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FOREWORD

Reiki is a system of healing and spiritual development that has enjoyed substantial popularity and success worldwide. With that popularity have come some challenges that this book ably addresses through an informed historical, clinical, and scientific perspective and a mature vision for Reiki’s continuing evolution. Originating in Japan nearly a century ago, the practice has been taught to millions of people. But, like many Western transplants from Eastern traditions, it has become seriously diluted at its most popularized fringes, with large numbers of individuals, for instance, becoming “Reiki masters” after three weekends of training or less.

Miles makes a vivid case that Reiki is well worth liberating from these devolving standards, not through increased regulation, but through deepened understanding. At the most basic level, she recounts how physicians she has trained report that hands-on Reiki “bridges the gap that can exist between touch that is investigative and touch that is therapeutic.” The approach reacquaints us, in our high-tech/low-touch society, with the healing power of loving, supportive, nonsexual physical contact and offers a graceful context for offering it. At the most profound level, as conventional medicine wrestles with the implications of the convergences among quantum physics, superstring theory (“vibration is everything”), and frontier topics in biomedical research such as cell regeneration and the human biofield, Reiki may be way ahead of the curve in showing how the emerging paradigm can be applied in health-care settings and for self-healing.

The fundamentals of Reiki can indeed be transmitted in as little as eight to ten hours. That is among Reiki’s greatest strengths. People can be practicing it on themselves and their friends after a weekend class or short series of evening sessions. And they can do this responsibly. A Reiki session is at least as safe as a gentle massage. If people can practice Reiki responsibly and safely after just a brief course, the next question is, “Does it work?” What can actually be delivered after only a day’s training in a practice whose advocates claim has such breadth and depth?

My background is in energy medicine. I teach my students to assess energy imbalances systematically and to intervene actively. The path taken in Reiki is more receptive than active, more like meditation than medicine. Reiki is generally associated with “nonspecific” benefits—such as deep relaxation, stress reduction, more restful sleep, enhanced immune functioning, greater peace, and increased self-awareness—rather than with the treatment of specific illnesses (though these nonspecific benefits can have a strong impact on an illness). While these benefits can be attributed to features common to any healing modality, such as the practitioner’s caring or the recipient’s hunger for touch or belief that something positive is about to happen, Miles makes the case that something more profound is occurring.

Reiki is the name of the practice, but it is also the name of the pervasive spirit or “sacred pulsation” that is purportedly the basis of the practice. In Japanese, Rei means universal, often with the connotation of a “Universal Intelligence.” Ki means a “nonphysical energy” that also entails a sacred connotation, perhaps closer to the holy atmosphere one might experience at a regal mountaintop, a shrine, or other sacred site than an energy that can be measured by gross physical instruments. And it is here that Reiki further breaks away from conventional scientific frameworks, for this universal pulsation is accessed through initiations, sacred symbols, and distant treatment.

But before we discount too rapidly these ideas and practices that are so foreign to our culture (though consistent with the worldview and traditions of the country where the practice originated), we need to recognize the growing support for such ideas even within conventional scientific frameworks. For instance, one of the published peer-reviewed studies that support the efficacy of Reiki which Miles cites investigated its effectson depression. Participants who scored high on standard depression scales received hands-on Reiki treatments for six weeks and improved significantly more than participants who received a placebo treatment (and tests a year later showed that the benefits held, even though no additional treatment was offered). But a third group within this study received “distant Reiki,” a form of the approach that can be administered from another location. While conventional science has no explanation yet for such practices, just as we lack coherent scientific explanations for the documented healing effects of prayer in behalf of individuals who are ill, the group that received “distant Reiki” showed improvements that were equivalent to those receiving hands-on Reiki. Clearly, since studies of this nature have been rapidly accumulating in recent years, concepts that transcend our Newtonian time-space models are needed, and Reiki is one that has both history and practical results behind it.

I agree with the author that Reiki is worthy of serious attention as a viable healthcare practice and as a way of probing the larger dimensions of the story we are all living. And I admire the clear, straightforward, yet penetrating way this superb book addresses the issues that those interested in exploring Reiki, as well as those already well versed in the approach, would want to understand. Reiki: A Comprehensive Guide  will prove to be a great contribution to the practice, dissemination, and creative evolution of this easily accessed yet ultimately profound technique.

Donna Eden  
November 2005  
Ashland, Oregon




INTRODUCTION

I came upon Reiki in the throes of first-trimester pregnancy blahs. A friend offered me some relief. I jumped at the chance, and landed on a springboard that catapulted me into the rest of my life. Until I learned Reiki, I was able to trigger healing in my clients, but in spite of (and sometimes it felt like in mockery of ) my skill and knowledge, I myself was frequently sick. Nothing serious, but it happened often enough to get in the way and seemed so unnecessary. The irony of my plight did not escape me.

All that frustration changed with a single Reiki treatment. As my friend’s hands rested lightly on my head, I was irresistibly drawn to a quiet place deep within while I experienced cascades of pulsations throughout my being. And I mean my being—it wasn’t just a physical sensation, although there was a definite physical response. But also, a joyful, refreshing sensation scampered everywhere. By the end of the session I felt profoundly realigned. And wanting to learn more. But I didn’t want to learn how Reiki worked—my years of meditation and spiritual practices gave me an awareness of what Reiki was doing and comfort in my direct perception. I wanted to learn to practice Reiki.

And so I did. My friend’s Reiki master didn’t have a class scheduled soon enough for my enthusiasm, so she offered me private instruction. I was happy not to wait, but found the class itself a bit boring. The Reiki master was lovely, but the explanations she offered seemed neither necessary nor satisfying. I wondered if I had made a mistake.

Then came the first of four initiations, subtle transmissions that empower the student to practice Reiki. Once again I felt the pulsations. Later that day, I began practicing Reiki on myself. I have never stopped.

Since learning to practice Reiki in 1986, I have brought Reiki training and treatment into major New York City hospitals and have taught Reiki to patients and their families; to doctors, nurses, medical students, and other health professionals; and to many people who are healthy and happy and want to stay that way—or be even healthier and happier. I’ve taught Reiki to people of all ages, from toddlers to a ninety-three-year-old Holocaust survivor. Each one has found his or her unique relationship with Reiki, using it at times and in ways that are individually meaningful. Kids use Reiki to calm themselves before a test and sharpen their focus during it. Parents use Reiki at bedtime—theirs and their kids’. Both competitive athletes and weekend warriors use Reiki to boost stamina and speed recovery from inevitable sports-related injuries. Once you have been trained in Reiki, you can lightly lay your hand on your head, chest, abdomen, or any place that hurts, anytime you need to regain your center, restore your well-being, or relieve pain—even while you’re in a cab, or watching TV, or on the phone with your mother-in-law.

Reiki has helped people with chronic pain, heart disease, cancer, HIV, diabetes, depression, trauma, neurodegenerative disorders, fatigue syndromes, infertility, cerebral palsy, recovery from stroke—the list goes on and on. It is used to support conventional medical care, hastening surgical recovery and reducing side effects of radiation and chemotherapy. Reiki can smooth the rough edges of necessary but invasive medical treatments and enable patients to tolerate needed pharmaceuticals, or even to need less medication.

People in good health use Reiki to manage stress and strengthen well-being, finding new levels of confidence and self-acceptance, more harmony in family relationships, and a deeper sense of peace and spiritual connectedness. Whether we are sick or well, seeking or satisfied, receiving conventional medical treatment or relying solely on alternative modalities, Reiki can move us gently and powerfully into a deeper state of balance, and connect us to untapped inner resources.

Reiki is an invitation to wellness. Although Reiki is easily practiced, learning it involves a subtle vibrational transmission (which will be discussed in chapter 4). Even more than being taught to practice Reiki, you are empowered to practice. Thus you can learn Reiki only from a qualified Reiki master, someone who has undergone training and been empowered to empower others.

What this book can do is help you understand this simple, effective healing practice so you can decide for yourself if you want Reiki treatment or training. You’ll get strategies to connect with Reiki resources near you, and guidance in choosing the Reiki practitioner who is most qualified and best suited to work with you. And once you have trained with a Reiki master, this book will help guide you on your Reiki journey.

Perhaps you are already a Reiki master, maybe even one who is collaborating in conventional medical environments.1 I honor your work and wish to support it. You may find that some of the language in this book is different from yours, but if you have practiced Reiki regularly over a period of years, you will recognize our common experience.

This is not The Reiki Gospel According to Pamela, nor is it The Reiki Rule Book, but simply a Reiki companion.

There is not one way. In these pages, I share the path I am traveling in the hope that it will enrich your journey.





One

WHAT IS REIKI, AND CAN IT HELP ME?

Better than medicine is care of the health.

JAPANESE PROVERB

You are lying fully clothed on a treatment table. As the Reiki practitioner places her hands lightly on your head, you feel yourself drawn into a sweet repose. Her hands eventually move from your head to the front of your torso. You notice that sometimes her hands feel warm, even hot, and deeply soothing. Each hand placement brings a sense of ease into another part of your body, and the busyness of your mind gracefully opens to an inner quiet. She asks you to turn over, and her hands on your back bring yet another sensation of comfort. You feel you could lie here contentedly for a very long time. . . .

Just a year ago, Jerry2 had been through two grueling heart surgeries within eighteen hours. Now he was returning to the same OR to receive a new heart. But this time, I would be with him in the operating room, offering him hands-on Reiki healing throughout his surgery.

In spite of what lay ahead of him, Jerry was amazingly upbeat. He attributed his steadiness to the confidence he had in his medical team, the loving care of his wife, and to our Reiki sessions. Jerry had not been so upbeat when I was initially called to offer him Reiki after his first two surgeries. At that time, he was quite agitated and struggling in the cardiac intensive-care unit after being in a coma for a week. My hands filled with warm pulsations as I placed them lightly on his head to offer Reiki healing. A few minutes later, Jerry opened his eyes and grinned at me just as he was doing now.

Jerry’s improvement was rapid after that treatment, and he was moved out of the intensive-care unit two days later. He continued receiving Reiki in the hospital once or twice a week until his discharge two months later. Jerry felt Reiki strengthened him. His wife found that the mini-treatments I offered her made her less anxious and helped her sleep more soundly.

Although this was the first time I’d attended Jerry during surgery, it was one of many medical procedures I’d taken part in over the years, working with the growing number of physicians and surgeons who have come to recognize the healing potential of Reiki.

As Jerry slowly regained consciousness after transplant surgery, his first thought was “Oh, I guess I didn’t get the heart after all.” He knew well enough the pain of awakening after heart surgery, but this time was different—so different, in fact, that Jerry didn’t need to take any pain medication after this surgery. I continued to offer him Reiki as he recovered from the operation with surprising speed, and before they left the hospital, I trained Jerry and his wife to give themselves (and each other) Reiki at home. Although there is always the risk that the body will reject the new heart, Jerry’s two post-op biopsies showed no signs of rejection. The heart surgery saved his life and Reiki helped him heal.

“Did I really make my headache go away?” Miguel asked, as my class for HIV outpatients at Beth Israel Medical Center in New York City finished giving themselves their first Reiki treatment. This decorated Vietnam vet had a painful past—a traumatic time in the military, a long term in prison, heroin addiction, and AIDS. Now out of prison and trying to stay clean, he had come to the class to learn Reiki self-treatment. Many of his complaints—fatigue, diarrhea, pain, agitation, insomnia, and migraines— resisted treatment by conventional medications, and he came to class hoping Reiki could help.

Miguel attended the four sessions of Reiki training with great interest, expanding his understanding of well-being and how to care for himself with Reiki’s light, healing touch. Giving himself Reiki, he felt, was not just helping his migraines—he sensed something deeper was happening. “I feel hopeful,” he said simply. I encouraged him to give himself Reiki consistently, every day.

Several months later, I ran into Miguel in front of Beth Israel. He was still giving himself Reiki daily—sometimes several times a day—and he was no longer getting migraines. Although his roommate had died that very morning, Miguel was remarkably composed as he expressed gratitude for Reiki’s healing presence in his life.

Carolyn was a hard worker who loved her job as a high-level TV producer. One of those people who seems to thrive on stress, this high-spirited blonde worked out regularly, ate well, and enjoyed overall good health—until in her early thirties she lost not one but three pregnancies. With the attention of a skilled and caring high-risk obstetrician, Carolyn eventually gave birth to a healthy baby girl. Several years later, during her second anxiety-filled high-risk pregnancy, she came for Reiki treatment and experienced a sense of serenity and well-being she didn’t know was possible. After our first session, Carolyn was typically decisive: “I want another appointment next week,” she announced, “and I want to learn to practice Reiki on myself and my family.” She signed up for my next class.

Once back at work after giving birth to her second child with relative ease, Carolyn stopped coming for sessions, relying on her own hands for her Reiki. Years later, when she unexpectedly became pregnant again at age forty-one, Carolyn returned for treatment. Although her physician expected another high-risk pregnancy, he soon determined the pregnancy was normal. Carolyn went on to have (mostly) natural childbirth in the hospital birthing room, with her husband—and her Reiki master (me)—by her side.

The anecdotal reports of response to Reiki treatment around the world are remarkably similar. These reports come from students who are self-treating, from clients who are receiving treatment from professional Reiki practitioners, and from other people, often health-care providers, who observe the changes that coincide with their patients receiving Reiki treatment. By this time, you are likely wondering what kind of treatment could deliver such wonderful results as those illustrated in the stories above. And, you may be asking, what exactly is Reiki?




WHAT IS REIKI?

The simple answer is that Reiki is a spiritual healing practice that can help return us to balanced functioning on every level—physical, mental, emotional, spiritual, even social— regardless of our age or state of health. Although balance can mean different things in different circumstances, Reiki treatment, which is usually facilitated by light touch, typically brings rapid stress reduction and relief from pain and anxiety. Recipients commonly report improved sleep and digestion, and a greater sense of well-being. Other benefits, such as feeling more motivated, less depressed, or experiencing relief from side effects of medications, radiation, or chemotherapy, vary from person to person. Unlike conventional medicine, Reiki does not attack disease. Rather, Reiki supports our well-being and strengthens our natural ability to heal by encouraging balance.

While Reiki treatment can be received from another, Reiki practice is easily learned at the First Degree level and is as effective when offered to oneself as when received from another. Reiki requires no belief, simply the willingness to experience. Noninvasive and holistic, Reiki can be safely practiced in any situation, even emergencies. There are no known medical contraindications.

The National Center for Complementary and Alternative Medicine (NCCAM) of the National Institutes of Health (NIH) classifies Reiki as a form of energy medicine, and specifically a biofield therapy. Biofields are also referred to as putative energy fields because, at this time, there is no technology subtle enough to reproducibly measure biofields in the way scientists can measure magnetic or electrical fields.1 Biofields are extremely subtle fields that are said to surround and permeate the human body.

Although it makes sense to classify Reiki as energy medicine for research purposes, Reiki really is not energy medicine. That term more accurately refers to such interventions as qigong, shiatsu, or Therapeutic Touch, which deliberately reorganize the biofield, and which require concentration on the part of the practitioner to make a diagnosis, create a treatment plan, and then implement treatment. Reiki is not deliberate in that way. There is no diagnosis. The Reiki practitioner need not concentrate. The practitioner does not direct Reiki. Both the practice and the experience of Reiki are closer to meditation than to any techniques of energy medicine.

In fact, the word energy, as vague as it is, does not really apply to Reiki, which is better expressed by more specific and descriptive words such as pulsation, vibration, or  oscillation. Although NCCAM gathers all subtle therapies under one umbrella, putative or biofield therapies, the biofield is actually multileveled, and different therapies address different and distinct levels of subtle reality.

Reiki affects the subtlest level of the biofield, the subtle vibrational body that holds the blueprint for outer, measurable reality. Unlike energy therapies, Reiki is accessed through, but not directed by, the practitioner. Once accessed, Reiki gently encourages the biofield toward balance.

The term Reiki is often mistakenly used interchangeably with terms referring to various bioenergies, such chi and prana (including by NCCAM), but these terms are no more interchangeable than are Chinese medicine and Ayurveda, the systems in which they are described. (Also, there are many types of both chi and prana.) Reiki is much subtler than these bioenergies. It is primordial consciousness,3 which is identical to the respective source states of chi and prana, called yuan chi (this term can vary among Chinese lineages) and mahaprana. The chi manipulated in acupuncture and the prana moved by yogic practices are grosser bioenergies. Chi is just subphysical, but still beyond the reach of technological measurement. Or at least directly. There are measurable changes in electrical conductivity at the site of acupuncture points on the Chinese meridians, the subtle pathways through which chi is said to travel.2 The presence of such footprints is significant, strengthening the case for the existence of subtle energies while underlining technology’s current limitations.




THE LOOK AND FEEL OF REIKI

The hands of a trained Reiki practitioner are placed lightly on a fully clothed recipient who reclines or sits comfortably. When Reiki is offered to someone who is conscious, both practitioner and recipient quickly notice a gentle shift toward relaxation. Breathing becomes slower and more comfortable, and the person may sigh or even snore as the state of relaxation deepens. The experience of Reiki treatment is very subjective and varies from person to person and treatment to treatment. Some recipients feel a warm tingling where Reiki hands are placed, others feel soft waves of subtle pulsations flowing throughout their bodies, and others feel nothing in particular—nothing, except they are very relaxed afterward, with an enhanced sense of well-being. If the person came for treatment with pain, it usually disappears or diminishes during the session. After treatment, the recipient typically feels centered and in touch with himself in a way that is very natural, but too rarely experienced by adults living a frantic postmodern lifestyle. The sense of well-being lingers, and people frequently report an immediate improvement in sleep.

Your actual experience of Reiki may center on physical, mental, or emotional changes—a sense of relaxation, relief from pain, greater clarity, a gradual lessening of anxiety or expectations or other worrisome thoughts. Meanwhile, something far subtler is happening in the background. Very gently, very quietly, very gradually, Reiki opens an inner spiritual connection that can significantly change the way a person experiences life, a sense of connectedness that can help transform negative attitudes and create a sense of meaning and purpose. This may be the most valuable gift Reiki offers.

Of all the statements I’ve heard about Reiki’s benefits, the most common—and the most profound—is simply “I feel better about myself.” Feeling better about ourselves is the cornerstone of well-being. This shift begins with the first treatment and is strengthened by each successive session.




WHERE DID REIKI COME FROM?

Reiki as we know it today originated in the early twentieth century in Japan with a householder and lifelong spiritual aspirant named Mikao Usui. Drawing from years of experience and a profound revelation during a three-week fasting retreat, Usui organized a body of spiritual practices that included healing practices which he taught from 1922 until his death in 1926. Usui had an unusually expansive vision for his time and culture, and offered his beginning practices openly, teaching some two thousand Japanese students. From that point, students progressed to different levels depending upon their commitment to regular practice. Fewer than twenty senior students were trained to continue Usui’s work. One of these students was a medical doctor retired from the navy named Chujiro Hayashi, who opened a clinic in Tokyo with Usui’s blessing. Hawayo Takata, a first-generation Japanese-American, came to this clinic and became Hayashi’s student after being relieved of her health problems. Hayashi and Takata collaborated to bring Reiki to America. Hayashi formally recognized Takata as a Reiki master in 1938. Takata continued to practice and teach in Hawaii, on the U.S. mainland, and in British Columbia, Canada, until her death in 1980. She left twenty-two students to continue her work. Reiki is now practiced around the world. (A more detailed overview of Reiki history is offered in chapter 3.)




DO I HAVE TO ‟BELIEVE” IN REIKI?

You need not believe in anything to benefit from Reiki. You only have to be open-minded enough to experience treatment. Religion involves adherence to a particular set of beliefs. Spirituality, on the other hand, is how each individual relates to the invisible parts of life, how we grapple with issues such as meaning and value. It is intensely personal and not optional. Although groups might have spiritual practices in common—meditation, contemplation, yoga, etc.—these practices are performed to develop each person’s spiritual awareness, each person’s individual relationship with the unseen, rather than in accordance with dogma. A person may be both religious and spiritual, or either one alone.

Reiki is not religious or dogmatic in any way. It developed, instead, out of a spiritual tradition, and sits at the intersection of science and spirit. Think of your first (few) Reiki treatments as an experiment. Observe the experience and note how you feel before and after. Although most people know very quickly if Reiki is of interest to them, for some the recognition takes longer. Give yourself the time you need.




HOW CAN REIKI HELP ME?

Reiki gently encourages a person’s system toward its own unique balance. Because of this, Reiki can potentially benefit anyone, whether he or she is healthy and wants to stay that way or is addressing any kind of health concern. Artists use Reiki to expand creativity, and athletes find it speeds recovery. A teen calls it her mobile help plan and loves how fast Reiki works. Others appreciate how it strengthens intuition. The list of benefits is long and very personal, both because people are imbalanced in different ways and because they notice and value different changes.

Reiki may not be the only help you need, so it’s important to know that Reiki combines well with interventions such as medications, surgery, acupuncture, chemotherapy, even psychotherapy. By enhancing your sense of well-being and helping your system regain balance, Reiki might even strengthen the benefits received from other health interventions. And there is no time when Reiki is dangerous. Even when physical cure is not possible, Reiki can still bring healing. This may show up as symptomatic relief from a chronic condition, feeling a willingness and even enthusiasm to take care of oneself (imagine actually wanting to exercise or quit smoking), or profound peacefulness at the time of death—a loved one’s or even your own.

The stories of Jerry, Miguel and Carolyn are just a few examples of how Reiki can bring balance and create comfort for people facing health challenges. Not all stories of Reiki success are as clear-cut as theirs, of course; others receive from Reiki subtle enhancement or an overall feeling of calm permeating their everyday lives. People trained in Reiki can find relief simply by placing one or both of their Reiki hands (as we often refer to our hands after First Degree initiations) on themselves. In the midst of crisis, even a subtle improvement in well-being can be significant. People with chronic pain, for example, may aim to be painless, but they are grateful for any reduction in the intensity of their pain.

Carol, an accountant nearing fifty, came to me seeking relief from her migraines. Only later did I discover that she also suffered from panic attacks, hot flashes, and muscle spasms. In her mind, these were distinct and unrelated symptoms, and she could live with them. What she couldn’t live with were the headaches.

After her first treatment, Carol expressed delight at how relaxed and renewed she felt. She was intrigued to hear she could learn Reiki, and promptly joined my next class. That was seven years ago. Although, like Miguel, many people using Reiki no longer suffer migraines, Carol’s migraines didn’t stop. Over time, however, they became less severe and occurred less frequently. Carol became more aware of subtle warning signs and discovered that giving herself even a brief Reiki treatment early in an attack would often subdue the headache. She also became aware of how hard driving she was and the effect that was having on her health.

Meanwhile, as she continued to receive Reiki, Carol became less anxious and felt more in control of her life. Not contemplative by nature, she turned to psychotherapy for self-discovery. Carol began exploring and letting go of anger and resentments she had previously retained as being justified. Her hot flashes all but disappeared, and her muscle spasms stopped. She continues to enjoy giving herself Reiki. With Reiki, it’s not important to know how all Carol’s symptoms were related other than that they were happening to the same person. And that’s part of the beauty and ease of Reiki: We don’t have to know.

There are two ways you can bring Reiki into your life. One is to receive treatment, either from a professional or from a friend who has been trained. The other option— and this is what makes Reiki unique—is to learn to practice Reiki yourself, so that you can give yourself a treatment whenever you like. I encourage all my clients, but especially those with serious illness or particularly stressful lifestyles, to learn Reiki self-care. Once you learn to practice, you can also share Reiki with your family, friends, and pets.

One of the best aspects of Reiki is that it can only help—it can never hurt. You cannot “overdose” on Reiki, no matter how many treatments you get or how long they last. Once you have taken what you need, Reiki hands become quiet and you receive only the simple comfort of caring touch. Ironically, the greatest challenge in Reiki can be appreciating how easy—and easeful—the process is. We are so used to working hard for what we want and need that we don’t know how to just let life unfold.

It takes some time to recognize how deep the healing can go, and there is much that we will never know. We typically live so far away from a sense of well-being that we lose sight of what we are missing. But beyond the reduction in stress and pain, the steadying of mood, the expansion of self-awareness, the increased productivity, and more profound sense of engagement, lies the realm of prevention. We have no way of knowing what suffering we avoid by caring for ourselves regularly with Reiki. The symptomatic relief is the tip of the iceberg, the foundation of which is unseen, but may be felt. All this from the touch of a Reiki hand.



Two

REIKI AND YOUR HEALTH

If we don’t change our course we will end where we are heading.

CHINESE PROVERB

Traditional, holistic medicine sees health as balance, a multileveled state of harmony and integrity both within the person (body/mind/spirit) and between the person and his environment (physical, social, and spiritual). Aware of the delicate complexity of these interrelationships, natural medicine seeks to strengthen the individual’s innate ability to balance and heal; interventions are used to stimulate movement toward balance rather than to override natural functioning.41

Although the concept of balance is known in conventional medicine, biomedicine has increasingly focused on the ailments of specific body parts and left it up to the body’s self-regulatory mechanisms to restore homeostasis.52 Twenty years ago I never dreamed that the holistic paradigm of a balanced system, which made such intuitive sense to me, would ever make sense to biomedicine, but something is clearly shifting. It’s not just that conventional medicine is realizing traditional healing therapies are useful; biomedicine is finding evidence that supports the holistic perspective. For example, emerging evidence suggests that underlying conditions, such as inflammation, play unexpected roles in disease, contrary to previously held assumptions. It is now known that people diagnosed with one chronic inflammatory condition are more likely than other people to develop another inflammatory condition. A recent study found people with ulcerative colitis (UC) or Crohn’s disease are more prone to arthritis, asthma, bronchitis, psoriasis, multiple sclerosis (MS), kidney disease, and pericarditis, with arthritis and asthma being most common.3 A separate study found that UC and Crohn’s disease patients have a higher incidence of MS and two other serious nervous system disorders, demyelination and optic neuritis.4 These links have long been understood in Asian medicine, which identifies underlying conditions that express themselves in a range of ways in different people.




A HEALING LIFESTYLE

There is so much in life that weakens our well-being, including the passage of time, but often the negative effects of an unhealthy lifestyle don’t show for fifteen to twenty years. While we have well-being, it is wise to do what we can to strengthen and protect our health. Our lives are busy, so we need something we can do easily every day, even several times a day if we feel under the weather. If we have a chronic health condition, we need something we can do to relieve our symptoms and to encourage our overall sense of well-being. If we are confronting a life-threatening diagnosis, we need something we can do between our trips to the doctor, something that will restore our sense of wholeness and our visceral memory of health. When we receive a serious diagnosis, we need healing on several fronts. We need to heal the illness. We need to heal the underlying condition leading to the illness, which has been building up for many years. We need to heal the trauma of the diagnosis. We need something that will make us more comfortable and help balance the side effects of medications and needed medical procedures. We also need to grow into a more healthful way of being with ourselves.

Michael Gnatt, M.D., sat opposite a patient who, in her seventies, still took dance class. Katherine had polyps and a family history of colon cancer. She had regular screenings, and was told she could wait five years before the next checkup. Three and a half years later, she followed her intuition that something was wrong and was diagnosed with colon cancer. Sitting with her internist, she was so agitated with grief, fear, and rage that she couldn’t address important treatment decisions. Seeing that they were at an impasse, Gnatt invited her to the treatment table for Reiki. Twenty minutes later, Katherine was refreshed and centered. By the next day, she had sorted out exactly what treatment she wanted, and where. She said her Reiki treatment was like dancing, in that she felt her breath move throughout her body.

Reiki can provide quiet, steady support for all levels of healing and growth. For those who choose to learn to practice Reiki, that support is as always within reach. Just adding Reiki can transform our lifestyle into a healthful one. As a young woman with lupus said, “With the help of Reiki, I am able to choose new ways of being that have invited balance, harmony and wholeness into my life.”




HEALTH BASICS

A very simple holistic perspective identifies three functions our bodies need to perform optimally in order to maintain health and well-being: We need to breathe well, sleep well, and digest well. When these functions are optimized, we feel good overall and we have resilience. We can think of stress as anything that compromises these functions. Any loss of well-being is accompanied by a loss of functioning in at least one of these three areas, which quickly spreads to the others. Such weakened functioning is often subclinical, below the radar of biomedicine, but nonetheless undermines health and well-being.

When breathing, sleep, or digestion is weakened, we need to intervene to regain and maintain balanced, healthy function in all three areas. Sometimes rest alone is sufficient, but in today’s world, the art of resting has largely been lost. This is where Reiki can help. It gently carries you along the path to deep rest. As Reiki provides deep relaxation, the spiraling effects of stress begin to unravel. By improving breathing, sleep, and digestion, Reiki restores the functions that lead to recovery and wellness. Let’s take a closer look at each of these vital functions.


Breathing 

Healthy breathing is often overlooked, yet it is through the breath that tension and anxiety are naturally dissipated. When we breathe well, air is filtered and humidified by the nose, oxygen enters the bloodstream, carbon dioxide is exhaled, and inner organs receive gentle stimulation as the diaphragm expands and contracts and the ribs open.

Under stress, unhealthy breathing patterns such as mouth breathing and hyperventilation may occur, and stress can aggravate conditions such as asthma and chronic bronchitis. When we don’t breathe well, we may suffer from congestion in the nose or chest, or even lack adequate oxygen, and accumulate carbon dioxide. Not breathing well affects our state of mind and our ability to sleep.

Reiki treatment precipitates a rapid response in breathing for practitioner and recipient alike. Breathing typically shifts even as treatment is just beginning, with the breath becoming freer, more rhythmic, and open. As treatment progresses and the recipient approaches a profound state of meditative relaxation, the breath may become very quiet, as happens in deep meditation. (Yoga texts speak in depth about the connection between the breath and one’s mental state.)5

I was called to the ICU to treat a man of the cloth in his sixties, a vibrant communityleader who had been hospitalized for a couple of weeks with an unclear diagnosis. It was painful for his wife of many years to see her husband restrained as he ranted in his bed. She knew nothing of Reiki but, desperate to effect a change in her husband’s state, decided to follow a friend’s recommendation. The minister was taking thirty or more breaths per minute when I began treatment (normal is twelve to sixteen). The monitor traced the change as he began to breathe more normally. By the end of the hour, he was breathing just slightly faster than normal and was no longer agitated. He was moved out of the ICU the next day.


Sleep 

We all know the velvety texture of deep sleep. We awake clearheaded, with a sense of the sweetness of life. The body and mind experience a natural phase of detoxification and rejuvenation during deep sleep that is irreplaceable (except perhaps by profound meditation).

Difficulty sleeping is usually the first recognized symptom of stress, even though compromised breathing actually occurs first. If persistent, sleep disturbance or deprivation can lead to fatigue, difficulty concentrating, achy muscles (as occurs in fibromyalgia), and impaired immune functioning. Fatigue often leads to overeating and/or reliance on stimulants in a misguided attempt to restore vitality, both of which disrupt natural digestive rhythms and our ability to nourish ourselves.

People receiving Reiki often relax into a deep, sleeplike meditative state that is profoundly refreshing to body and mind. Whether or not this happens, even people with a long history of insomnia often sleep better the first night after Reiki treatment or their first Reiki class. Many of my Reiki students, particularly those who are HIV+, have had to take medications that interfered with sleep. Sleeping medications didn’t solve the problem and left them groggy the next day. Students reported improved sleep once they began practicing Reiki on themselves, and many were able to stop taking sleeping medications altogether.

Sharon was a dynamic television producer whose career was cut short when she suffered damage to both sides of her brain after falling at work. Several years later, she still had constant pain, memory loss, and difficulty concentrating, and she walked with a cane. Sharon called her doctor when a new pain began in the right side of her neck and jaw. A few minutes of Reiki in his office gave her such relief that her doctor referred her to me for continued treatment. During our first session, Sharon was surprised that she dozed off a few times. She took a nap later that day and slept through the night for the first time in years. It occurred to her that the years of sleeplessness had contributed to her accident.


Digestion 

It is through the capacity to digest that we are nourished. And it is not simply our food that is digested; we need also to digest our experiences.

When we make it a point to eat well, choosing fresh food appropriate to the season and the time of day, sitting down in a calm environment and taking time to chew, and sitting for a while afterward or taking a gentle stroll, the body is able to use the nutrients efficiently and, just as efficiently, eliminate the waste. When we don’t attend to our digestive needs, the food we eat becomes toxic in our systems and the toxins gravitate toward the area of our constitutional weakness, setting the stage for disease.

Digestive upset may manifest as symptoms typical of irritable bowel syndrome, such as diarrhea, constipation, abdominal cramping, and nausea. Stress can aggravate chronic digestive diseases such as inflammatory bowel disease (ulcerative colitis and Crohn’s disease).

The digestive tract’s response to Reiki can be quite audible, with the abdominal gurgling called borborygmus frequently heard soon after the session starts. Clients often feel embarrassed and are quick to blame these noises on having had coffee, not having had coffee, just having finished a meal, having skipped a meal, or whatever is happening in their lives. I reassure them this belly music is a good thing, a clear sign that the body is responding and normalizing.

Digestive improvement shows up in many ways. Some people notice their appetite returns, or find themselves attracted to more healthful foods or enjoying preparing meals. Many experience a return to normal bowel function, even after a long history of constipation. Symptoms of irritable bowel syndrome or Crohn’s disease may be calmed by a single session, but repeated treatment will give deeper balancing and longer-lasting benefits.




REIKI AND INSOMNIA

In 2004, I gave a presentation and taught Reiki at the Integrative Approaches to Depression conference sponsored by the Program in Integrative Medicine at the University of Arizona. I was riveted by the presentation given by Rubin Naiman, Ph.D., clinical assistant professor of medicine at the Program in Integrative Medicine and sleep specialist at Tucson’s Miraval Resort. Naiman’s lecture and our subsequent conversations gave me the scientific backstory for what I had long observed in my clients.

According to Naiman, it’s rare to find Americans who are still experiencing deep sleep by their fiftieth birthday. He sees sleep disorders as the number-one health
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