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Putting Five-Element Nutrition into Practice

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

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

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

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



Introduction

The five elements could be understood as a comprehensive template that organizes all natural phenomena into five master groups or patterns in nature. Each of the five elements—wood, fire, earth, metal, and water—are also characterized by a description of a season, a direction, a climate, a stage of growth and development, an internal organ, an emotion, a taste, a color, and a sound. The five elements reflect a deep understanding of natural law, the universal order underlying all things in our world. Five-element theory developed over many centuries as Taoists laid out their ideas about cosmology. What an amazing system—the entire cosmos, from the macrocosm to the microcosm of the human body, can be understood in terms of the five elements and of yin and yang. These five elements are exactly delineated for each person by the position of the planets at the time of his or her birth as determined by Taoist astrology (which is Chinese astrology). This reveals so much about yourself, including how to best nourish yourself. This book considers this extremely important aspect of treating yourself well through nutrition, relating the Taoist theory of the five elements to your unique profile at the time of your birth.

Ancient Chinese texts written by Taoist masters describe the fundamental principles of nutrition. These basics involve eating locally grown, seasonal, freshly harvested foods. Although some of these principles are now frequently mentioned by modern nutritionists, in today's world, with its many technological advances, these ideas, which are actually very old, are rarely put into practice. Nowadays we can easily buy a variety of food flown in from all over the world (at the cost of a high carbon footprint). Non-native vegetables are often grown in countries where the inhabitants are struggling to feed themselves already, and then served up thousands of miles away. There are economic and gastronomic reasons for why this happens, but Taoist philosophy does not advocate any of them.

The reason locally grown, seasonal, freshly harvested foods are highly prized 
in Taoist philosophy is simple: this kind of food maintains the highest level of 
chi, or vital energy. Our Taoist forebears had no knowledge of whether foods 
contained vitamins such as C or K or E, but they did know what energy certain 
foods have available to those who consume them. The origin of all food is 
plants—plants predigest the cosmic life force energy and concentrate it within 
themselves. This is then taken into our body when we eat these plants. Or 
perhaps these plants are eaten by fish or other animals that we then later 
consume. The animals take the plant energy they have consumed and transform it 
to another kind of energy. The food chain could be even longer if the animal we 
eat was first consumed by another animal, which in turn ate plants, thereby 
giving it a different form of energy by the time the nutrients get to us. Food 
that comes from a fridge, freezer, or shelf (the worst is food from a can) has 
diminished chi, even though this is a common way of organizing our meals, living, and eating today. The essence of Taoist thinking about food concerns its chi, and indeed this is what Taoist five-element nutrition is all about.

Ancient Taoist texts describe foods as being "hot for the liver" or "cooling for the kidneys" or "too yin for the heart," and in this way food and how it nourishes us have been meticulously documented for five thousand years. We can translate this into Taoist terms by saying that warming or heating an organ is a yang activity, while cooling is yin. There are also foods that are considered neutral, neither yin nor yang. Today we talk about pH, or the acid/alkaline balance, which was not something that ancient Taoists measured, but they nevertheless understood and strove for a balance of yin and yang. Master Chia has worked with these principles for forty years and has transcribed them into easy-to-understand classification tables that describe the chi of a food according to the five elements. In addition to these classifications, Taoist nutrition involves eating conditions and looking after the body to achieve optimum digestion and therefore maximum well-being.

Relocating from Asia to the United States some forty years ago, Mantak Chia became exposed to the melting-pot approach of the many ethnic diets and fad diets that proliferate in the West. Comparing these to Taoist and Asian diets, he realized that it is vitally important that we look at the five-element energies people are born with, as well as their present lifestyle and condition of the body in order to understand and affect a food cure for various health problems. He considered Western ways of looking at what a body lacks nutritionally and compared these findings with a person's five-element profile and corresponding needs to achieve a balance of the elements, which leads to health. Master Chia spent ten years working out a nutritional program based on the composition of the five elements one is born with as determined by Taoist astrology, and he has been refining it for thirty more years. His five-element nutritional program ties in with Inner Alchemy practices such as meditation and chi kung and other Taoist arts, which he has devoted his life to teaching.

Chinese astrology defines the five-element makeup of a person using calculations based on the year, month, day, and time of birth. The five elements correlate exactly to the major organs, and in any given chart some elements will figure more prominently than other elements, therefore the corresponding organ energy would be stronger. This is the foundation that each person works with for the rest of his or her life, and if any imbalances or weaknesses in the natal chart are not identified and corrected as needed, the person's health and well-being will eventually be negatively impacted, or rather health and well-being will be played out according to that person's five-element energies. But we do have the option of trying to harmonize them, creating a more favorable health pattern. Considering your own composition of five elements allows you to refine your Taoist practices as necessary and apply five-element nutrition to bring more harmony into your digestion and your life.

In this book we will first look at some of the basic concepts involved in the Taoist approach to food, beginning with the digestive process. Then we will learn the basics of how to apply the five-element approach to eating using your unique astrological profile at the time of your birth.

Chapters 4 through 8 describe each of the five elements in detail and include at the end of each chapter detailed food lists that apply to the organs related to that element. These food lists as well as other relevant tables have also been placed in the appendices at the back of the book for easy reference when you are analyzing your own chart.

You don't need to know how to do complex astrological calculations to determine your five-element composition and therefore your five-element nutritional protocol; Master Chia has devised a simple tool that will do that for you at his website, 
https://www.universal-tao.com/InnerAlchemyAstrology. By inputting your birth data there, you will find your five-element composition at the time of your birth in the form of a pictogram that tells you which element energies are strong and which are weak. From there, as you will see in this book, you can begin to incorporate the principles of five-element Taoist nutrition.
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The Tao of Digestion

In the Taoist view, the five elements of earth, metal, water, wood, and fire are interconnected. In exactly the same way, the major organs that are associated with each of the five elements have to work together as a team to support the process of digestion. Let's take a closer look at this interconnected system.

Breaking down food—the start of digestion—has to start in the mouth with sufficient chewing; if this doesn't happen then it is more of a challenge to break down the food once it is in the stomach. As well, food must remain in the mouth long enough for it to be chewed to an acceptable pulp for the stomach to handle. The tongue has sensors in it that can feel the type and taste of the food it comes in contact with. It sends this information to the brain so that the correct digestive enzymes can be released into the stomach to help break down what is in the mouth and about to be swallowed and sent down to the stomach. Chewing is therefore a very important process in five-element nutrition, as the tongue's taste buds can identify the taste of the food it comes in contact with—and therefore the chi of the five elements—and determine which enzymes are needed to digest. So without proper chewing, digestion is impeded, creating more gas, making the passage through the large intestine difficult and painful. Yet more gas is produced as things become blocked, leading to constipation.

The pancreas and liver produce digestive enzymes and juices. The stomach 
mixes the food by pushing it around, like the drum of a washing machine, to break down the food and allow it to mix with the digestive juices. The worst scenario is when there is too much food in the stomach, and it's even worse if there is already gas there too. If your washing machine is too full of clothes, then the water cannot be mixed successfully to soak through them all properly and wash out the dirt. Similarly, the stomach needs at least one-third of its space to be empty to perform its action of properly mixing food and the digestive juices found in saliva. If this doesn't happen, then after trying to digest too much food the stomach will eventually send this mixture on its way anyway. Although at this point everything may be mixed together, the bile and other digestive enzymes cannot act properly on this poorly mixed substance. It nevertheless moves into the small intestine, which now feels uncomfortable because the nutrients are not in a free enough state to be absorbed properly.

At this point the digestion has become distressed and wants to push out the poorly mixed food. And because the digestion isn't working correctly, the blood cannot efficiently carry oxygen to all 27 trillion cells in the body. This is indigestion, and it can be so severe that it brings on illness. Another consequence of indigestion is poor absorption of the nutrients that we are paying so dearly for in our supposedly "great" diet!

So for good absorption of nutrients we need the stomach to send food on its way in a nano state, which is to say completely broken down. Otherwise nutrients cannot be absorbed first in the small intestine, and then in the large intestine. When this process malfunctions, it is in fact a form of malnutrition that affects other processes in the body: If there is not sufficient liquid in the large intestine, the stools will be uncomfortable to pass and the intestine will take water away from other bodily functions in order to try to do its job. The blood thickens, and the skin, the largest organ of elimination in the body, is deprived of sufficient liquid for toxins to be dissolved and eliminated through sweating.

This digestive stress continues with the lungs. If there is constriction in the large intestine there will be constipation, and this puts a strain on breathing, which can become irregular or labored. The lungs need to function well to take in oxygen and breathe out carbon dioxide. 
The large intestine, lungs, and skin are all metal organs, and any toxins 
present in these organs can prevent chi from circulating well. Constipation can 
even push on the diaphragm. Malfunctioning lungs, diaphragm, and large intestine 
form mucus, which can obstruct breathing, block the trachea and the throat, and further impede absorption of nutrients in the large intestine.

The kidneys and bladder function as organs of elimination, and poor functioning as a result of the impact of negative emotions will not allow them to eliminate properly. When you're relaxed, the bladder constricts and the kidneys can do their elimination work, as both are controlled by the vagus nerve; but under stressful conditions the bladder 
expands and the kidneys stop filling it with waste products, resulting in a buildup of toxins in the body.


THE FIVE ELEMENTS AS EXPRESSED IN THE HUMAN BODY

When studying the five-element model, it is important to realize that this multidimensional view of life offers a diagnostic framework to recognize where imbalances lie in the body, mind, emotions, and spirits. The five elements are precisely reflected in the major internal organs and the interconnected relationships between them.

The five elements are further linked to what in Taoist philosophy are called the Three Treasures, the fundamental energies that maintain human life. These treasures consist of universal or heavenly chi, higher-self or cosmic chi, and earth chi. All three are contained within the Taiji 
or yin/yang symbol. Traditionally, the Three Treasures are also visualized as three "palaces" or centers of the body, called the upper, middle, and lower tan tiens. The upper tan tien, which includes the third eye, the crown, and the entire head, connects to the universal chi through the force of shen, or spirit. The middle tan tien connects to the heart and other organs through the natural force of our soul, or chi, which is both the life force and the organizing principle flowing through all things and establishing our interconnectedness. The lower tan tien, 
located in the lower abdomen between the navel and the kidneys, connects the physical body, the sexual energy, and Mother Earth through the force known as ching (jing in Pinyin script), which gives cohesion to the physical aspects of life.

Strengthening and regulating the Three Treasures is one of the primary aims of Chinese medicine and five-element nutrition. When the Three Treasures are strong and balanced, we have mental, physical, and emotional strength. This leads to adaptability, a calm outlook, abundant energy reserves, and strong immunity. If we can reach this state, all aspects of life become easier. By balancing the organs through understanding our own five-element profile, we can also help balance the Three Treasures within ourselves. The following information about the organs associated with each element may give you insight into your own organ energy imbalances as well as meditative tools to bring them back into balance. Nutritionally you can use the insights you gain both from understanding the Taoist perspective of the yin and yang organs and from looking at the balance of elements in your basic chart to make food choices that will support your organs. However, if you would like to delve more deeply into how to create nutritional balance with the specific focus on each individual yin and yang organ, you can order more in-depth astrological charts or consult with a professional astrologer through the Inner Alchemy astrology portion of the Universal Healing Tao website.

The Fire Element

The heart and the small intestine are the main fire organs. The yin fire organ, the heart, is the lord, the commander of the person's psyche, the team leader and motivator. The shen, one of the Three Treasures, is associated within the heart and is at home in the upper tan tien, the heart area. It is the spiritual radiance that can shine from a person. It shows enlightenment, heart fire, and love and can be cultivated from chi and from kidney ching. The heart is a natural authority. It is a radiating, shining, brilliant energy. The heart communicates with the other parts of the body and the organs through the aorta and the arteries, with messages coming back to it from the veins.

As governor, the heart regulates the circulation and animation of life. It is at the center of the body, and without it nothing would work, as without the shen spirit there is no longer any life. If you have too much heart fire energy you must transform it into unconditional love, joy, happiness, and gratefulness; otherwise it will bring out impatience, hastiness, and even cruelty.

The small intestine, the yang fire organ, is responsible for receiving and making things thrive. Transformed substances stem from its fire. Energetically, in a yang and yin pair of organs, the yin organ is considered to be "full"' and the yang organ "empty." In the case of the fire organs the yang small intestine is empty with the capacity to both refill and to empty out. The heart can cultivate fire energy, and the small intestine can store it, to a certain extent. In terms of digestion, the small intestine fills and empties and sends on the digesting foods to the stomach.

The blood and blood vessels are also fire element. Good-quality blood is very 
important and affects our health in a major way, as witnessed by how we do blood tests as a basic measure to diagnose all sorts of health problems. Blood must be able to carry oxygen around the body properly, as every cell needs oxygen; therefore, the quality of one's fire and its associated emotions have a great impact on our lives. The body's currents, the blood vessels, radiate from the heart center. This demonstrates the radiating energy of fire and shows how this energy affects the whole body. If we stretched out all of the blood vessels and capillaries in our body, they could wrap twice around the equator. If you weigh twenty-five pounds more than your average weight, your heart has to work harder to circulate blood an extra five thousand miles.

The Earth Element

The pancreas, stomach, and spleen are the three earth organs, 
all vital to the digestive process. A yin earth organ, the spleen, stores and 
preserves all the nutrients that pass through it. The pancreas, also considered yin, manufactures hormones and enzymes needed for essential digestion. The stomach, the yang earth organ, is a storehouse for the distribution of those nutrients. These three earth organs work together as a team to circulate nutrients and the five tastes or flavors around the body to build up our blood, chi, flesh, and fluids.

The earth organs make up the middle heater, or tan tien, one of the Three Treasures, representing the junction of heaven and earth in human beings. These three organs must be strong to cultivate and store potentially available vital energy, chi. We can compare it to feeding the body with electricity; through Taoist Inner Alchemy practices, this form of energy can be transferred between the upper and lower tan tiens. 
The qualities that characterize earth energy explain why people with mainly this 
type of energy are good in construction, management, real estate, arbitrage, 
human resources, and so forth. Earth energy is slightly different from the other 
four energies. Directionally, it comes from the center, while fire, metal, 
water, and wood energies come from the four cardinal directions, south, west, 
north, and east respectively. In the seasonal cycle, wood, fire, metal, and 
water are associated with the seasons spring, summer, autumn, and winter 
(respectively), and the energies are vibrant during their own seasons. Earth is 
the "in between" seasons, the couple of weeks when the energies are in 
transition; for example, an "Indian" summer between summer and autumn. For this reason earth energy can sometimes resemble or mimic the qualities of the other four elements, and people with strong earth energy can apply that energy to many different skills.

The Metal Element

The lungs and the large intestine are the organs associated with the metal element, and the associated sensory organs are the skin and the nose. Metal qualities include decision making, evaluating, and analyzing.

The lungs regulate the chi of heaven and earth. They govern life while acting 
on the orders of the heart, much like a chancellor or minister. The beating of the heart and the rhythm of breathing are interrelated. We often consider the heart and lungs as a working pair, and in this partnership the heart is regarded as yang and the lungs regarded as yin. They are such a pair that in transplant surgery they are often transplanted together.

Food alone is not enough to take care of the lungs; you also need good, clean 
air, and that means abstaining from smoking and from breathing polluted air. 
This points to the interrelationship between the lungs and the heart: when 
toxins are breathed in through the mouth and respiratory system, these can in 
turn block the blood vessels. A good cure for low metal energy is walking, as it 
increases your breathing, your lung energy, but it should be in a forest or by the sea where the air is good. In fact, before all the many powerful antibiotics were invented by the pharmaceutical industry, patients with tuberculosis were sent to mountain resorts for healing and recovery. It should be noted that advanced tuberculosis, a lung disease, negatively impacts the digestive system, with weight loss as a consequence, as there is an inability to use the nutrients in food—part of the job of the large intestine. This all demonstrates the interconnectedness of all of the systems of the body and all of the elements.

The Water Element

The water element is represented by the kidneys and bladder, both of which are essential for elimination, as well as the bones and the related sensory organs, the ears. Water represents strong will and purpose, clear ideas, and good feelings. The kidneys, the yin water organ, are responsible for creating power; skill and ability also stem from this organ. The kidneys contain the life force, and to this purpose they build up the marrow and the bones and create strength. Kidney energy is also related to sexual energy and to reproduction, the power of creative life force. The kidneys continually receive and store the essence of life. The ching essence, our primordial energy, is found in the lower tan tien, the kidney area, the store place of vitality. This is the physical energy of our very being that is necessary for sustained life. It is the most densely vibrating of the Three Treasures, but it can be lost through excessive ejaculation in men, heavy menstruation in women, and excessive stress, fear, and worry. We can rebuild our stock of it through Inner Alchemy practices and to a certain extent through diet.

The bladder, the yang water organ, is responsible for storing body fluids before they are eliminated. As with the fire element organs, there is a yin full organ, the kidney, and a yang empty organ, the bladder.

The world, the macrocosm, and our human body, the microcosm, are both about 70 percent water, so we always need to maintain a reservoir of at least 70 percent water. Imagine if you removed a significant amount of water from your body in such a way that you deplete this reservoir. When your water level drops, the thirst center in your brain is triggered so that you know you need to drink more water. When you're thirsty, you may experience all kinds of symptoms—headache, bad breath, dry skin, cramps, hunger, and general malaise. When this happens, you're not sick, you're thirsty. We often ignore our thirst response by not drinking enough. Many people avoid drinking water and substitute soft drinks and other highly sweetened drinks, or teas and coffee, which can be dehydrating. These drinks are usually not good for us and throw the whole system out of balance.

There are many brain problems these days, such as dementia and Alzheimer's, and a malfunctioning brain will give the wrong messages about eating and drinking. In addition, the body could be thirsty but the message comes across wrong, making an overweight person want to eat, which in turn requires more liquid to help with the extra digestion. The "sea of marrow," as the brain is sometimes referred to in traditional Chinese medicine (TCM), is just like a real tidal sea and needs to keep a backward and forward flow going.

It is commonly said that you should drink eight eight-ounce glasses of water a day; this will vary according to body weight. Although other drinks can count in this figure, you must consider what else is in those drinks; if there are toxins present in them you will need extra water to dilute and eliminate the toxins, which would not be counted in your basic daily water intake needs. Taking in large quantities of soft drinks, for example, will leave your thirst unabated and give your brain the wrong message that you have had enough to drink, whereas your body will need even more water to eliminate the harmful substances in those drinks. Recall the agony of thirst in "The Rime of the Ancient Mariner," by Samuel Taylor Coleridge: "Water, water, every where / And all the boards did shrink / Water, water, every where / Nor any drop to drink."

So make sure that you are quenching your body's thirst with suitable water.

The Wood Element

The liver and gallbladder are the wood organs. Planning and visionary energy is stored in the liver, the yin organ of wood. The gallbladder is the yang empty organ, and its function is to store the bile produced by the liver. If it cannot release bile regularly, then bile can build up to make bile stones, which in turn can impede proper functioning and lead to infections. If they cannot be removed safely, then the gallbladder might need to be removed altogether.

People with strong wood in their astrological chart are likely to be good at planning and organization and would use that energy well in life. If you have a lot of liver energy there are two things that can happen: either you become angry and frustrated, or you can transform that energy into kindness and generosity by doing the liver sound (see here) and smiling in generosity and kindness, and then sending it to the heart, turning it into compassion and love. Energy is always a two-way street—you feel your elements energy and you reflect it out so that other people feel this energy in you. People with a lot of wood energy would most likely suffer from jealousy themselves or make others around them feel jealous of them.

And you must use the energy in the right way or it can use you in the wrong way. Take the example of young people who are almost always very yang and have a lot of energy; if they don't use it for good they can use it for bad, from drawing graffiti on public walls to the much worse crimes of violence and terrorism. So for an excess of wood energy, you must convert it into kindness. Stress and anger affect your liver negatively. Before taking cholesterol medicine, try taking better care of your liver with Inner Alchemy practices and five-element nutrition.
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