware of ourselves and what is going on around us. Awareness enables us to be mindful of our choices, our intentions, and the decisions that shape our day. By realizing our part in how the day takes shape, we begin to appreciate and therefore understand the purpose and benefits of our experiences, and can place them into the context of our lives (fig. 1.6). When we do practices such as the Inner Smile, we are deepening our understanding of ourselves and the world in a profound way.
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        Fig. 1.6. awake, aware, appreciate: a practice for finding, generating, and sustaining Flow

        Throughout the rest of this book, as we play with the concepts of Flow, we will use this process of awakening different aspects of Flow, becoming aware of the Flow, and then learning to understand and appreciate what Flow has to offer us.

      

      
        ANCIENT TAOIST WISDOM ABOUT FLOW

        Two thousand years ago, a Taoist master created a painting that illustrated the importance of Flow for life, relationships, and spiritual development (fig. 1.7). Depicting a water wheel and irrigation, the painting is also a metaphor for the movement of fluids through our physical body and of chi through our energy body.

        At the bottom of the painting, we see a boy and a girl stepping on a water wheel, which pumps water upward to irrigate the land. On the right side you can see the spine, which Taoists call the Celestial Pillar. The Celestial Pillar connects earth (the tailbone) and heaven (the head). When the spine is open and healthy and there is good flow along it, we can access the powers of both earth and heaven. This is why the ancient Taoists paid so much attention to the spine.
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        Fig. 1.7. Pumping the water wheel circulates water to the top of 
the mountain.

        
          The Three Gates of the Spine
        

        For there to be good flow throughout the entire system, the three key gates of the spine must be open: the lower gate, the middle gate, and the upper gate (fig. 1.8).

        
          
            The Lower Gate: Wei Lu Guan/Tailbone Pass
          
        

        The lower gate is Wei Lu Guan or Tailbone Pass. It is located at the tailbone (coccyx) and sacrum. When this gate is closed then our sacrum is locked: we lose our connection with earth and may experience back pain. The ancient painting illustrates the stepping action of the waterwheel, which reflects the movement of the sacrum between the ilia. This motion of the sacrum creates a pumping action that sends cerebrospinal fluid through the central nervous system. At the same time, the pumping action opens the lower gate and tan tien, increasing Flow in the entire system and enhancing our physical vitality.
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        Fig. 1.8. Three gates of the spine

        
          
            The Middle Gate: Jia Ji Guan/Squeeze the Spine Pass
          
        

        The middle gate is Jia Ji Guan or Squeeze the Spine Pass. It is located in the area of the heart and lungs and is associated with the pumping motion of the diaphragm and heart. When this gate is open and energy is flowing smoothly through it, our emotional and mental bodies are clear and fluid. If this gate is blocked, however, our emotions may be stuck and our thinking muddy.

        
          
            The Upper Gate: Yu Zhen Guan/Jade Pillow Pass
          
        

        The upper gate is Yu Zhen Guan, or Jade Pillow Pass, which can be found at the base of the skull where the occiput meets the atlas. When energy cannot move smoothly through this gate, we may notice headaches and/ or difficulty accessing our spirituality. If this gate is clear, then we are connected with the cosmic Flow of heaven and the universe. When that occurs, we have access to spiritual wisdom and limitless Source.

        Activating these three pumps enables us to generate energy and keep it flowing throughout our whole system. The upward movement of the waterwheel transforms ching*1 (essence) into chi (energy), and chi into shen (spirit). The downward movement nourishes the chi and replenishes the ching. The navel fire helps transform water into steam (chi), which turns into rain and nourishes the whole organism. This continuous flow moves energy through the meridian pathways and the Microcosmic Orbit.
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