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Putting Taoist Shamanic Techniques into Practice

The practices described in this book have been used successfully for thousands of years by Taoists trained by personal instruction. Readers should not undertake the practice without receiving personal transmission and training from a certified instructor of the Universal 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 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. Any reader suffering from illnesses based on psychological or emotional disorders should consult an appropriate professional health care practitioner or therapist. Such problems should be corrected before you start training.

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.

The Universal Tao cannot be responsible for the consequences of any practice or misuse of the information 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.
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Taoist Shamanic Tradition—from Mystery to History

When human beings first stood upon the land and looked about the horizon they saw in the distance around them the edge of a mystic circle where Heaven above touched Earth below. Moving about within that circle, they noticed certain constants:


	Wherever each moved, his or her place was always at the center, between Heaven and Earth.

	For each one it was the same, and so for each one different.

	The sun always rose from one point in that circle and set in another, and then Heaven darkened until lit by stars, or an inconstant moon.

	Whereas the sun moved across Heaven by day, by night Heaven moved around one star, which remained fixed and constant.

	For each one it was the same, and so the same for all, wherever humans moved on Earth.



Thus the ancient humans discovered that each of one of us is the center of our own universe, while Heaven has its own center. They observed the power of Heaven, seeing that the fire of Heaven warms and illuminates Earth, that water falls from Heaven to Earth, lightning splits Heaven and strikes Earth while Heaven rumbles, and wind rushes between Heaven and Earth. Heaven commands Earth. Thus whoever has Heaven’s mandate rules Earth.

The shaman kings began as leaders talking to Heaven. One story says that a group of Aryans shipwrecked on the China shore thousands of years ago did not die, nor have children; they became known as the Shining Ones. They taught shamanic practices, including the protective circle, calling the elements, ecstatic journeying and flight, power animals, and tutelary deities or guides.

From Yu, the legendary son of the bear—shape-shifter, sky-dancer, and traveler in the underworld—right down through the Western Chou Dynasty (1122–770 BCE), shamans continued to follow the bear, wearing bearskin robes in ceremony. Their power dwindled in succeeding years; by the end of the Eastern Chou (221 BCE), when warring states were unified under the Ch’in, many shamanic traditions had been absorbed into schools of Taoism (fig. 1.1). When the Ch’in dynasty embraced Confucianism over Taoism, shamanism went underground.

Shamanic influence was restored at court under the Western Han (206 BCE–8 CE) as religious and magical Taoism, especially of the Fang Shih, who developed Inner Alchemy and Feng Shui. The next dynasty, however, the Eastern Han (25–220 CE), saw the last of the court shamans replaced by scholars and civil servants. The simple philosophy, or Tao Chia, expounded by Lao-tzu in the Tao Te Ching around 600 BCE had become Tao Chiao, religious dogma, by second century of the first millennium. The “Do-It-Yourself” principles of Taoism were competing with Confucianism’s reassuringly strict codes of behavior for all situations. But in villages of the countryside, the “old ways” and their practitioners still held sway, evolving Taoism as a folk religion of mystery and secrecy, with rites, rituals, and initiations. Families and priests, sources of the great schools of Taoism with their ideological and geographical differences, practiced shamanic Taoism as local cults.

Chang Tao-ling (34–156 CE), a Fang Shih, traveled in western China (now Sichuan/Yunnan), a remote part of the kingdom where shamanism was still widely practiced. Influenced by Tibetan Tantric practices, Chang founded the school Seven Bushels of Rice, which evolved into the Celestial Masters. In the following centuries their fortunes rose and fell with changing dynasties and conflicts between Taoist, Confucian, and Buddhist doctrines.
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Fig. 1.1. During the Warring States period in China, 475–221 BCE, seven states vied for supremacy.

In 265 CE, under the Eastern Ch’in, the Lady Wei, daughter of a Celestial Masters’ priest and herself a priestess, founded the Shang ch’ing school of Taoists to revive and sustain the shamanic practices of ecstatic flight and journeying. Tao Hung-ching, a former librarian at Court, collected and collated Shang ch’ing scripts, including the I Ching, wrote and practiced Inner Alchemy, and founded the monastery on Mount Maoshan, still there today.

In the Northern Wei Dynasty (386–534 CE), K’ou Ch’ien-chih established a branch of the Celestial Masters inspired by puritanical Buddhist ideas of celibacy. With reforming zeal he instituted rules and regulations attacking shamanic and sexual practices. In 420 CE his version of Celestial Masters’ Taoism was made state religion in the north and persecution of the shamans followed. Thus it came to pass that the very refuge sought by the shamans became a place of hostility. However, they continued their practices in secret, without the use of drums, rattles, robes, or other articles of the craft to identify them. As the saying goes, “you cannot tell a sage by his clothes.” They were also known as magicians, wizards, and sorcerers.

Over the centuries Taoism declined from state religion to fragmentation. The puritan reformation declined too and many texts on sexual practices reappeared. While the formal religious aspect was crumbling, scholars and officials fell in and out of favor in the political chaos. Many became hermits, practicing the naturalistic Taoism of Lao-tzu and integrating it with their Confucian ideas. A notice stating “There is an altar in this house” was a sign of a safe haven for the traveling Taoist during the Buddhist persecutions. The tradition has been maintained to this day to show the location of a Taoist household or temple.

Various scriptures were written, compiled, revised, lost, hidden, stolen, or burned according to the political and religious flavor of the times. During the Song period the Complete Clarity School sought to return to the simplicity of the original practice. Then the first Ming emperor—having overthrown the Yuan or Mongol dynasty in the fourteenth century with the help of the magician Liu Po-hun—appointed the Celestial Masters to lead the official state religion, which included magic and sorcery. In the twenty-first century, the sixty-third Celestial Master of the direct lineage lives in Taiwan.


TODAY’S SHAMAN

In ancient China, barefoot healers, pre-Taoist shamans wearing red headbands, wandered naked and were subject to fits, a characteristic particularly of the Siberian shamans but also known among shamans of other traditions. From these roots, Taoist shamanism persevered through the chaos of the warring states and later persecutions, and persisted through Taoism’s rise to become the official religion of the Imperial dynasties and its subsequent decline.

Today the shaman is the healer in a community and, particularly in the Taoist tradition, is known only to the community, unknown in the outer world. This secrecy stems from the days of persecution. As a healing warrior, the shaman mediates with, or combats, Spirit, by taking into her- or himself the energies to heal and to seal. As “mediator with Spirit” the shaman is chosen by Spirit and called by humans when other healing practices such as herbs, massage, acupuncture, or allopathy have failed. If sickness prevails, the shaman finds out from Spirit what healing the soul needs for the body to be whole again. The shaman enlivens the perspective that everything is a gift and a blessing, for everything is love, and gratitude and thanks must be given even for hurt and pain. Then harmony can be restored between soul and body.

However, practitioners of shamanism can be susceptible to suffering afflictions of Spirit in this earthly dimension. I personally know two people—one an acknowledged practitioner and the other a young boy recognized by his teachers as having shamanic power—who have an extremely difficult time living in the “normal” world themselves but are able to help others through their Spirit connection. This, of course, is where modern-day Taoist practitioners have the advantage of the Healing Tao system to protect themselves from depletion and contamination.

Taoism recommends all of the following to help you gain a deeper understanding of self, your connection with community, and your harmony with all the different forces around you. Create your own path, for you are your own creation.


	Spiritual development

	Meditation

	Chi Kung

	Tai Chi

	Understanding the forces of nature and your own true nature

	Understanding the spirit of the animals and the way of nature



The Taoist medicine wheel and the practices that go with it integrate the insights of all these approaches.
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The Taoist Medicine Wheel

Peering into the misted past to peel away the shroud of mystery, we open the secret archives of the Chinese diaspora, where the traditions of the Tao were guarded until its resurgence in the New Age. We humans are curious animals, inquisitive creatures who like things explained. Before we had the means of measuring or scientific explanation, we sat around fires or huddled in caves after some natural disaster and tried to explain it. Imagine a world changed by great Earth-moving and Heaven-rending events such as earthquakes, lightning, storms, and floods. Plausible explanations and stories spread and legends grew as families evolved into clans, tribes became states, and kingdoms became an empire.
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Fig. 2.1. The Taoist Medicine Wheel

In one Taoist myth of creation, the universe began as an egg from which hatched the primeval human, Pan Go. The light parts of the shell floated up to form Heaven, the heavier parts fell to form Earth. Pan Go stood erect, arms supporting Heaven and feet holding Earth in place.

In another myth the Tao began the moment fire fused with water. Before that there was only emptiness, Wu Chi. From that Original Source, referred to as the One, developed the two aspects of the universe that have become popular buzzwords for the past four decades in the West: yin and yang. When lightning struck the sea, the yang of fire entered the yin of water, and life began. The two of yin and yang gave birth to the Three Pure Ones, which begat the five elements and the ten thousand things.

The Taoist sages saw the medicine wheel as a representation of all creation, including Wu Chi, the Three Pure Ones, the principles of yin and yang, the five elements, the eight forces of the universe, the twelve power animals of the Chinese zodiac, and the sixty-four trigrams of the I Ching (fig. 2.1). The Taoist medicine wheel is the foundation of most Chinese art, of the traditional Chinese medicines we know today as acupuncture and herbalism, of Chinese astrology and divination, of Tai Chi Chuan, “the supreme ultimate” combining meditation and martial art, and of the esoteric sexual practices taught to the emperors by their female advisers to form the basis of Taoist alchemy: the quest for immortality.

The core of the wheel is Wu Chi (see fig. 2.2), the circle denoting emptiness or readiness. It can be understood in the healing and martial arts as the empty mind that is the beginning of response, readiness to respond to a condition or to an opponent’s action; in art as the blank sheet awaiting the artist’s inspiration in words or pictures; in meditation as entering the void. It is like the empty stage of a spiritual theater, awaiting the players, words, or images.

The next layer is the interplay of yin and yang within the circle, yin becoming yang, yang becoming yin, which denotes the change that is life from its broadest scale to its microcosmic alternation between wave and particle (fig. 2.3).
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Fig. 2.2. Emptiness and readiness at the core
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Fig. 2.3. Yin and yang

The Three Treasures or Pure Ones—universal or heavenly chi, higher-self or cosmic chi, and earth chi—are contained within the yin/yang symbol. Traditionally, the Three Pure Ones were visualized as three emperors residing in the 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.*1 The middle tan tien connects to the heart and other organs through the natural force of our soul, known as chi, which is both the life force and the organizing principle flowing through all things and establishing their interconnectedness. The lower tan tien (lower abdomen, centered between the navel and the kidneys) connects the physical body, the sexual energy, and Mother Earth through the force known as ching, which gives cohesion to the physical aspect of life.
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Fig. 2.4. The five elements are depicted here as part of nature’s creation cycle, proceeding from water, associated with winter, to wood, associated with spring, to fire, associated with summer, to earth, associated with Indian summer, to metal, associated with autumn.

From the Three Pure Ones, the sages adduced the five elements governing life in this earthly dimension: fire, earth, metal, water, and wood (fig. 2.4). They are represented by a pentacle in the next layer of the wheel.

In the rich symbology of the Taoist cosmos, eight additional forces that influence human life are at play: heaven, earth, fire, water, wind, thunder, lake, and mountain. They are represented by the eight trigrams of the pakua (pa means “eight”; kua means “trigram”), which originated in the pattern of the turtle or tortoise shell used in prehistoric shamanic divination (see figs. 2.5 and 2.6).

The lines on the turtle’s back were thought to be a divine diagram corresponding to 1–8 (not 0–7) coded in binary, each placed as a side/ corner of the compass diagram. From this shape evolved the drum and circle walking, which symbolized the change of seasons, from the early steps of the spring through blossoming summer, reaping life’s harvest to sustain us into the autumn of retirement and cold winter of death.
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Fig. 2.5. The eight trigrams were discovered in the pattern of the tortoise shell.
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Fig. 2.6. The eight forces of the universe are depicted on the pakua (or bagua) as eight trigrams. In this arrangement of the trigrams, the trigram Kan, which is associated with the north, is at the bottom of the pakua and the trigram Li, which  is associated with the south, is at the top. As you will see in chapter 4, the trigrams of the pakua are sometimes arranged in the opposite order. Chapter 6 shows yet another arrangement that places opposing elements opposite one another.

The twelve signs of the zodiac, derived from ancient totems, describe twelve basic personality types. Each is either yin or yang and each is associated with one of the five elements.



	ANIMAL
	YIN/YANG
	ELEMENT



	Rat
	Yang
	Water



	Ox
	Yin
	Water



	Tiger
	Yang
	Wood



	Rabbit
	Yin
	Wood



	Dragon
	Yang
	Wood



	Snake
	Yin
	Fire



	Horse
	Yang
	Fire



	Sheep/Goat/Ram
	Yin
	Fire



	Monkey
	Yang
	Metal



	Rooster
	Yin
	Metal



	Dog
	Yang
	Metal



	Pig
	Yin
	Water




The eight trigrams combine to form the sixty-four hexagrams of the I Ching as the outer circle. (Chapter 6 will provide more detail on the I Ching.)


THE MEDICINE WHEEL IN DAILY LIFE

The body is a microcosm of the universe, in which the pointed bones are the earthly manifestation of stars and mountains, the hollows are lakes and ditches, the meridians (energy channels) are rivers, the organs are elements, and where our internal weather (health, emotional stability, spiritual harmony) are influenced by the heat, cold, and damp of Earth and the wind and thunder of Heaven.

Simple, but perhaps incomprehensible, is the concept of each human being as center of the universe, conceived in perfection of body, mind, and spirit, reflecting the karma of past lives of the self, ancestors, and descendants. At the moment of conception we sign our “contract with Heaven” for this life. Earth is the dimension in which we live in this incarnation. Unlike belief systems that see earthly life as suffering, or a “vale of tears,” the Tao proclaims “all things and all experiences as innately perfect . . . sin is not recognized, nor any concept of right and wrong beyond individual conscience.” Life is good! It is considered unnecessary to create difficult and painful processes. Pain and difficulties arise only from our responses to experiences, which can lead to variations on our contract, which in turn can lead to imbalances in the being, which can manifest as emotional disturbance and illness.

As we go through the seven phases of life, from infant to sage, we respond to situations in different ways, either returning to or moving away from the perfect state of our conception, the ultimate aim being to return to that prenatal Heaven, the Source. The medicine wheel offers us a way to enter different states at will, to “step lightly in all worlds.” It is the circle of life, connecting the outer with the inner, the higher with lower. Uses of the medicine wheel abound in daily life: the five elements are helpful in generating energy, fusion of the eight forces offers wonderful meditations for clearing the spiritual path, the interplay between the twelve animals helps with understanding the self in relation to others, and the hexagrams aid in problem-solving. Before looking more deeply into shamanic practices, we will take a closer look at these aspects of the medicine wheel that form their foundation.
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The Five Elements

The five elements refer to five basic energy transformations that flow from the interactions of yin and yang. The physical elements found in nature (wood, fire, earth, metal, and water) are seen as symbolic expressions of the five tendencies of energy in motion (see fig. 3.1). Wood represents energy that is developing and generating. Fire represents energy that is expanding and radiating. Earth represents energy that is stabilizing and centering. Metal represents energy that is solidifying and contracting. Water is energy that is conserving, gathering, and sinking.

The five elements are related to the seasons. Spring sees the green budding of new life in plants and trees that bear fruit in the red heat of summer. Ripe yellow fields lie ready to reap before gray autumn sets in. Blue with cold in winter when water turns to ice, life goes indoors to die after conceiving anew for spring. So the seasons turn, under Heaven. The spirits of the seasons are the elements, ruling the human landscape as weather rules the mundane world.

What is fire like? What does it do? Fire warms and comforts, burns and destroys, dances like flame, cannot be grasped. 

Earth is serene, balanced, earthy! Living with it, we don’t notice it hurtling round the sun at thousands of miles an hour. 

Metal is bright, hard, and sharp; it can cut and contain, reflect and inspire. And metal can be melted and shaped with warmth.

[image: image]

Fig. 3.1. These trees growing around rocks illustrate the elements of wood and metal.

Water can be still or stormy, destructive or compliant. Water fits into anything; it can turn to ice or steam, tears or tidal waves.

Wood has focus and direction, competes for light, and grows in all directions.

Different aspects of the elements exert influences on one another, some nourishing, some regulating. Their nourishing influences are expressed as the “Cycle of Support,” and their regulating influences are expressed as “Lines of Control.”

Elements Nourish One Another in the Cycle of Support


	The sun, fire, blesses earth

	Deep within earth, metal is born

	From the rock of metal springs water

	Water feeds plant life, wood

	And wood is the fuel for fire



Disturbances can happen; too much sun can scorch the earth, so the springs run dry, or too little sun leaves crops unripened.

Elements Regulate One Another in the Lines of Control


	Fire melts metal

	Metal cuts wood

	Wood grips earth

	Earth directs water

	Water regulates fire



In life, full of surprises, metal sometimes refuses to melt, being too strong or the flame too weak; wood can blunt the ax; an eroded earth is too hard or crumbling for roots to grip; flash floods break the banks; too much fire evaporates water.


ELEMENTAL CORRESPONDENCES

In traditional Chinese medicine, the life-force energy of chi is seen to circulate through the human body through a series of channels or meridians. In addition to their correspondences with the seasons, the elements are also associated with particular meridians, which are named after the internal organs as they are described in traditional Chinese medicine. Altogether there are fourteen meridians that together form a cycle through which chi circulates over a period of twenty-four hours. During the course of a day each meridian will have a two-hour “period” when maximum energy is flowing through it.

Each organ meridian is designated as either yin or yang. Yin and yang are generally used to describe the relationships between things. For example, men are more yang and women more yin, but among both men and women are those more yin or yang in comparison with others of the same gender. Fire is more yang, water more yin, but a candle is more yin than the sun and a wave more yang than a tear drop. Yin meridians relate to inner aspects of the body and correspond with the deeper organs: heart, lungs, liver, spleen, and kidney. The yang channels relate to the outer aspects and network the more hollow organs: the intestines, bladder, and gallbladder. The yin meridians can be thought of as relating to the more inner, emotional, and spiritual aspects and the yang to the more physical and mundane.


	

TIMES OF MAXIMUM ENERGY FOR THE MERIDIANS




	MERIDIAN
	TIME



	Gall Bladder
	11 p.m. to 1 a.m.



	Liver
	1 a.m. to 3 a.m.



	Lungs
	3 a.m. to 5 a.m.



	Large intestine
	5 a.m. to 7 a.m.



	Stomach
	7 a.m. to 9 a.m.



	Spleen
	9 a.m. to 11 a.m.



	Heart
	11 a.m. to 1 p.m.



	Small Intestine
	1 p.m. to 3 p.m.



	Bladder
	3 p.m. to 5 p.m.



	Kidneys
	5 p.m. to 7 p.m.



	Heart Protector/Pericardium
	7 p.m. to 9 p.m.



	Triple Heater
	9 p.m. to 11 p.m.




Each element is also associated with a direction, a sense and sense organ, a color, a guardian animal, and positive and negative emotions.

South—Fire

Fire dances, fire warms, fire burns, fire creates, and fire destroys. 

The sun shines, fire nourishing earth, nourished by wood, controlling metal, controlled by water. 

Love is the virtue of fire energy in its positive aspect, while the negative emotion is impatience. 

The sense of the fire element is the sense of taste, and the feature is the tongue. 

The color of fire is red, its season is summer, and the guardian animal is the Firebird or Red Pheasant.

Meridians of the fire element are four: Heart, Small Intestine, Triple Heater, and Heart Protector, or Pericardium, each of which has a special role in the land of the living.

West—Metal

Metal reflects and inspires, cuts and contains; it is the element of mystery, of swords and shields, coins, boxes, and silver-backed mirrors. Ancient alchemists sought to transform base metal into gold.

Born in the depths of earth, metal nourishes water. Its sharp edge controls wood and is itself controlled by fire as in the blacksmith’s forge.

Metal’s virtue is boldness and its negative emotion is misery, with associations of loneliness, isolation, sadness, and depression, especially the sadness of loss or unrequited love.

The sense of the metal element is smell, thus the nose is the feature of metal.

The color of metal is white, the season is autumn, and the guardian animal is the White Tiger.

The yin meridian of metal is Lung and the yang is Large Intestine.

East—Wood

The wood element is the energy of birth, rebirth, and renewal, the unstoppability of life, the bursting of bud through bough. Wood energy is dynamic, competitive (sometimes to the point of aggression), and powerful. Little plants grow in the brick walls of buildings and trees uproot the pavements of city streets.

Wood (tree, plant life) is the element of movement in all directions: roots penetrate down into the earth, the trunk rises erect toward the heavens, and branches spread outward.

Trees compete for the light above and shade the earth below. Alive, they are nourished by water and their roots hold earth in place. They are cut by metal and provide fuel for fire.

Wood takes the conception energy of water and transforms it into lust for life: survival, sexual desire, or continuation of the species, and the need to grow or progress.

Kindness is the virtue of wood energy in its positive aspect, while the negative emotion is anger.

The sense of the wood element is the sense of sight, possibly our most powerful sense: 90 percent of our sensory input comes through our eyes.

The color of wood is green, the season is spring, and the guardian animal is the Dragon. 

Wood’s yin meridian is Liver and yang, Gall Bladder.

Center or Southwest—Earth

Earth is still. Earth is our Mother and provides all our needs. Everything we use comes from earth and requires only work to transform it into anything from a spaceship to a wheelbarrow.

Deep in earth metal is born. Earth supports water, is held in place by wood, and nourished by fire, as the sun shines on the earth, giving light and life.

Calmness is the virtue of earth energy in its positive aspect, while the negative emotion is worry. 

The sense of the earth element is the sense of touch, and the feature is the mouth.

The color of earth is yellow, its season is harvest time when the fields are yellow and gold, and the guardian animal is the Golden Phoenix.

Meridians of the earth element are Stomach, yang, and Spleen, yin.

North—Water

Did life begin when lightning struck the ocean? If water holds the power of life, it can also carry the power of destruction. It was a flood that ended Noah’s world.

Water is nature’s shape-shifter, freezing solid as ice, boiling to steam, flowing as a teardrop or a tidal wave. As plain water it adapts to any shape, fits in any container, and, left to its own devices, always flows down to find the lowest level—a good thing to remember when “going with the flow.”

Rivers flow into the ocean, which evaporates into clouds, which rain on the earth and refill the rivers. Water nourishes plant life, wood, and is nourished by the rocks of its sources, metal. Riverbanks and oceans are held in place by earth. And water controls fire, as you know from the barbecue and the fire brigade.

Water’s virtues are gentleness and wisdom and its emotion fear. 

The sense of the water element is the sense of hearing: the ears are the feature of water.

Water’s color is blue, its season is winter, the time of death and conception. Water’s guardian animals are the Turtle and the Deer.

Meridians of the water element are Kidney, yin, and Bladder, yang.

The shaman views each living being as a microcosm of these elemental energies, reflecting the universe and its interacting forces. Health and well-being are ruled by the interplay between them. Emotions such as anger, misery, fear, impatience, and worry occur through interaction between elements. Positive feelings of kindness, love, calm, courage, and gentleness nourish one another and regulate the negative emotions. Acting in a way that is contrary to our own nature can lead to imbalances in the elemental relationships within us and such distortions can result in a “condition” of dis-ease within a person. When such imbalances take place, the shaman can recognize which element might be bullying another, or which element might be too weak to stand up for itself. The shaman seeks to harmonize yin and yang within elements, organs, meridians, and points.
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