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Preface





  Tao is the primal power that forges all phenonoma in the universe, from the infinite to the infinitesimal. Invisible yet ever-present, Tao permeates the world with the very

  breath of life, and those who learn how to harmonize themselves with Tao may harness that power to enhance and prolong their own lives.




  Though the principles of Tao were first formulated in words and symbols by the sages of ancient China about 5,000 years ago, Tao predates human civilization and transcends all boundries of space

  and time, race and culture, for Tao is the universal and enduring Way of Nature. But thanks to the wisdom and insight of the ancient sages who gave birth to the world’s oldest ongoing

  civilization, traditional Chinese culture evolved entirely around the fundamental framework of Tao, and today its principles still lie at the heart of all the classical Chinese arts, from

  philosophy to poetry, calligraphy to cooking, medicine to meditation.




  Tao is more than just a philosophy of life. It’s a whole way of life, and the only way to realize practical benefits from Tao is to cultivate and practice it. This was the goal of

  the ancient Chinese sages, and fortunately they left us abundant records charting their progress along the Way. Today, the most enlightened practitioners of modern Western science are also

  approaching the Tao, but from the opposite direction, and they are arriving at precisely the same conclusions. This is most apparent in the fields of physics and medicine, where the mutable

  relationship between matter and energy, body and mind, is beginning to emerge. Still, while the conclusions are essentially identical, the poetic imagery and earthy allusions with which the Chinese

  sages elucidated the Tao and its power are far easier for the average man and woman to grasp than the complex technical jargon favored by modern Western scientists, and therefore it’s simpler

  to view the Tao through Chinese eyes.




  This book focuses on three practical aspects of Tao which have always been of vital concern to men and women everywhere: health, sex and longevity. All three are intimately related, and together

  they form the foundation of human happiness in this world. The purpose of this book is to provide the reader with a lucid introduction to the basic principles of Tao, and to offer a practical

  program by which men and women everywhere may apply those principles and tap the power of Tao to enhance and prolong their lives.




  Research for this book was done primarily from original Chinese sources, although certain English translations of various Chinese texts were also consulted. Except where otherwise indicated,

  translations from the Chinese are based upon my own interpretations of the materials. My rendering of passages from the TAO TEH CHING, however, closely follows the interpretation of the great

  English sinologist Arthur Waley, as recorded in his most excellent translation THE WAY AND ITS POWER. In addition, I wish to acknowledge the deep inspirations provided by the prolific writings of

  the late sinologist John Blofeld, as well as the pioneering work of R.H. van Gulik.




  Supporting evidence from Western science was culled from various reference books, medical journals, health studies, magazines, and recent newspaper reports, most of which are cited in the text

  or listed among the Additional Recommended Reading provided in the Appendix. However, lest readers mistake this book for a mere recapitulation of existing materials East and West, I wish to attest

  that I have been practicing all the regimens introduced herein for many years and that this book is based as much on personal practical experience as scholarly research.




  May this book provide all readers with abundant food for thought and sufficient fuel for practice on the Way to a long and healthy life!




   




  DANIEL P. REID




  Phoenix Mountain




  Peitou, Taiwan




  October, 1988










  
INTRODUCTION




  The Tao




  
History of Taoism in China





  

    

      

        

          

            

              There was something formless yet complete




              That existed before heaven and earth;




              Without sound, without substance,




              Dependent on nothing, unchanging,




              All pervading, unfailing.




              One may think of it as the mother




              Of all things under heaven.




              Its true name I do not know;




              ‘Tao’ is the nickname I give it.


            


          


        


      


    


  




  These mysterious words come from the beguiling, 5,000-word poem on Tao called Tao Teh Ching, written almost 2,500 years ago and traditionally attributed to Lao Tze, the

  ‘Old Sage’. The incisive insights contained in the terse verse of this enchanting book form a living fountain of wisdom that has brought comfort, advice and enlightenment to millions of

  people throughout the world. No other book on earth has been translated as widely and as frequently as Lao Tze’s Tao Teh Ching, and no book except the Bible has been translated as

  often into English. As of 1955, there were 100 different translations in print throughout the world, 90 in Western languages, 36 in English alone.




  The actual date and authorship of the Tao Teh Ching remain, quite appropriately, obscure. However, it has been established with historical certainty, based on consistency of language and

  metrical structure, that it was composed sometime between the third and fifth centuries BC, and that it was the work of a single author. That a man named Lao Tze existed is

  also fairly certain, for there are records of such a man, also known as Lee Tan, Lao Tan and Lee Er, in charge of the Imperial Archives during that period. Disgusted by the political chaos and

  greed that marked his time, he retired from public life at an advanced age and rode off into the western mountains on the back of a buffalo. When he reached the final pass that

  marked the boundary of the empire, the passkeeper recognized the famous sage and pleaded with him to leave some sort of record of his teachings for posterity. Reluctantly, spontaneously, and with a

  wily sense of irony, Lao Tze paused on his pilgrimage into oblivion and swiftly composed the Tao Teh Ching in 5,000 characters, with the following disclaimer in the first two lines:




  

    

      

        The way that can be spoken is not the real Way




        The name that can be named is not the real Name.


      


    


  




  Then, without uttering another word, he rode off into the mountains and was never heard from again.




  Tao means ‘way’, teh means ‘power’, and ching means ‘book’ in the sense of an historical classic. So the title translates fully as

  ‘The Classic Book of the Way and Its Power’. This title was most likely added by later commentators, for Lao Tze had no more use for titles and names than he did for fame and

  fortune.




  Lao Tze did not invent Taoism. Like Confucius, who gained access to the precious Imperial Archives through his meetings with Lao Tze, he simply claimed to recapitulate an ancient way of life

  that had prevailed in China 2,500 years before his own time, during the reign of the ‘Yellow Emperor’ (Huang Ti) China’s founding father. Both Lao Tze and Confucius revered the

  Yellow Emperor as the progenitor of Chinese civilization and acknowledged him as the foremost practitioner of the Way.




  The Yellow Emperor reigned over a loose confederation of Chinese tribes around 2700 BC. He is credited with having discovered the secret of immortality through the subtle

  blending of male and female essence during sexual intercourse and the transmutation of the resulting ‘elixir’ into pure energy and spirit. He kept a harem of 1,200 women with whom he

  coupled frequently according to the tenets of the ‘Tao of Yin and Yang’, and at the age of 111 he is said to have achieved immortality and ascended to heaven on the back of a

  dragon.




  The Yellow Emperor learned the Tao of Yin and Yang through discourse with his three chief advisors on sexual matters: the Plain Girl (Su Nü), the Mysterious Girl (Hsüan Nü), and

  the Rainbow Girl (Tsai Nü). Significantly, all three were female. Their conversations are recorded in The Classic of the Plain Girl (Su Nü Ching), a text that dates from the second

  or third century BC but records information that was already current in China for over 2,000 years. It provides a gold-mine of original material on ancient Taoist techniques

  in which sexual energy is skillfully utilized to bolster health and prolong life. This remarkably frank and factual book will be explored in detail in Chapter 6.




  In addition to sexual yoga, the Yellow Emperor was an avid student of herbal medicine, a field dominated entirely by Taoists in ancient China. His conversations with his

  chief medical advisor Chi Po are recorded in The Yellow Emperor’s Classic of Internal Medicine (Huang Ti Nei Ching), which also dates from the third century BC.

  This book, which remains an indispensable text for students of traditional Chinese medicine, summarized all the medical knowledge handed down in China since the time of the Yellow Emperor and

  clearly defined the fundamental Taoist principles that lie at the root of Chinese medical arts. Like the Plain Girl, Chi Po frequently reminded the Yellow Emperor of the intimate relationship

  between health, sex and longevity, a unique and salient point that distinguishes Chinese medical theory from all others.




  Huang Ti and Lao Tze were the only ancient sages to leave a record of Taoist thought prior to the era of intellectual ferment that followed Lao Tze’s disappearance. Therefore, Chinese

  historians often refer to Taoism as Huang Lao Tao, the ‘Way of the Yellow Emperor and the Old Sage’. But the simple word ‘Tao’ by itself suffices to conjure up in

  Chinese minds the entire edifice of natural philosophy that has guided Chinese civilization for 5,000 years.




  Western scholars often refer to Taoism as one of the world’s major religions, but this is not entirely correct. To be sure, an organized church complete with its own ‘Taoist

  Pope’ did branch out from the mainstream of Taoist philosophy about 500 years after Lao Tze, but this church has little to do with the original Tao. To paraphrase Lao Tze, ‘the way that

  can be organized is not the real Way’. Indeed, the very idea of an organized church, frocked clergy and religious dogma runs completely contrary to Tao.




  Tao is a way of life, not a god or religion. It literally means ‘Way’ or path – a trail on the journey through life which conforms to nature’s own topography and

  time-tables. Any path but Tao is, by definition, artifice. Western ways, which attempt to conquer rather than commune with the forces of nature, lead inevitably to a schizophrenic split between man

  and nature. Tao views man as a tiny, vulnerable creature within the grand scheme of things and suggests that our best hope for survival is to live in harmony with the great natural forces that

  formed us as well as our environment. To go against Tao is like trying to swim upstream against a strong current – sooner or later you will exhaust your energy, grind to a halt and be swept

  away by the cosmic currents of Tao.




  Taoists see the entire universe as suffused with Tao teh (power of Tao). This primordial cosmic power has been called ‘Tai Hsü’ (the Great Void), ‘Tai Chi’

  (the Supreme Ultimate Source), and ‘Tai Yi’ (the Supreme Mover). It comprises the very ‘stuff’ of the cosmos, the immaterial material from which the entire universe

  emerged.




  

    

      

        Tao gave birth to the One;




        The One gave birth to two things,




        Then to three things, then to ten thousand . . .


      


    


  




  The One is the Supreme Ultimate Source. When the ‘Big Bang’ split Tai Chi to create the universe, Yin and Yang emerged as the positive and negative poles of a vast

  electromagnetic field, thereby setting in motion the ceaseless ebb and flow of forces and phenomena we call the ‘universe’. The three things are the Three Treasures discussed below.

  From the one, two and three evolved all the myriad plants, animals and objects of the universe.




  Western religions propose the notion of a supreme being who rules the universe from his throne in heaven, and they refer to him as ‘God’ with a capital ‘G’ to underline

  his omnipotence. The focus of all Western religions is the ‘afterlife’, and most believers manifest a morbid concern with the fate of their souls after death. As such, Western religions

  are idealistic rather than practical, more concerned with the next world than this one.




  Taoists, on the other hand, speak not of a supreme being but of a supreme state of being – a sublime state that lies deeply locked within every human being and can be reached only

  through the greatest personal effort and self-discipline. This state of being, commonly referred to in English translation as ‘enlightenment’, is as revered in the East as notions of

  ‘God’ are in the West and forms part of every human being’s innermost potential.




  One of the most distinctive features of philosophical Taoism is what the great sinologist and translator Arthur Waley termed its ‘lyrical acceptance of death’. Taoists regard birth

  and death as transitions from one realm of existence to another rather than as absolute beginnings or endings. As Lao Tze’s greatest disciple Chuang Tze told his students, ‘How do I

  know that in clinging to this life I’m not merely clinging to a dream and delaying my entry into the real world?’ Although the Taoist sage tends to live a long and healthy life

  in this world precisely because he patterns himself on nature, he also faces death without fear or regret because death too is natural.




  Taoism is concerned primarily with life on earth. It unequivocally equates physical and mental health and insists that only a strong, healthy body can house a strong, healthy spirit, which is

  why Tao focuses so strongly on health and longevity.




  According to Tao, we reap what we sow within our own lifetimes. Therefore, Tao provides the seeds of wisdom we need to cultivate health and longevity in the fertile garden of life, and those who

  till the soil of Tao with daily practice and self-discipline will surely harvest these luscious fruits. Tao maps a path between heaven and earth, but man must walk it on his

  own power. Unlike Western religions, which offer salvation in exchange for faith alone, the gates of Tao open only to those who really work hard to cultivate the Way. Tao cannot be petitioned in

  prayer, but it can be utilized in practice, and those who learn to harness its power will find that ‘it is inexaustible’. The prime importance in Taoism of practice over faith,

  experience over erudition, cannot be overstated. Halfway measures never suffice: one must go ‘all the Way’.




  Dualistic Western philosophy splits the spiritual and physical realms into two hostile and mutually exclusive spheres and attaches superior value to the former. Taoism regards the physical and

  spiritual as indivisible yet distinctly different aspects of the same reality, with the body serving as the root for the blossom of the mind. A plant can live without its blossoms but not without

  its roots, and so it is with people. A person who has ‘lost his mind’ can still live a long time, but if he loses his heart, lungs or liver he will die, regardless of how intelligent or

  spiritually enlightened he is.




  The essential Taoist approach to life is captured in the phrase ching-jing wu-wei, literally ‘sitting still doing nothing’. ‘Doing nothing’ doesn’t mean

  sitting around all day like a lump on a log, but rather doing only those things that really need to be done and doing them in a way that does not run counter to the natural order of Tao and the

  patterned flow of cosmic forces. It means engaging only in spontaneous, unpremeditated activity, doing things purely for their own sake rather than for ulterior motives, and living in harmony with

  rather than trying to conquer nature. Perhaps most importantly, wu-wei means knowing when to stop rather than overdoing things and knowing when to refrain entirely from inappropriate action.

  As Lao Tze put the point:




  

    

      

        When your work is done, then withdraw!




        That is the Way of Heaven.


      


    


  




  As for ‘sitting still’, this is the actual Chinese term for ‘meditation’. The word ‘meditation’ confuses or scares many Westerners because it

  implies ‘meditating’ on some profound but perpetually obscure idea that is never quite defined to anyone’s satisfaction. In Buddhist and Taoist tradition, however, the

  ‘non-activity’ of meditation involves a conscious effort to completely empty the mind, rather than fill it with intellectual profundities. This sort of meditation is both

  relaxing and highly invigorating, for it dredges from the mind the incessant internal chatter that burdens and belabors the spirit during normal activity. The resulting calm and mental clarity

  permit all sorts of spontaneous intuitive insights on Tao.




  Taoism remains one of the richest and certainly the oldest ongoing philosophical tradition in the world. A colorful, eclectic philosophy chock full of wisdom and humor, its

  history is cast with a delightful assortment of eccentric characters. With its unique blend of physical and mental regimens and its equal emphasis on theory and practice, Taoism has come to include

  such diverse elements as alchemy, deep breathing, calisthenics, sexual disciplines, herbal medicine, diet, heliotherapy, and much more. These various disciplines are discussed in great detail in

  the various Taoist texts handed down from master to disciple over the ages, and all will be covered in this book. Indeed the Taoist ‘bible’, a massive tome called Tao Tsang (Treasury

  of Tao), ranks among the world’s lengthiest canons, comprising 1,120 volumes compiled over a period of 1,500 years, and it provides a treasure trove of esoteric information.




  Still, when all is said and done about Tao, it all boils back down to the entrancing verse of the Tao Teh Ching, which, despite Lao Tze’s own disclaimer, packs a lot of Tao into a

  mere 5,000 words and covers a lot of territory in a few pages. That’s because every line can be taken on several different levels at once, and every point reflects the multi-faceted Tao like

  a jewel reflects light. The Tao Teh Ching transcends the relative human boundaries of history and culture, time and place. Therefore, before exploring the incredibly fertile garden which

  sprang from the potent seeds of Lao Tze’s words, let’s devote a bit of time and space to a brief review of this remarkably rich little book.




  ‘The Way and its Power’




  Here’s how Lao Tze illustrates the functional utility of emptiness over form and the dependence of all ‘things’ on ‘nothings’:




  

    

      

        

          

            We put thirty spokes together and call it a wheel;




            But it is on the space where there is nothing that the usefulness of the wheel depends.




            We turn clay to make a vessel;




            But it is on the space where there is nothing that the usefulness of the vessel depends.




            We pierce doors and windows to make a house;




            But it is on the spaces where there is nothing that the usefulness of the house depends.




            Therefore, just as we take advantage of what is, so we should recognize the usefulness of what is not.


          


        


      


    


  




  The inherent superiority of emptiness over form and stillness over activity, as well as their indivisible interdependence, is a salient point in many

  Oriental philosophies. Most Westerners, however, geared as they are to concrete form and activity, usually find this point difficult to grasp. But the way Lao Tze puts it, even a child could grasp

  it, for Lao Tze patterns his points on simple, solid observations, not on specious abstract arguments. Objective observation of nature has always been the primary method of Taoist discovery, and

  such observation clearly reveals that ‘the whole picture’ must always include ‘what is not’ as well as ‘what is’ and that the utility of anything springs from

  the union of opposites.




  Water was one of Lao Tze’s favorite images, and it remains the quintessential symbol of Tao. Like emptiness, water goes largely unnoticed, yet it possesses far more teh than its own

  opposite elements:




  

    

      

        

          

            Nothing under heaven is more yielding than water;




            But when it attacks things hard and resistant,




            There is not one of them that can prevail.




            That the yielding conquers the resistant




            And the soft conquers the hard




            Is a fact known by all men,




            But utilized by none.


          


        


      


    


  




  Here’s a fine example of the manifold meanings tucked into every line of the Tao Teh Ching. First, the passage represents a simple, natural statement of Taoist

  philosophy, identifying Tao with the softness, flexibility, and irresistible power of water. Second, it’s a clear-cut lesson in sex, illustrating how woman conquers man by yielding to his

  passion, using her softness to overwhelm his hardness. Third, this passage is frequently quoted by Chinese martial artists, who use it to explain the superior virtues of traditional Chinese

  ‘soft-style’ forms such as Tai Chi Chuan over the ‘hard-style’ offshoots such as Korean Tai Kwan Do and Japanese Karate.




  Another reason Lao Tze admired water is that water benefits all living things without taking credit for doing so. Indeed, after bestowing its life-giving benefits to field and stream, man and

  beast, water is perfectly content to puddle up and rest in the lowest, darkest, places on earth. It falls as rain from heaven and, when its work is done, it flows down into the deepest recesses of

  the earth:




  

    

      

        

          

            The highest good is like that of water.




            The goodness of water is that it benefits the ten thousand creatures,




            Yet itself does not scramble for attention,




            But is content with places that men disdain.




            It is this that makes water so near to the Way.


          


        


      


    


  




  By association, this passage also implies the superior virtue of all things symbolized by water, such as the female of the species, who bestows life to all

  creatures through birth and motherhood yet herself ‘does not scramble for attention’ in doing so.




  Closely related to the image of water is the concept of ‘softness’ and all its implications:




  

    

      

        

          

            When he is born, man is soft and weak;




            In death, he becomes stiff and hard.




            The ten thousand creatures and all plants and trees




            Are supple and soft in life,




            But brittle and dry in death.




            Truly, to be stiff and hard is the way of death;




            To be soft and supple is the way of life.




            Therefore, the weapon that is too hard will be broken,




            And the tree with the hardest wood will be cut down first.




            Truly, the hard and strong are cast down,




            While the soft and weak rise to the top.


          


        


      


    


  




  This is another favorite passage for practitioners of China’s ‘soft-style’ martial arts. It extols the virtues of non-resistance, of bending with the wind, and

  the last two lines clearly echo the familiar ring of the popular Christian belief that ‘the meek shall inherit the earth’.




  Lao Tze lived during a long, chaotic chapter of Chinese history known as the Warring States Period. While dozens of petty princes schemed and vied for supremacy, kingdoms rose and fell like

  waves on the sea, with alliances forming overnight only to dissolve at dawn and warfare raging throughout the land. The latter part of this period of intellectual ferment was called the

  ‘Hundred Schools Era’ and it produced great philosophers such as Confucius, who roamed from state to state trying in vain to persuade the warring princes to adopt his own pacifist

  philosophy as state policy.




  As Confucius’ contemporary, Lao Tze naturally had some things to say about politics as well, though he couched his concepts within his usual clever metaphors. Throughout the Tao Teh

  Ching he ridicules such lofty human ideals as benevolence, piety, loyalty and morality, condemning as wholesale artifice all social conventions and scoffing at the notion that people can be

  ruled by ideology. He points out that the very need for rule by law and threat of punishment indicates that society has already reached an advanced stage of decay. People everywhere are the same,

  Lao Tze said. When happy and healthy, they naturally treat each other with kindness and respect. When hungry and oppressed, they naturally become cruel and unruly. Since most rulers keep their

  subjects more or less in a state of perpetual hunger and oppression, they find it necessary to impose from above the unnatural fetters of law and punishment in order to stay on

  top. Even more ludicrous, in order to justify their privileged positions, they pose themselves to the public as morally superior persons.




  The true sage rules the people ‘by rearing them and feeding them but not laying claim to them’, and by eliminating the sources of strife rather than punishing the

  consequences:




  

    

      

        

          

            If we stop looking for persons of superior morality to rule




            There will be no more jealousies among the people.




            If we cease to place value on products that are difficult to obtain




            There will be no more thieves.


          


        


      


    


  




  Thus the enlightened leader rules his people ‘by emptying their hearts and filling their bellies’. Most commentators and translators have misinterpreted this

  line as simply meaning that the best way to rule people is to keep them well fed but ignorant. That’s true, but there’s much more to it than that. To ‘empty the mind’ is an

  old Chinese term that refers to a traditional technique used in Taoist meditation to accomplish the goal of completely clearing the mind of all discursive thoughts, so that intuitive understanding

  of Tao may rise spontaneously. A cluttered mind obscures Tao, whereas an ‘empty mind’ reflects Tao like a mirror. Therefore, the sage ruler endeavors to keep his subjects’ minds

  as empty as possible of artificial ideas and desires, for these serve only to confuse people, create conflicts and distract attention from Tao.




  To rule people by ‘filling their bellies’ not only eliminates the major source of strife, it also stresses the primacy of nutrition over ideology, diet over dogma. Last but not

  least, ‘fill their bellies’ also refers to Taoist breathing regimens, whereby the breath is pushed deep down into the abdomen with diaphragmic pressure, a technique that requires adepts

  to ‘empty their minds’ in order to concentrate on ‘filling their bellies’ with breath. Such manifold meanings and linguistic versatility run throughout the Tao Teh

  Ching.




  One of the most charming and incisive political commentaries in the entire book deals with relations between large kingdoms, what we call ‘superpowers’ today:




  

    

      

        

          

            A large kingdom must be like the low ground toward which all streams flow.




            It must be a point towards which all things under heaven converge.




            It must play the role of female in its dealings with all things under Heaven.




            The female by quiescence conquers the male;




            By quiescence she gets underneath.


          


        


      


    


  




  This of course was the cornerstone of China’s foreign policy for thousands of years prior to the twentieth century. Conquered several times by Tartar, Mongol and Manchu

  invaders, China simply lay down and ‘got underneath’ them, seducing these vigorous barbarian aggressors with the irresistible charms of Chinese food and dress, painting and poetry,

  music and dance, and, not least of all, Chinese women. Instead of fighting fire with fire, China fought fire with water and won, reducing her rock-hard conquerors to a heap of sand. In the long

  run, China survived and thrived while her various ‘conquerors’ passed forever from the stage of history. Such are the benefits of playing the part of the female in foreign

  relations.




  Although the Tao Teh Ching was written several centuries before Christ and in a cultural milieu completely different from the West, it bears striking similarities to the spirit of the New

  Testament, and perhaps this accounts for its enduring popular appeal throughout the Western world. For example, Luke 6:27 advises, ‘Do good to them who hate you’, while Chapter 63 of

  the Tao suggests, ‘Requite hatred with virtue’. In Matthew 26:52 we find the observation, ‘They who take the sword shall perish by the sword’, which agrees well with

  Lao Tze’s line in Chapter 42, ‘The violent man shall die a violent death’.




  Conflict can only occur by establishing arbitrary rigid boundaries between opposites and then defending them: boundaries between man and woman, nation and nation, good and evil. By erasing

  boundaries so that opposing forces may meet and meld and yield to one another, the two blend together and strike a natural balance, automatically eliminating the source of conflict. As we shall see

  while exploring the various aspects of Taoism in subsequent chapters, balance and harmony among opposites form the philosophical key to all mysteries and the practical foundation of all avenues to

  health and longevity. Before exploring these mysterious avenues, however, let’s complete our historical survey of Taoism in China.




  The Parting of the Way




  The greatest proponent of pure philosophical Taoism after Lao Tze was Chuang Tze, who lived around 300 to 350 BC. Chuang Tze was by far the best writer

  among the great Taoist sages of antiquity, and he was especially renowned for his ironic sense of humor. It was he who remarked to his students upon waking from a nap in which he dreamt he

  was a butterfly that he could not tell for sure whether he were a man who had just dreamt he was a butterfly, or a butterfly who was now dreaming that it was a man.




  Chuang Tze was one of Taoism’s strongest advocates of wu-wei, which he defined as ‘getting things done by doing nothing’. In a discourse with his students he said,

  ‘Is there such a thing as true joy? For me, the perfect freedom of doing absolutely nothing is true joy, but ordinary people consider this a waste.’ As the Tao Teh Ching puts

  it:




  

    

      

        Tao never does;




        Yet through it




        All things are done.


      


    


  




  The sage who patterns himself on Tao also gets things done by doing nothing.




  Contentment and humility were the twin pillars of Chuang Tze’s life. His sense of humility did not include the Western notion of meekness or self-denial but simply the frank admission that

  man knows very little about the great mysteries of the universe and occupies only a tiny, insignificant niche within the great scheme of things. As for contentment, he believed that it is a state

  of mind achieved by simply ‘being content’, not a process of material acquisition.




  After Chuang Tze passed from the scene, the Way began to branch off into various byways, each focusing on a unique aspect of Tao while still growing from the same seeds planted by Lao and

  Chuang.




  Soon after Buddhism began to take root in China during the second and third centuries AD, Taoist philosophy began to exert a powerful influence on the direction Buddhism

  took as it evolved there. Called Chan in Chinese, this sinified form of Buddhism was borrowed first by Korea and then by Japan, where it’s known as Zen. Such familiar elements

  of Zen as irreverence toward ritual, non-verbal teaching, instant personal enlightenment (satori), philosophical riddles (koan), silence and ironic humor all bear the stamps of

  Chinese Taoism.




  There followed in Chuang Tze’s wake a series of eccentric Taoist sages the likes of whom the world has not seen since. These were true adepts of the real Tao, not clergymen or charlatans,

  and they dabbled in everything from alchemy and medicine to diet, deep breathing and sexual yoga. They wrote prolifically, recording their findings in lengthy tomes couched in secret terminology

  that made sense only to fellow adepts. Some of their ideas and achievements were indeed quite remarkable, if somewhat eccentric, and they merit close attention.




  One of the earliest Taoist characters was Yang Chu, who lived around the fourth century BC. He gave rise to the hedonist tradition in Taoism, in which gratification of the senses was regarded as a form of devotion to Tao. Some of his followers and successors indulged in unbridled debauchery, claiming thereby to find the same

  direct perception of Tao that others did by ‘sitting still doing nothing’.




  Among the most famous Taoist eccentrics of all time were the crazy characters known as the ‘Seven Sages of the Bamboo Grove’, who lived during the third century AD, a time when charlatans were corrupting the Tao in order to establish an organized church to compete with Buddhism. They were proponents of the ‘Pure Conversation’

  (ching-tan) school of Taoism, and their goal was to revive the pure philosophical Taoism of Lao and Chuang. They also believed that Taoists should live within the world of men and women, not

  as hermits isolated from the world in mountain caves. They generally gathered in a bamboo grove near the villa in Honan of the poet Chi Kang (223–262). After an afternoon of ‘pure

  conversation’ they would stroll over to a nearby tavern for a night of serious drinking, which they continued until they were all drunk and at one with Tao. All of them were highly talented

  men who scorned social convention and preferred to devote their genius to Tao. They, like other Taoists through the ages, were renowned as prodigious drinkers with the ‘capacity of the

  sea’ for wine. For example, the famous poet and tippler Liu Ling (221–300) wrote all his poems under the influence and in praise of wine. Wherever he went, his servant followed him with

  a jug of wine in one hand and a shovel in the other, the latter to dig his grave on the spot should he happen to drop dead during a binge. Another famous drinking Taoist of that era was the

  alchemist Ko Hsüan, who cultivated Taoist deep-breathing techniques by holding his breath under water.




  The term used to describe the lifestyles of the Seven Sages and others like them is feng-liu, literally ‘flowing with the wind’, a poetic way of saying ‘to fly in the

  face of convention’. These adepts followed their own internal impulses throughout life, and they relished nothing more than the opportunity to ruffle Confucian feathers with their eccentric

  behavior. They were highly sensitive to the beauties of nature, and they believed that wine brought them closer to Tao. However, the pure conversationalists were not much interested in alchemy,

  diet, sexual yoga and other life-prolonging disciplines, because, like Chuang Tze, they regarded death as a transition, leading perhaps to an even better life. They were pure philosophers, and in

  their writings they preserved for posterity the original pristine spirit of Lao and Chuang.




  One of the greatest all-round Taoist adepts in Chinese history was Ko Hung, who lived during the third and fourth centuries AD. A dabbler in philosophy, alchemy, diet,

  breathing, sex and every other branch of Taoism, Ko Hung wrote 116 volumes on Tao during his lifetime.




  Ko Hung’s contributions to Taoism were enormous. He wrote astutely on medicine, breath control, hygiene, exercise and sex. He concocted special herbal formulas to

  help sustain recluses living alone in remote mountain caves. He experimented scientifically in alchemy, and even tried to compound the elusive ‘elixir of immortality’ from various

  herbal, mineral and animal extracts. To his credit, he confessed failure in formulating the elixir, although he attributed that primarily to an acute lack of funds needed to purchase the more

  expensive ingredients and equipment.




  Ko Hung represents the apex in the evolution of pure Taoism in China, culminating a 3,000-year tradition that began with the Yellow Emperor around 2700 BC. From Ko

  Hung’s time until the present, the pure branches of Taoism continued to develop with only minor variations and offshoots, closely following the traditions established and recorded by Taoist

  sages during the 600 years between Lao Tze and Ko Hung. Ko Hung’s most devoted disciple, T’ao Hung-Ching, rigorously cultivated the various disciplines recorded in his master’s

  voluminous writings, and he too wrote many essays on the subject. It is said that at the age of 85 he still looked like a man of 35. He too attracted many followers who, in turn, continued the

  tradition, and so the Way came down to us today.




  Taoism is the only major world philosophy that stresses the importance of disciplined sexual relations as an absolute prerequisite for health and longevity. The sexual school of Taoism began to

  blossom during the second to fourth centuries AD, although the Classic of the Plain Girl on which it is based first appeared about 400 years earlier and contained

  information handed down for at least 2,000 years prior to that. When practiced in private by individual adepts, sexual yoga had never caused much concern to Confucian authorities, who themselves

  practiced Tao in the boudoir. But when sects arose that practiced sexual yoga en masse in Taoist temples, they aroused stern repression and sexual pogroms by government authorities.




  The sexual sects of Taoism continued to crop up from time to time right down to the present day. Commenting on their practices, the Buddhist monk Tao An (292–363) wrote ‘These

  Taoists wantonly practice obscene disciplines from the Yellow Book [a secret sex manual], whereby men and women indulge in promiscuous sexual intercourse like birds and beasts in order to avert

  disaster and death.’ Offended Confucian authorities stepped in to suppress these movements. The communist regime which came to power in China in 1949 has proven to be just as relentless and

  ruthless as its conservative Confucian predecessors. In an article dated 2 November 1950, the communist newspaper Glorious Daily News reported that ‘shamelessly lustful leaders’

  held ‘beauty contests’ for female adepts and ‘forced’ them to engage in licentious sexual behavior in order to gain health and longevity.




  Another major branch of Taoism that began to blossom profusely in China soon after Lao Tze and Chuang Tze was alchemy. The earliest case of alchemy ever recorded East or West dates from 133

  BC, when the Taoist alchemist Lee Shao–chün recorded an experiment he performed to transmute cinnabar into gold. The resulting compound was not ingested but

  rather fashioned into an eating vessel which conferred longevity to whoever ate from it. Lee also practiced deep breathing, diet, herbology and other Taoist disciplines, and he was one of the first

  Taoist adepts to organize the various regimens into a single coherent system of health and longevity.




  Lee Shao–chün also introduced Taoism’s first deity. In conducting his alchemical experiments, he required a good stove and intense heat, so he invoked the favor of Tsao

  Chün, the God of the Stove in Chinese folklore. Later, Tsao Chün became better known as the Kitchen God, and to this day almost every Chinese household throughout the world keeps a shrine

  to him over the stoves in their kitchens. As ‘Director of Destinies’, one of Tsao Chün’s annual duties is to report the behavior of each family member to Heaven at Chinese

  New Year, which explains why Chinese families are so careful to curry his favor.




  In AD 150, the Taoist adept Wei Po-yang produced the most complete text on Taoist alchemy ever written. Called the Tsan Tung Chi (The Union of Triple

  Equation), it discussed the alchemy of the ‘External Elixir’ (wai-dan), which involved refining pills from minerals and metals, as well as the ‘Internal Elixir’

  (nei-dan), which involved the inner alchemy of breathing and sexual yoga. Although in the introduction to his tome Wei issues words of warning to dilettantes and charlatans, he also repeats

  the ancient Taoist view that Tao can be found and cultivated by anyone who is sincerely willing to study and practice its methods.




  It was during this same period of intellectual ferment that Chinese medical theory was first formally codified from the vast accumulation of information already collected in China for thousands

  of years by Taoist adepts. The Yellow Emperor’s Classic of Internal Medicine and the Classic of the Plain Girl were both compiled by this period, which also produced two very

  important Taoist physicians: Chang Chung-ching and Hua To.




  Chang Chung-ching’s book Discussion of Fevers (Shang-Han-Lun), written about 200 BC, remains one of the most important medical texts ever in China. It

  contains 113 medical prescriptions using 100 varieties of herbal, animal and mineral drugs, including his famous and still popular fever remedy ‘Cinnamon Sap Soup’, made from cinnamon,

  ginger, licorice, peony and jujubes. Dr Chang also developed a detailed system of diagnosis based on the Taoist principles of Yin and Yang, the Five Elemental Activities of

  Earth, Water, Fire, Metal and Wood, and the Three Treasures of essence, energy and spirit (see pages 32–43).




  The physician Hua To, who lived around AD 200, specialized in an ancient breathing and exercise therapy called dao-yin (‘induce and guide’). It is a

  method for inducing vital energy to enter the body, then guiding it to the various organs and limbs with rhythmic movements. He prescribed it for respiratory and circulatory ailments, constipation,

  arthritis and rheumatism, fatigue, and depression, and he prescribed it along with herbal formulas and dietary therapy. Hua To also made great strides in surgery and herbal medicine. He developed

  China’s first topical anesthetic from datura, rhododendron and aconite and used it to perform major surgery. Chinese surgery, however, begins and ends with him. Soon thereafter Confucian

  authorities imposed a strict taboo on cutting open the human body, dead or alive, for they regarded the body as a precious gift from one’s parents and ancestors. Cutting open the flesh for

  surgery or autopsies was thus a grave offence against one’s ancestors and, by extension, against oneself.




  The next great period of Taoist development occurred during the Tang Dynasty (618–907), universally acknowledged to be China’s ‘Golden Age’ of culture, somewhat similar

  in spirit to the Renaissance in Europe. Taoism reached its apex of political and social influence during the Tang, not least because the family who founded the dynasty carried the surname Lee, same

  as Lao Tze, and therefore could claim the great Sage as their imperial ancestor. The Emperor Hsüan Tzung (712–756) declared the works of Lao and Chuang to be official classics on a par

  with the works of Confucius, and this honor gave Taoism in general a tremendous boost in China. That good image was somewhat tarnished in 820, however, when the Emperor Hsien Tzung died after

  ingesting an ‘external elixir’ pill prepared for him from toxic minerals and metals by his Taoist alchemist Liu Pi.




  The Tang saw great leaps forward in all three major fields of Taoist research: alchemy, medicine and breathing. After the emperor’s untimely death in 820, alchemy moved decisively away

  from External Elixirs made from toxic minerals and focused instead on Internal Elixirs compounded of human essence and energy. The term dan-tien first appeared during the Tang: it literally

  means ‘Elixir Field’ and refers to the region two inches below the navel and midway between the abdominal wall and spine where vital energy concentrates and the Internal Elixir is

  formed. Adepts ‘refine’ this elixir with breathing, meditation and sexual yoga in order to cultivate a strong spirit-body in which to achieve immortality. This internal alchemy became

  and still remains the most profound and mysterious of all Taoist disciplines. It is still taught today by a small handful of masters in Taiwan, Hong Kong and a few other

  Chinese communities outside the mainland. It cannot be mastered without the guidance of a qualified teacher and many decades of disciplined practice.




  Medicine made even greater progress than alchemy in Tang China. One of the first decrees issued by the founding emperor of Tang was that all medical knowledge throughout the empire should be

  gathered and brought to the capital, where in 629 he established China’s first medical academy. That was a full 200 years before Europe’s first medical school appeared in Salerno,

  Italy.




  Over 1,000 years had already elapsed since Lao Tze rode off into the mountains on his buffalo, and during the subsequent centuries Taoist adepts and recluses had combed the mountains and forests

  of China collecting and experimenting with various plants, animals and minerals in their quest to develop an elixir of immortality. In the process, they compiled an enormous pharmacopeia in which

  the chemical and therapeutic natures of all these items were recorded in detail. It is important to realize that Taoist adepts were truly the scientists of ancient China: they conducted their

  experiments objectively and in full accordance with the scientific methods used today. They recorded all their findings, and their discoveries led to momentous developments in medicine, porcelain,

  metallic alloys and dyes, and gave birth to important inventions such as the compass and gunpowder. The British sinologist Dr Joseph Needham has catalogued and analyzed the many Taoist

  contributions to the mainstream of world science in his massive, definitive series Science and Civilization in China. You’d be surprised how many things that we take for granted today

  were invented by the Taoist alchemists of ancient China.




  The foremost physician of Tang, and perhaps in all Chinese history, was the Taoist adept Sun Ssu-mo (590–692). Dr Sun cultivated all the traditional Taoist paths to health and longevity,

  but his favorite approach in treating disease was nutritional therapy. For example, he observed that people living in remote, land-locked mountain regions were highly prone to goiter, an

  enlargement of the thyroid glands which we now know is due to iodine deficiency. So he prescribed a diet of seaweed and extracts of deer and lamb thyroid, thereby isolating the cause and providing

  an entirely nutritional cure for this troublesome disease over 1,000 years before it was discovered in the West. He also provided a nutritional cure for beriberi (a vitamin deficiency disease) by

  prescribing calves and lambs liver, wheat-germ porridge and vitamin-rich herbs such as almond and wild peppers. European physicians didn’t figure out beriberi until 1642, again lagging behind

  Taoist physicians by 1,000 years.




  Sun Ssu-mo wrote two editions of his famous book Precious Recipes (Chien-Chin-Fang), which forms a gold mine of information on traditional Taoist medical

  theory and practice. In this book are two passages – one on diet and one on sex – that succinctly summarize two of the most basic Taoist approaches to health and longevity. Regarding

  nutritional therapy he wrote:




  

    

      

        A truly good physician first finds out the cause of the illness, and having found that, he first tries to cure it by food. Only when food fails does he prescribe

        medication.


      


    


  




  And in the section entitled ‘Healthy Sex Life’, he strongly states the Taoist case for male sexual discipline as a prerequisite for health and longevity:




  

    

      

        A man must not engage in sexual intercourse merely to satisfy his lust. He must strive to control his sexual desire so as to be able to nurture his vital essence. He must

        not force his body to sexual extravagance in order to enjoy carnal pleasure, giving free rein to his passion. On the contrary, a man must think of how the act will benefit his health and thus

        keep himself free from disease. This is a subtle secret of the art of the bed-chamber.


      


    


  




  These subjects are explored in full detail in the chapters on diet and sex (Chapters 1 and 6–8). The important point to note here is that food and sex, which are

  nature’s two strongest drives and the only two instincts any species requires for survival and propagation, are the two keys that unlock the gates to health and longevity. Conversely, when

  these two natural instincts are abused purely for pleasure, they pave the quickest way to the grave. Apparently Dr Sun practiced what he preached, for he lived in robust health until the ripe old

  age of 101.




  Another important Taoist advance during Tang times was the development of chee-gung, which means ‘breathing practice’ as well as ‘energy control’. Chee-gung

  became the most important method in the alchemy of the Internal Elixir, and it was practiced with great enthusiasm during the Tang era. Formerly, the practice was to retain the breath for up to an

  hour or more, like the Sage of the Bamboo Grove who liked to cool off by sitting at the bottom of his pond all afternoon. But this method, which often produces interesting visions owing to carbon

  dioxide intoxication, can only be practiced by a handful of highly advanced adepts and is not particularly beneficial to physical health. Chee-gung, on the other hand, was meant for ordinary

  as well as advanced adepts and focused primarily on controlling and balancing energy rather than mystical goals.




  The switch to rhythmic breathing began during the fifth century AD,when the Buddhist monk Bodhidharma (Ta Mo) brought pranayama (breathing

  yoga) from India to China. He combined it with indigenous Chinese dao-yin exercises derived from animal movements, and the resulting blend became a fundamental practice and common

  denominator in Chinese meditative, medicinal and martial arts. The new method stressed respiratory regularity, rhythmic timing, deep diaphragmic breathing, moderate retention of the breath, and the

  conscious internal circulation of vital energy extracted from air. These breathing methods still form the technical core of Buddhist and Taoist meditation as well as the Chinese martial arts, and

  they will be discussed in detail in the chapter on breathing (Chapter 3).




  Taoism enjoyed its greatest influence in China during Tang, but by the end of the ensuing Sung Dynasty (916–1279) it was already on the wane as a unified national force. During Tang, the

  higher teachings of Taoism strongly influenced and were gradually absorbed into Chan Buddhism, precursor of Zen, and this influence gave Chinese Buddhism broad popular appeal among common people as

  well as intellectuals. During the Sung Dynasty, the Confucian scholar Chu Hsi, in a concerted effort to revive and enliven Confucian philosophy as a national ethos, further borrowed many basic

  tenets of philosophical Taoism to formulate what became known as ‘Neo-Confucianism’. Thus, with the higher teachings of Tao well absorbed into Chan Buddhism and Neo-Confucianism, only

  the vulgar, superstitious elements of the Taoist Church remained as an organized social institution.




  It was at this point in Chinese history that true adepts of Tao (dao-jia) went ‘underground’ and retired to remote hermitages deep in the mountains, leaving the Taoist Church

  (dao-jiao) to deal with society.




  Taoist hermitages sprouted like mushrooms on China’s misty mountains, with small communities of like-minded recluses dedicated to cultivating the ‘internal elixir’. The hermits

  came from all walks of life – scholars and poets disgusted with the ‘world of dust’, retired generals and magistrates, merchants and mendicants. Unlike Buddhist monasteries, there

  were few rules and little regimentation, which followed Lao Tze’s maxim, ‘With no rules, there are no rules to break’. Each adept pursued his own program at his own pace. When not

  practicing spiritual disciplines, they would read, write, paint, play music and practice martial arts to keep in shape. They welcomed wanderers to spend a night or two, and their main source of

  income came from pilgrims who flocked there on important religious holidays to participate in festivals – functions that the adepts themselves rarely observed but performed for the benefit of

  commoners, who left generous offerings of food and money. All in all, as long as one was willing to forgo the comforts and conveniences of urban civilization, life in a Taoist hermitage was about

  as relaxed as life could possibly be. Many of the hermits lived to be well over 100 years old.




  During the Ming Dynasty (1368–1644), Taoist influence at court continued to wane, though the popular Taoist Church with its gaudy temples continued to thrive among the people.




  The Manchus, who supplanted the Ming, were even greater prudes than Chinese Confucians, and they took a stern stand against the sexual cults that sprang from Taoism. As a result, genuine Taoism

  was driven even further underground, and few great Taoist adepts appeared during the Manchu Ch’ing Dynasty (1644–1911), which strictly enforced a highly conservative brand of Confucian

  classicism until it fell in 1911.




  The Appendix at the end of this chapter provides a chronological ‘Cast of Taoist Characters’ from the Yellow Emperor to the present day, including some sages you haven’t met

  yet.




  The Tao Today




  There are no organized Taoist sects in China today, though it’s possible that a few individuals still practice the Way in private. When the communists suppressed the

  popular I-Kuan-Tao sect in 1950, they served notice that the Tao was no longer welcome in China. Many masters fled to Taiwan, Hong Kong, Japan and the United States, where they continue to practice

  their esoteric ways but keep low profiles.




  While it is possible to seek out and contact some of these aging Taoist masters, it is not at all easy to be accepted as their students. You may have to spend years serving the master by

  sweeping his house and performing other mundane chores simply to establish your sincerity – long before he considers teaching you even the most fundamental practices. This has always been the

  Chinese way. And if you apprentice yourself to a master in Taiwan or Hong Kong, you most certainly will have to learn the Chinese language, although in the West there are a few masters who teach in

  English. Still, for those who truly wish to cultivate the Way, no effort is too great, no wait too long, no search too arduous.




  Indeed, you may well discover an accomplished Taoist master living in your city or neighbourhood simply by broaching the subject with your Chinese laundry-man, chatting up a waiter at your

  favorite Chinese restaurant, or hanging around parks, markets, herb shops, tea houses and temples in any Chinatown in the world. They often earn their living as physicians and herbalists,

  astrologers and martial artists, calligraphers and painters, even as cooks and fruit vendors. They generally practice their Taoist disciplines in private at odd hours of the day or night. If you

  look hard enough, you are bound to find a teacher – or perhaps he’ll find you. In any case, a teacher is required only for the higher teachings, especially those

  dealing with spiritual development. The basics you can learn from this book.




  One of the basic benefits of studying Taoism, apart from obtaining health and longevity, is that it unlocks the ‘inscrutable’ mysteries of the Chinese character and culture.




  The Tao runs like a golden thread throughout the fabric of Chinese culture. The basic principles of Chinese cuisine, for example, were all formulated by Taoist physicians and herbalists –

  not by cooks and gourmets – which explains why Chinese food digests so well in the stomach that you ‘feel hungry again an hour later’. In Chinese painting, Taoists established

  nature as the primary theme of art, and they pioneered the technique of using empty space as a part of the picture. Chinese poets also found much of their inspiration in Tao, and they often

  emulated Taoist recluses by retiring to mountain hermitages for long periods to cultivate Tao. The arts of Chinese medicine and martial arts were entirely developed by Taoists, as were some of the

  world’s most important scientific inventions, such as gunpowder, porcelain and metal alloys. The key principles of all Chinese arts, such as simplicity and restraint, balance and harmony, and

  the prime importance of creative spontaneity, all spring from Tao. In fact, so deeply ingrained is the Tao in the Chinese soul that even the communist regime felt obliged to deal with Lao

  Tze’s thoughts by reinterpreting certain passages in the Tao Teh Ching to justify their own ideology. For example, the communist version of one key passage reads, ‘In antiquity

  the people did not know private property’; in another passage, ‘the mysterious leveling’ that occurs when unnecessary desires are eliminated through Tao has been revamped by

  communist ideologists as a call to dissolve feudal class distinctions.




  Lao Tze had no axe to grind, no personal ambitions to realize, no gods to appease, and no time for nonsense. What he endeavored so successfully to convey in the charming verse of the Tao Teh

  Ching was ‘dependent on nothing, unchanging, all pervading, unfailing’. The rich tradition of scientific and spiritual inquiry which sprang from his words provides ample testimony

  to the power of the Way.




  The Way is still there, as it always was long before Lao Tze and always will be long after us, and its power is readily available to whoever makes the required effort to discover and cultivate

  it. As we shall see below, Western science today is slowly but surely – and sometimes reluctantly – coming to many conclusions that confirm the ancient truths of the Tao.




  Yin and Yang




  

    

      The One gave birth to two things . . .




      [Tao Teh Ching]


    


  




  The original meaning of the Chinese ideogram for ‘Yin’ is ‘the shady side of a hill’. It represents darkness and passivity, and is associated with the

  qualities of yielding, softness and contraction. It moves downward and inward, and its primary symbols are woman, water and earth. ‘Yang’ means ‘the sunny side of the hill’,

  represents light and activity, is associated with resistance, hardness and expansion, moves naturally upward and outward, and is symbolized by man, fire and heaven.




  Yin and Yang are mutually interdependent, constantly interactive, and potentially interchangeable forces. Despite their polarity, each contains the embryonic seed of the other within itself, as

  illustrated by the familiar Yin/Yang circle. The circle itself represents the Supreme Source, half Yin and half Yang, each with a dot of its own opposite growing inside it. The S-shaped boundary

  between the two indicates that their borders are never fixed. Whenever the constant waxing and waning of polar energies leads to a critical excess of one or the other, it spontaneously transmutes

  into its own opposite. A good example of this transformation is when water (Yin) absorbs so much heat (Yang) that it transmutes into vapor (Yang) and rises upwards (Yang direction). Taoists thus

  perceive change to be cyclic rather than linear, and therefore predictable. The 3,000-year-old book Book of Changes (I-Ching) predicts events based on the cosmic interplay of Yin and

  Yang.




  Yin is stronger and more abundant than Yang, but Yang is more obvious and active. There is more water on earth than fire, for example, but fire phenomena such as lightning are more exciting and

  attract more attention. Still, ever since the term Yin/Yang first appeared in China, the word ‘Yin’ has always preceded the word ‘Yang’, and in Chinese this indicates a

  position of Yin superiority that long antedates the advent of patriarchy in Chinese society.




  The cosmology of Yin and Yang goes way back to the misty beginnings of Chinese civilization, long before Lao Tze’s time. The earliest written reference to the term appears in the

  I-Ching, written around 1250 BC,in which it states, ‘The ceaseless intermingling of Heaven [Yang] and Earth [Yin] gives form to all things. The sexual union of

  male and female gives life to all things’. The sexual union of male and female is thus regarded as the essential earthly manifestation of the great cosmic dance of Yin and Yang.




  A commentary in the Book of Changes states, ‘The interaction of Yin and Yang is called Tao, and the resulting generative process is called

  “change”.’ Therefore the Way may be found in the interaction of Yin and Yang, in the union of opposites, not in one extreme or the other. Because of the ceaseless flux of Yin and

  Yang, the primary attribute of the Way is constant change, not stasis.




  In the Book of Changes, the hexagram which symbolizes sexual union is the 63rd, called ‘Completion’. It consists of the trigram for ‘water/woman/clouds’ placed

  over the trigram for ‘fire/man/light’. This not only places Yin on top of Yang, it also suggests the image of a cauldron of water slowly coming to a boil over a fire. This is the

  quintessential Taoist image for human sexual intercourse, concisely symbolizing the essential differences between men and woman in the sexual act. In order to last long enough to bring that

  cauldron of water to a rolling boil, the man must ration his fuel and carefully control his fire. If he burns his fuel too fast, his fire expires prematurely, leaving the water only luke-warm. But

  if he conserves his fire long enough to bring the water to a boil, then even the smallest flame suffices to keep it hot for a long time.




  ‘Completion’ represents the fundamental relationship between Yin and Yang and clearly distinguishes Tao from the dualism of Western philosophy. According to the Tao Teh Ching,

  any force, object or idea is incomplete and meaningless without reference to its own essential opposite:




  

    

      

        Difficult and easy complete one another.




        Long and short compare one another.




        High and low determine one another.


      


    


  




  Good has no meaning without evil to define it, beauty is invisible without ugliness to contrast it. In traditional Western thought, opposites are split into two mutually

  exclusive domains, with value attached only to the good, the beautiful and the true. The evil, ugly and false aspects of life are either deliberately (and vainly) suppressed or simply avoided as

  ‘bad’. The Taoist way is to recognize and balance the opposing forces underlying all situations and phenomena, but no illusions are harbored about ‘defeating’ any cosmic

  force, positive or negative.




  Newtonian physics, the hallmark of Western scientific thought until only a few decades ago, perceives the universe as a scattered collection of static, unrelated objects, each of which has value

  and behaves according to absolute laws. By contrast, Taoism sees the universe as a living ocean of flowing forces in a state of constant flux, like waves on the sea, with everything interrelated,

  interactive and dependent for existence on its own opposite quality.




  Complements of Yin and Yang




  Complementary couplings of Yin and Yang pervade the entire universe, and their elemental opposition provides the dynamic tension required for all movement and change.




  In Chinese medicine, for example, the ten vital organs are divided into five pairs, each consisting of one ‘solid’ Yin organ and one ‘hollow’ Yang organ. The Yin organs

  are more vital than the Yangs, and dysfunctions of Yin organs cause the greatest health problems. The organs are not arbitrarily paired. They are linked by concrete functional and anatomical

  connections:




  Heart Called the ‘Chief of the Vital Organs’, the heart regulates other organs by controlling circulation of blood. It houses spirit and governs moods and mental clarity. The

  condition of heart-energy is reflected in the color of the face and tongue: dark red indicates excess, pale grey indicates deficiency. The heart is paired with the small intestine, which separates

  the pure from the impure by-products of digestion, controls the ratio of liquids to solid wastes, and absorbs nutrients, which it then sends to the heart for circulation throughout the body.




  Liver The liver stores and enriches blood and regulates the amount released into the blood stream for general circulation. ‘When man moves, blood moves; when man is still, blood

  returns to the liver,’ states the Yellow Emperor’s Classic. This statement accords precisely with the established medical fact that during periods of rest, especially in cold

  weather, 30–50 per cent of the body’s blood supply collects in the liver and pancreas. During sleep, blood is fortified in the liver for use by the rest of the body during activity. The

  liver houses the human soul (hun), as reflected in the Chinese term hsin-gan (‘heart and liver’), which means ‘sweetheart’ or ‘dear’. The heart and

  liver house our most distinctly human attributes.




  The liver is the body’s metabolic headquarters, and therefore it is most directly responsible for a person’s overall sense of well-being and vitality. Liver conditions are reflected

  in the eyes, fingernails, toenails and muscles. The liver’s Yang partner is the gallbladder, whose intimate functional relationship with the liver is well recognized by Western medicine.




  Pancreas The pancreas controls production of vital enzymes needed for digestion and metabolism. This function links it directly with its paired Yang partner, the stomach. If the pancreas

  fails to produce sufficient enzymes, digestion in the stomach stagnates, causing food to ferment and putrefy instead of digest. The pancreas controls the human attribute of rational thought. Its

  dysfunction is reflected by emaciation of the skin, flesh and limbs, poor muscle tone, chronic fatigue, stagnant digestion and inability to concentrate.




  Lungs ‘Lungs control chee’, state Chinese medical texts. Since chee means ‘breath’ as well as ‘energy’, the lungs govern both breathing

  and energy circulation. When breath is deficient, so is energy. The Yin lungs are associated with the Yang large intestine. Lung conditions are reflected in the skin, a fact well known to Western

  medicine, for the skin itself is a respiratory organ, and both the lungs and the large intestine are actually internal extensions of the skin, one pushed down from the top and the other up from the

  bottom. Pneumonia and other severe respiratory ailments are generally accompanied by constipation, and constipation usually causes distension and discomfort in the chest.




  Kidneys ‘The kidneys control water’. Excess water and waste fluids are sent to the kidneys and converted into urine, then passed down to the bladder for excretion. Thus the

  bladder is functionally linked to the kidneys as their hollow Yang partner. The kidneys are called the ‘Gate of Life’ because they control the overall balance of vital fluids in the

  body, which in turn directly influences energy level and balance. The kidneys are the major balancers of Yin and Yang in the human system. They house the human attribute of will-power and control

  the marrow, loins, lumbar and sacral regions. Their dysfunction is often indicated by lower back pains and the inability to straighten the spine. They are closely connected with the adrenal cortex

  (suprarenal glands), which straddle them and secrete cortisone, adrenaline and vital sex hormones into the blood stream. The kidneys and their related glands thus control sexual functions and

  potency.




  Yin and Yang manifest themselves in every conceivable contrast, large-scale and small. In the human body, Yin controls internal surfaces, lower regions and front parts, both on

  the body as a whole and on each individual organ, while Yang governs external surfaces, upper regions and back parts. Yin controls blood, Yang governs energy. Innate instincts belong to Yin,

  acquired skills to Yang. Yin descends, Yang ascends. Eating is a nourishing Yin activity, while drinking alcohol is a depleting Yang activity. In breathing, inhalation is Yin, exhalation is Yang.

  In the turn of seasons, cool Autumn and cold Winter belong to Yin, warm spring and hot summer to Yang. The list of complements is endless, but the point always remains the same: nothing exists or

  functions except in direct conjunction with its own essential opposite, and all abnormal phenomena, from disease to thunderstorms, are caused by a critical imbalance between these two primordial

  forces.




  Common symptoms of ‘Yang-excess’ include red complexion, high body temperature, dryness, hyperactivity, constipation and rapid pulse. ‘Yin-excess’

  is reflected in a pale complexion, chills, dampness in the joints, lethargy, loose bowels and slow pulse. At this point, the Chinese physician steps in and performs an extraordinary balancing act

  to restore harmony among the body’s various energies. Using powerful herbs, acupuncture, massage, diet and other traditional methods, he ‘tonifies’ deficient energy,

  ‘suppresses’ excess, ‘cools’ heat energy, ‘warms’ cold energy, ‘dries’ dampness, ‘moistens’ dryness, ‘drives out’ evil

  energy, and ‘cultivates’ nourishing energy.




  The principles of Yin and Yang apply to everything from the movement of stars and planets to the most minute cellular functions of the body. Taoist dietary laws are based on the Yin/Yang balance

  of ‘hot’ and ‘cold’ foods, ‘hot’ and ‘cold’ referring to neither temperature nor flavor but to the sort of energy released when the food is digested.

  Chinese herbalists concoct and prescribe formulas based on Yin/Yang theory, blending ‘warming’ formulas for ‘cold’ conditions, ‘cooling’ formulas for

  ‘hot’ ailments, ‘drying’ blends for ‘dampness’, and so forth. In Taoist sexual Yoga, the abundant and powerful Yin element of woman is carefully balanced with

  the limited and vulnerable Yang energy of man.




  Another extension of Yin and Yang is found in Chinese geomancy, known as feng-shui, literally ‘wind and water’. The science of geomancy is based on both the cosmic and

  geological aspects of Yin and Yang. Its purpose is to determine the most advantageous position for erecting human dwellings so that occupants derive maximum benefits from the natural flow of cosmic

  forces in the area. The positions and angles of mountains, valleys, trees, rocks and bodies of water relative to the structure to be erected are carefully calculated to insure that no part of the

  building interferes in any way with the invisible ‘dragon veins’ that conduct Yang energy down from heaven and Yin energy up from earth. Temples and hermitages in China have always been

  built according to feng-shui, which perhaps explains why they seem to ‘fit’ so well into their natural surroundings.




  The five elemental activities




  The theory of the Five Elemental Activities (wu-hsing) further explains the cosmological associations between man and universe. Unlike the five elements in traditional

  Western philosophy, the Five Elemental Activities of Taoism refer to active forces, not inert elements, although they use similar symbols. The Yellow Emperor’s Classic states,

  ‘The Five Elemental Activities of Wood, Fire, Earth, Metal and Water encompass all phenomena of nature. It is a symbolism that applies equally to man.’




  These five primordial cosmic forces function according to patterned relationships based on their relative characteristics. Each force is generated (‘given

  birth’) by one of the other forces and suppressed (‘conquered’) by a different one, as follows:




  

    Generative (Mother/Son) cycle:
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    Suppressive (Victor/Vanquished) cycle:
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  A literal look at the symbols explains their relationships. Wood burns to generate fire. Fire produces ash, which generates Earth. Earth generates and yields forth Metal. When heated, Metal

  becomes molten, generating the Water element. Water promotes plant growth, thereby generating Wood. Following the suppressive cycle, Wood depletes soil of nutrients, thereby suppressing Earth.

  Earth soils and channels Water, thereby ‘conquering’ it. Water suppresses fire by extinguishing it. Fire suppresses Metal by melting it, and Metal suppresses Wood by cutting it. The

  generative cycle is called the ‘Mother/Son’ relationship, and the suppressive cycle is the ‘Victor/Vanquished’ relationship. Their constant interactions produce the myriad

  phenomena of the universe.




  The Five Elemental Activities manifest themselves in the human body through their association with the five sets of paired organs, primarily the solid Yin organs. The heart is ruled by Fire, the

  liver by Wood, the kidneys by Water, the pancreas by Earth, and the lungs by Metal. For example, there exists a generative Mother/Son relationship between the Wood-energy of the liver and the

  Fire-energy of the heart, but a suppressive Victor/Vanquished relation between the Wood of the liver and the Earth of the pancreas. Excess Water-energy in the kidneys suppresses the Fire-energy of

  the heart, sufficient Earth-energy must be generated by the pancreas/stomach organs in order to sustain the Metal-energy of lungs/large intestine, and so forth.




  The Five Elemental Activities have other primal associations as well. There are the Five Elemental Flavors, the Five Seasons, Five Sounds, Five Climates, and others. The charts opposite

  illustrate the important cosmic associations and systematic relationships of the Five Elemental Activities in convenient form.




  

    Charts illustrating the Five Elemental Activities and their cosmic associations




    Example I:
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    * Sour like vinegar, bitter like bitter lemon, sweet like sugar, pungent like ginger, salt like common salt.


  




  

    Example II: Wu-hsing correspondences
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  Chinese physicians use a combination of Yin/Yang and the Five Elemental Activities to diagnose the cause and chart the course of disease and debility, as well as to prescribe appropriate

  remedies. It is a basic tenet of Taoism that the same primordial principles that govern the universe at large also run through each and every part of it according to the same patterns. This is also

  the conclusion of modern quantum physics, which regards the entire universe as a giant macrocosmic atom, and the atom as a mini-universe. Chinese doctors view the human body as a microcosm of the

  universe, and they make no distinctions between ‘nature’ and ‘human nature’, as in Western dualism, which isolates man from his roots in nature. Following are a few simple

  examples of how the Five Elemental Activities come into play in traditional Chinese diagnosis and treatment:




  

    

      

        A person with a volatile temper who suffers from blurry vision and frequently shouts at people would be diagnosed as suffering from liver inflammation because, according

        to our chart, liver conditions are reflected in the eyes and associated with the emotion of anger and the sound of shouting. When the Wood-energy of an inflamed liver burns out of control, it

        causes over-excitation of Fire-energy in the heart, according to the generative relation of Wood to Fire. The doctor might take one or two approaches to re-balance the affected energies:

        either sedate the liver in order to suppress its inflammatory effects on the heart; or else tonify the kidneys to enhance their Water-energy, which is doubly effective because Water-energy

        nourishes the Wood of the agitated liver while at the same time suppressing the excess Fire fanned in the heart by the over-active Wood-energy of the liver.




        A child who suffers from chronic fear (Water emotion) tends to wet his bed (a Water function), and therefore he probably suffers from a deficiency of kidney-energy (a

        Water organ). Comforting words and stem warnings can never ‘talk’ a child out of this condition. Instead, the Chinese approach would be to tonify the child’s kidneys with

        appropriate diet, herbs, and acupuncture therapy, thereby enhancing kidney-energy to the point that the emotion of fear associated with kidney deficiency disappears along with the associated

        symptom of incontinence.




        A person with a very red complexion (Fire color), who tends to laugh a lot (Fire sound) and is exceedingly jovial (Fire emotion) probably has an over-active heart (Fire organ). Here again

        there are two avenues of approach to quelling the Fire: one is to sedate heart energy with cooling Yin herbs; the other is to tonify the kidneys, as in the first example, thereby enhancing

        Water-energy sufficiently to suppress excess Fire-energy in the heart through the Victor/Vanquished relation of Water to Fire.




        [Reid, Chinese Herbal Medicine]


      


    


  




  The permutations and combinations of this system are complex and infinite, and the Chinese physician must learn to juggle all factors, internal and external, in making his

  diagnosis. Then he applies the same system of complementary forces in reverse to effect a cure. This requires a lot of practical clinical experience, what the Chinese call lin-chuang or

  ‘bedside experience’. As in all the Taoist arts, the key to success in medicine is practice, not theory, and the measure of that success lies in practical results, not abstract

  deductions.




  The Chinese medical system takes into account many vital health factors that are largely ignored or misunderstood in Western medicine. For example, when certain climatic conditions become

  extreme, such as wind or heat or dampness, specific internal organs are directly affected through the system of associated energies. Therefore, the Chinese always adjust their diets according to

  the weather and the season, in order to balance internal and external energy conditions. In highly humid climates and seasons, Chinese menus strongly favor ginger, garlic, peppers and other pungent

  Fire-energy flavors because they balance and ‘dry out’ excess dampness accumulated in the body from the climate and expel it in the form of perspiration. In winter,

  ‘warming’ foods and herbs are used to combat external cold, and in summer ‘cooling’ foods protect the vital organs from damage by external heat. Today, modern refrigeration

  and rapid transport systems have made all types of foods available all year round in most Western countries, which has only served to drive Western diets even further from the seasonal patterns

  intended by nature.




  Sudden shifts in emotion and mood can trigger a chain-reaction of energy imbalance throughout the body, and these reactions are just as strong as those caused by wind and heat, diet and drugs.

  It is a well-known fact even in Western medicine that a person suffering from extreme personal grief, such as the death of a spouse, becomes highly vulnerable to all sorts of disease and debility,

  and if the grief is prolonged the damage can become irreversible. Fear, as we have seen, is a symptom of temporary kidney dysfunction, but prolonged chronic fear can cause permanent kidney damage.

  Frequent fits of anger reflect liver problems, but a person who is by nature angry all the time will damage an otherwise healthy liver, which then generates even more anger in

  a vicious psychosomatic circle. In Chinese medicine, physiological and psychological factors are as inseparable as Yin and Yang. The idea of treating patients suffering from serious mental and

  emotional disturbances by lying them down on a psychiatrist’s couch and talking about it strikes Chinese physicians as a method more appropriate for spiritual exorcism in temple ceremonies

  but entirely useless from a medical viewpoint. As we shall see, recent research in nutritional therapy has confirmed the invisible links between physical and mental health, a fact of life known and

  recorded by Taoists thousands of years ago.




  The dynamic duo today




  Yin and Yang, perhaps the most ancient Chinese idea on record, remain intricately involved in the daily life of Chinese people today. Chinese architects consult Taoist

  geomancers prior to constructing modern skyscrapers, Chinese doctors apply the system in diagnosing and treating patients, Chinese chefs balance ingredients and harmonize flavors according to their

  natural affinities, and so forth. Perhaps one reason that Chinese students today excel so remarkably in modern quantum theory and nuclear physics is that they already possess an inherent

  understanding of Yin and Yang, which is precisely the direction modern physics is taking today.




  While most Western scientists continue to ignore the ancient Chinese theory of Yin and Yang, the few with sufficient imagination to explore the field with unbiased objectivity have been

  consistently amazed by its accuracy. Soulie de Morant, the French Consul in Shanghai who introduced Chinese acupuncture to Europe, wrote in 1919:




  

    

      

        The Chinese call the positive energy Yang and attribute its origin to the sun and stars; the negative energy is called Yin and they attribute its origin to earth. . .

        .




        How could the ancient Chinese (for these are ideas reproduced from works that date from the 28th century BC) have perceived these forces and under the name

        ‘Yang energy’ distinguished positive atmospheric electricity, and under the name ‘Yin energy’ the negative charge of earth?


      


    


  




  The secret of course is that, proceeding from the fundamental Taoist premise that the human body is a microcosm of the universe. Taoist adepts gained deep understanding of

  universal cosmic forces by observing and feeling the effects within their own organs and energy networks. While Western science had to wait until the development of equipment sufficiently sensitive to observe, measure and record light waves, electric pulses and atomic particles, Taoists simply ‘sat still and did nothing’ long enough to awaken

  their own inner reflections of the universe.




  Fortunately for Western philosophy, Western science has finally broken through the barrier of dualism and is now beginning to confirm the traditional Taoist concepts of matter and energy. For

  example, Einstein’s famous equation E=mc2 establishes as scientific fact the ancient Taoist premise that matter and energy (what Taoists call ‘essence and

  energy’) are interchangeable. Magnetic fields function in complete accordance with Yin/Yang theory, and no electric current could flow through any conductor without the Yin/Yang polarity of

  positive and negative charges. In nuclear physics, we find Yin and Yang at work on the molecular level, for it is the push and pull of opposite forces that literally ‘glues’ atomic

  particles together to form matter. But when those molecules are further taken apart, we suddenly discover that they cease to exist altogether as matter. Instead, they become vibrating bundles of

  pure energy organized in certain patterns that give the illusion of solidity when viewed from a distance. This fact takes some of the mystery out of the ancient Taoist (and Buddhist) tenet

  ‘Form is Void and Void is Form’, for we see that, as Einstein said, it’s all relative to the observer’s viewpoint: when Form is taken down to its ultimate constituents we

  find nothing but Void, and when the pure energy of Void is closely organized in rhythmic patterns it begins to appear and function as Form.




  Yin and Yang are ever present in modern life, but we usually fail to recognize them. The airplane you ride across continents and oceans moves forward due to the principle of jet propulsion:

  ‘For every action, there is an equal and opposite reaction.’ Thus the forward motion is nothing more than a relative by-product of the combustive thrust coming out the back of the

  engines. Modern nutritional science speaks of the vital importance of a ‘balanced’ diet and of the biochemical reactions of certain food combinations in the stomach, such as

  acid/alkaline, protein/carbohydrate, sodium/phosphorus, etc. This is nothing more than Yin and Yang in modern dress, the same principles the Chinese have been using to unlock the secrets of the

  universe ever since the heyday of the Yellow Emperor 5,000 years ago.




  The Chinese have a remarkable capacity for adopting and adapting foreign ways and adjusting themselves successfully to modern times, but they never do so at the expense of their own deep-seated

  Taoist beliefs. They regard their ancient traditions as complementary, not contradictory, to science and technology. This attitude is itself a complement of Yin and Yang, with traditional Taoist

  philosophy providing the intuitive Yin element and modern Western science providing the rational Yang. Together, Yin and Yang form the ‘whole picture’, and each

  prevents the other from distorting things in its own particular light.




  This complementary blend of traditional culture and modern science has been the key factor in the incredibly rapid and efficient modernization of East Asia over the past forty years. If the

  Western world were only able to absorb Eastern philosophy as readily as the Eastern world has absorbed Western technology, it would work wonders for the many modern malaises of contemporary urban

  lifestyles in industrialized Western societies.




  Though the terms of modern science and traditional Taoism may be different, the conclusions are absolutely the same, and since, as Lao Tze said, ‘the name which can be named is not the

  real Name’, we need not fuss about names and will focus instead on the forces and relationships to which they refer.




  The Three Treasures




  

    

      

        

          

            

              The One gave birth to two things,




              Then to three things . . .


            


          




          [Tao Teh Ching]


        


      


    


  




  The Three Treasures of life are: jing (essence), chee (energy) and shen(spirit). Like Yin and Yang, the Three Treasures are distinctly different yet

  entirely interdependent elements. Unlike the energies of Yin and Yang, which permeate both the inanimate and animate worlds, essence, energy and spirit are associated with life, especially human

  life. They comprise the three fundamental levels of existence for all living beings: physical, energetic and mental. The Three Treasures are regarded as precious gifts from Tao, the natural legacy

  of life conferred upon all living beings at birth, and it is their relative strength and balance that determine human health and longevity. In light of their central role in philosophical as well

  as practical Taoism, we may refer to the Three Treasures as the ‘Taoist Trinity’. Along with Yin and Yang and the Five Elemental Activities, they form the theoretical framework for

  Chinese medical diagnosis and therapy, as well as Chinese martial arts and meditation.




  Jing: the essence of life




  There are three basic forms of jing manufactured within the body. The first is blood-essence, which includes all the various vital elements carried in the bloodstream,

  such as red and white blood cells and the nutrients absorbed from digested food in the small intestine. The second is hormone-essence, which comes in two forms: life-essence

  and semen-essence. Life-essence includes all the vital hormones secreted by various glands throughout the body’s endocrine system, and which serve as master regulators for growth, metabolism,

  sexuality, immunity, aging, and so forth. Semen-essence refers to sperm and related male hormones in men, ova and related female hormones in women. The third form of essence includes the heavy

  fluids such as lymph and the lubricants surrounding joints and other connective tissue (synovial fluid), as well as tears, perspiration and urine. The latter are primarily involved in excretion of

  waste products and dissipation of stagnant energy. These three forms of essence, along with chee, are called the ‘Four Vital Bodily Humors’.




  Essence and energy are intimately related: ‘Chee is the general of the blood; if chee moves, then blood moves.’ Since blood follows breath, it stands to reason that

  correct breathing controls and enhances circulation, and this indeed is a basic goal of Taoist breathing exercise.




  According to traditional Chinese medicine, natural immunity factors and resistance to disease are found primarily in the body’s vital essence. Here we see another clear-cut case in which

  Chinese medicine beat Western medicine to the punch by over 2,000 years. In Time magazine’s cover story of 31 March 1980, there appeared a detailed report on the incredibly effective

  disease-fighting powers of the newly discovered immunilogical factor ‘interferon’. Interferon is not a synthetic product, as most Western remedies are. As such, it confirms the basic

  premise of Chinese medicine that immunity and resistance are natural factors manufactured within the body in the form of highly refined ‘essence’. Even more remarkable is the

  scientifically established fact that interferon is produced in the body by only three types of cells, cells which correspond precisely to the three forms of ‘essence’ which Chinese

  physicians have said all along provide the key factors of immunity.




  The first source of interferon is leukocytes, or white blood cells. This corresponds to the ‘blood-essence’. The second sort of cell that has been proven to produce interferon is

  fibroblasts, which are special cells associated with connective tissue. This corresponds with the fluids associated with joints and connective tissue that Chinese theory cites as the second source

  of immunity factors. The third source of interferon is a type of cell called T-lymphocytes, which produce a variety of interferon that works directly with the DNA master-molecules in transcribing

  genetic messages and is therefore associated with sexual fluids. The Chinese cite ‘hormone-essence’, especially sexual hormones, as the third major source of immunity factors. If ever

  there were an undeniable example of modern Western science confirming the findings of ancient Taoist adepts, this is it.




  Chee: the energy of life




  A basic premise of traditional Chinese medicine derived directly from Taoist philosophy is that all forms of life in the universe are animated by an essential life force called

  chee. Chee literally means ‘breath’ and ‘air’ as well as ‘energy’ and is the exact equivalent to the term prana in Indian yoga. Like Tao

  itself, chee is invisible, silent, formless – yet it permeates everything.




  Chee takes many different forms within the human system. The most basic form is called yüan-chee, literally ‘primordial energy’. This refers to the original burst

  of pure energy that occurs at conception and breathes life into the foetus in the womb. Yüan-chee may be compared to the potential energy stored in a battery. It begins to dissipate

  from the moment of birth, and the rate of dissipation determines one’s lifespan. One reason that children are so much more active and energetic than adults is that they have not yet polluted

  and dissipated their original primordial energy to the degree that adults have. That’s also why children don’t show as severe symptoms of poor diet and breathing as adults do: they are

  still protected by strong primordial batteries. But by drawing on these batteries to compensate for poor diet and other bad habits they accelerate the rate of energy dissipation and sow the seeds

  of chronic debility in adulthood. Yüan-chee may be tonified and enhanced through diet, herbs, proper breathing, regulated sex and other Taoist disciplines aimed at recharging primordial

  batteries, retarding the rate of dissipation and thereby prolonging life.




  Another form of chee is called yang-chee, which refers to vital energy in its volatile, kinetic, active form. It is the sort of energy that builds in the body during the excitement

  of sexual intercourse and is released in a burst during orgasm. It is associated with warmth, light and motion. Yang-chee is like the energy drawn from a battery in the form of electric

  current. It is absorbed directly from the atmosphere when breathing.




  The body produces two distinct forms of chee directly from the essential nutrients extracted by digestion from food and water. One is called ying-chee or ‘nourishing

  energy’, which is extracted from the purest elements of digestion and energizes organs, glands, nerves, bones and all vital tissues. The other type is wei-chee, or ‘protective

  energy’, which is produced from the coarser by-products of digestion. It circulates across the surface of the body, just below the skin, protecting the entire organism from invasion by

  extremes of environmental energy such as heat, cold, dryness, wind, etc. When it moves, it feels somewhat like warm water spreading over the surface of the body.




  When the chee of earth extracted from food and water meets with the chee of heaven absorbed from air, they blend in the bloodstream to form the unique variety

  of vital energy that gives life to the human system. That’s why diet and breathing are fundamental and complementary approaches in cultivating health and longevity: they are our primary

  sources of vital energy. According to the Yellow Emperor’s Classic. ‘The myriad ailments all begin with energy. The moment there is energy imbalance, any ailment might

  occur.’




  Despite its central role in the Taoist Trinity of essence, energy and spirit, chee remains the biggest stumbling block for Western students of traditional Chinese medicine. Although

  Western scientists have no trouble dealing with radar, radio, and gamma rays, ultraviolet light, electricity and other invisible forms of energy, they buck like wild horses when told that similar

  cosmic currents flow through and control the human system.




  In order to bring this crucial point into clear focus for Western minds, we must devote a few pages here to a thorough exploration of the subject of chee from a Western scientific

  viewpoint. Since there exists no equivalent term in English for chee or prana, we shall refer to it as ‘bionic’ or ‘bioelectric’ energy. This combines the idea

  of living energy uniquely associated with living organisms (bio-) with that of electricity (-electric) and negatively charged ions (-ionic), which as we shall see below comprise the essential

  nature of chee.




  Chee with a capital ‘C’ refers to the sum total of all energy in the cosmos, including gravity, magnetism, electricity, solar energy, radio waves, and so forth. When we speak

  of it with a small ‘c’, we refer specifically to the bionic energy that fuels living organisms. Chee is to the living organism what electricity is to a computer. Without it, the

  whole complex mechanism grinds to a halt. In the case of living organisms, the polarity of Yin and Yang establishes the dynamic force field required to move chee, much as positive and

  negative polarity cause electric currents to move. The dynamics of Yin and Yang keep chee in constant motion, both in the external environment and within the human system. When the level of

  bionic energy in the body is diminished, the entire organism loses vitality and becomes vulnerable to disease, debility and premature death.




  In DeHufeland’s The Art of Prolonging the Life of Man, published in France in 1838, we find chee described as follows:




  

    

      

        A careful study of the phenomena of the vital force in the organized world leads us to recognize in it the following properties and laws: the vital force is the most

        subtle, most penetrating, most invisible agent we have known until now in nature; in this respect it surpasses even light, electricity and magnetism, with which in other respects it seems to

        have the greatest analogy . . . We find a striking analogy between the vital force and magnetism. The life force can exist in a free or latent state, and in this respect

        has a close analogy to heat and electricity.


      


    


  




  The French, it seems, have a particular affinity for the notion of chee. Consider, for example, this statement by Dr J. Belot:




  

    

      

        When we consider organic life in the light of biophysics, we find that electric phenomena are at the root of all cellular life and we conclude that the end of everything

        is an electric charge.


      


    


  




  Dr Rene Allendy came to similar conclusions:




  

    

      

        In the past, medicine and biology saw life as a simple chemical reaction, that is to say a completely mechanical exchange of atoms and molecules. Though this is still

        true, we can today interpret it more exactly for we now understand that these exchanges depend on an electric potential so that the essence of this phenomenon is moved from the atom to the

        electron.


      


    


  




  This of course is precisely what Taoist adepts have been saying for 3,000 years – that all life ultimately depends on chee (bionic energy) and that all vital functions ultimately

  depend on chee in the vital organs, joints, nerves, blood, and all bodily tissues. The way to retard aging and prevent disease is to regularly ‘recharge’ the bodily tissues with

  fresh supplies of pure chee derived from fresh food, fresh water, fresh air, and a healthy sex life. While biochemical processes are important for health, they in turn rely entirely

  on sufficient levels of bioelectric energy to spark and fuel their functions.




  The human energy system is strongly influenced by the various types of environmental energy, especially weather conditions, which the Chinese aptly call tien-chee, ‘celestial

  energy’. Man and all other living things stand between the positive Yang pole of Heaven and the negative Yin pole of Earth, and the ‘celestial energy’ of weather passes through

  the human energy system just as electricity moves through a conductor. The Chinese have recognized the intimate relationship between atmospheric conditions and human health for millennia, but

  Western science is only beginning to unravel this mystery.




  This brings us to the key issue of air pollution. In March 1968, the French newspaper Le Monde reported that the presence of negative ions in the air we breathe facilitiates the

  absorption of oxygen and elimination of carbon dioxide in the alveoli of the lungs, whereas positive ions have the reverse effect. Toxic gases, dust, chemical fumes, and so forth all take the form

  of positive ions when released into the atmosphere, and these big, spongy ions trap and absorb the light little negative ions, leaving the air virtually devoid of vitality.

  Pure country air contains an average ratio of two or three negative ions for every positive ion. In cities, the ratio drops drastically to one negative ion for every 300-600 positive ions! Negative

  ions, or chee, are thus the vital difference between pure and polluted air, not oxygen. A healthy body can purge itself of airborne toxins, but it can do absolutely nothing to compensate for a

  critical lack of chee in the air it breathes.




  In order to function, chee requires a strong electric field to propel it. In Taoist terms it requires the dynamic tension of Yin and Yang. The prime importance to human health and vitality of

  strong electric fields in the atmosphere is just beginning to be understood by Western science, although Oriental mystics have realized it for thousands of years. Recent research in the United

  States provides strong scientific evidence to confirm the powerful influence of electric currents and electric fields on human health. The results of this research are reported in detail by Andre

  van Lysebeth in his excellent book on breathing entitled Pranayama: The Yoga of Breathing:




  

    

      

        The importance of this principle and its application to vast fields become evident when we consider the latest discoveries of Professor Warburg of Germany regarding cancer

        cells. When healthy cells are put into a position where it becomes impossible for them to breathe normally [cellular respiration], they pass into a state of ‘fermentation’ and

        then become true cancer cells.




        The energy necessary for assimilation by digestion is obtained through the intermediary of the air of the atmosphere by means of an extremely complex electrical process. During this

        process, adenosine triphosphate (ATP), which is particularly rich in energy, seems to be the carrier of this energy. In nature the electrostatic field exercises an important influence on the

        ‘respiration-phosphorization’ chain during which the oxygen of air becomes ‘active’ to a corresponding degree.




        The absence of an electric current is always a disadvantage and always has negative effects on the vitality of the human being and can even dangerously influence his

        fertility. The longevity of civilized man depends to a very high degree on the continual presence of a sufficiently powerful electric field. The most important physiological functions

        – cardiac activity, respiration, digestion, metabolism, etc. – are favorably influenced and stimulated by this electric field. A great many so-called ‘modern

        illnesses’ can be traced to the absence or considerable reduction in intensity of the natural electric fields in big towns. Human beings who are forced to live in buildings or rooms with metal frames and which therefore have the physical properties of a Faraday cage, from which any electric field is excluded, tire and are exhausted

        quickly.


      


    


  




  Furthermore, modern urban lifestyles have strayed so far from the ways of nature that an actual ‘negative field’ surrounds urban organisms. The journal Product

  Engineering, published in the USA, defined such devitalizing negative fields (13 February 1967):




  

    

      

        Negative fields: certain spaces formed of plastic, like car bodies, can even produce negative electric fields (fields which reject negative ions and attract positive

        ions). Plastic furniture as well as plastic seat and wall coverings accelerate mental fatigue in the occupants of the room or the vehicle. Objects and coverings in polyethylene, for example,

        produce negative electric fields from 5,000 to 10,000 volts/meter: in a space completely enclosed by polyethylene the negative field may reach 100,000 volts/meter.
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Numbers 8and 3 2and 7 10 and 5 4and 9 6and 1
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Element Wood Fire Earth Metal Water

Yin organ Liver Heart Spleen Lungs Kidney

Yang organ Gall Small Stomach  Large Bladder

bladder intestine intestine
Sense commanded  Sight Words Taste Smell Hearing
Nourishes the Muscles Blood Fat Skin Bones
vessels

Expands into the Nails Color Lips Body Hair on
hair head

Liquid emitted Tears Sweat Saliva Mucus Urine

Bodily smell Rancid Scorched  Fragrant Fleshy Putrid

Associated Depressed Emotions  Obsession Anguish  Fear

temperament up & down
Anger Joy Sympathy  Grief

Flavor* Sour Bitter Sweet Pungent Salt

Sound Shout Laugh Sing Weep Groan

Dangerous type Wind Heat Humidity  Dryness Cold

of weather
Season Spring Summer Mid- Autumn Winter
summer

Color Green Red Yellow White Black

Direction East South Centre West North

Development Birth Growth Trans- Harvest Store

formation

Beneficial cereal Wheat Millet Rye Rice Beans

Beneificial meat Chicken Mutton Beef Horse Pork

Musical note chio chih kung shang yu
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