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Further Praise for Power of the Five Elements


“Dr. Charles Moss catapults the discipline of Five Element acupuncture into the contemporary framework of an individual’s response to life’s stressors. His Five Adaptation Types each embody the qualities of an element, and he lucidly animates them with snapshot stories from his clinical practice. This is the inevitable next step of integrating the classical Five Element model into modern medicine’s understanding of mind-body dynamics.”

–Joseph M. Helms, MD, president of Helms Medical Institute and founding president of the American Academy of Medical Acupuncture




“Dr. Charles Moss, a masterful physician and acupuncturist, penetrates the mysteries of classical Chinese medical thinking to give us a truly useful guide to meeting life’s challenges. He demystifies this deeply thoughtful approach to health while honoring its physical, emotional, and spiritual insights. Dr. Moss makes ancient wisdom immediately applicable to dealing with modern stress, giving us clear, specific instruction for using our adaptive strengths to live a healthy, more conscious life.”

–Martin L. Rossman, MD, Dipl. Ac. (NCCAOM), author of Guided Imagery for Self-Healing




“This book is a must-read for everyone who wants the answer to two questions: What makes a person vulnerable to illness and premature aging? What brings a person vibrant health? I loved it and highly recommend it.”

–Bill Bachrach, CSP, CPAE, author of Values-Based Financial Planning
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Foreword

There have been many books written about acupuncture, and surely there are many more to come. Thus, what is most important in each addition to this body of literature is the new information, new insights, and new strategies that contribute to both those who practice some form of Eastern medicine and to those who hope to benefit from that practice.

Dr. Charles Moss has compiled a book, based on more than thirty years of clinical experience, that addresses both of these groups. Relatively few books about acupuncture have been written by physicians who have chosen to specialize in acupuncture. Dr. Moss’s medical background gives him a unique viewpoint, which provides one of the major contributions of Power of the Five Elements.

Dr. Moss builds on the seminal work of Dr. Hans Selye, whose insight into the effects of stress on health and how people adapt to such stress remains at the leading edge of the various scientific studies conducted by proponents of the holistic health movement. Dr. Moss traces the human response to stress from its impact on the endocrine system, to specific areas of the central nervous system, and ultimately to the immune system, thereby creating a clear picture of the consequences of poor adaptations to stress. This hard scientific analysis is then married to an explanation of how the theories of Eastern medicine, especially regarding the Five Elements, can be tools for modulating unhealthy responses to stress, and can in fact foster a return to health. These tools can be used by all who are interested in learning more about what makes them tick, and can expand the options of acupuncturists who are not primarily trained in the Five Element tradition.

One of the major components of this tradition is its emphasis on spirit. It is fitting that Moss explains the “spirit” aspects of each Element, and talks about how people can use this knowledge to transform stress-inducing experiences into opportunities for growth. In the Five Element tradition, this is referred to as the transformation of the Virtues inherent in each of the Elements.

The book is filled with numerous references to clinical studies, as well as selected vignettes from Dr. Moss’s own practice. Dr. Moss suggests multiple ways individuals can improve their health if they are willing to invest their time and energy. Also, he provides a questionnaire to help people identify in themselves which Element Type might be most out of balance.

Finally, I would be remiss if I didn’t mention that I have known Dr. Moss for several decades, and can attest to the sincerity of his devotion to his chosen profession. For those who have never before read a book about acupuncture, Power of the Five Elements is an excellent introduction.

—Peter Eckman, MD, PhD, MAc(UK)
Author of In the Footsteps               
of the Yellow Emperor                     


Preface

The 1960s were a revolutionary time. The Vietnam War, assassinations, race riots, the counter-culture, drugs, sex, and rock and roll were all part of daily life. Tradition and authority were freely questioned. Following your own path in life was the norm. In 1968, wanting to understand what makes each person susceptible to stress, premature aging, and disease, I entered medical school full of idealism and keen to explore the connection between mind and body. Reflecting the times, I was open-minded, wanting to experience many things that my predecessors in medical school had shunned. I didn’t know then that my career would take me to the forefront of a revolution in medicine bridging the gap between ancient wisdom and modern medicine.

The environment in medical school during this time was not isolated from the societal climate that was questioning authority and tradition. At one point there were armed riot police stationed throughout the school to prevent antiwar demonstrations from closing it down. In the midst of all this, I began to question the medical practice model being presented to me. I was bothered by the fact that there was little understanding of why a person is prone to certain symptoms and illness; why one person develops stress-related disease, while another in the same situation gets stronger from the experience; and what stimulates the healing response. There was some discussion of the effect of emotions on health in psychosomatic diseases such as asthma, but the understanding of the mechanism was limited and even in these cases treatment was focused on the disease process, not the person who had the disease. Even then I knew there had to be a better way to approach health.

I did have a few teachers in medical school, including several from Great Britain, who were able to look more completely at the whole person. These doctors had one thing in common: they knew how to listen to patients. They did not rely on laboratory testing and X-rays nearly as much as the rest of the teaching staff. They looked at the whole person, carefully examined him, and took into account his entire history.

I remember in 1968 hearing a professor of neurology, Dr. S.M. Megahed, discussing the importance of listening to everything the patient had to say while observing with exquisite precision how they spoke and the emotions they expressed. He emphasized the importance of touching the patient, and the amount of information that a detailed examination would provide. His caring nature influenced me. He approached each person as unique, leading to a greater understanding of the process that resulted in the patient’s illness. Instead of focusing solely on making a medical diagnosis, Dr. Megahed looked at the whole person.

During my second year in medical school, 1969, I began practicing yoga and meditation and gave up my typical American diet of high fat, convenience foods, and few vegetables and adopted a macrobiotic diet. Based on Eastern medicine concepts, macrobiotics was popularized by Michio Kushi and George Ohsawa, Japanese acupuncturists and nutritionists. The diet includes brown rice, cooked vegetables, sea vegetables, and fish. After several weeks on a macrobiotic diet, I had lost weight, increased my energy dramatically, and begun to experience greater mental clarity. Practicing yoga and meditation helped me stay calm and focused through the cauldron that was medical school and life in the late 1960s. This experiment in a new lifestyle taught me that diet, exercise, and meditation can make an enormous difference in well-being. But, in 1969, this realization, though undeniable, was revolutionary and far outside the scope of medical education and practice. I was convinced that I had to follow my own path and create a way to work with people that included what I was learning for myself.

A dramatic turning point for me occurred in 1971 when James Reston, a New York Times reporter traveling in China, was given acupuncture for postoperative pain after having an emergency appendectomy performed in Beijing. His report of this experience opened the eyes of many to the possibilities of using this ancient Chinese art. To support Reston’s report, the Chinese gladly made public videotapes of patients who received acupuncture anesthesia for surgical procedures. The sight of these patients, completely awake and smiling during surgery while white-garbed acupuncturists twirled needles placed in the outside of the ear for anesthesia, was stunning. These images shook the medical establishment, along with me and my classmates, to the core. How could the Chinese use this ancient and relatively unknown (in the West) technique to provide surgical anesthesia and reduce postoperative pain? It seemed so mysterious and foreign to us, and it certainly caught my attention. I remember sitting in the medical school cafeteria with my classmates watching a television report about these surgeries. We all looked at each other in utter amazement. It was unfathomable.

Although I had been interested in Eastern ideas during medical school, I did not envision acupuncture and traditional Chinese medicine as being my true path until several years later, after my internship. My search led me to a lecture by J.R. Worsley, an English physiotherapist, who spoke about a little-known aspect of Chinese medicine, the Five Elements. While I only had the opportunity to hear a brief lecture, what Worsley said made more sense than anything I had heard in medical school. He provided an answer to the question of what defines health and the ways in which each person is vulnerable to illness and premature aging. I knew that if it were ever possible, I would want to study with this man. It wasn’t until years later that our paths would cross again.

After my internship, I moved to Hawaii, where I worked as a general practitioner for Kaiser Permanente during the day and volunteered in the acupuncture clinic at the Kaiser hospital in Waikiki at night. The clinic primarily treated patients who were referred from the rest of the Kaiser system after failing to respond to standard medical treatments. I had no previous experience in acupuncture, but soon saw enough to know that I wanted to learn more. The acupuncturist at the clinic, Dr. W. Yeung, was a physician from Taiwan. He spoke almost no English, making communication with his patients extremely limited. I would take a history from the patients, Dr. Yeung would look at their tongues and take their pulses, and then, after a moment of thought, he’d give me a list of acupuncture points in which to place the needles. The patients would then rest for twenty minutes with the needles in place, usually experiencing a profound sense of relaxation. I soon recognized the power of acupuncture, after seeing ailments such as chronic pain, headaches, asthma, and fatigue improved by these treatments. However, even though I saw how effective acupuncture was, Dr. Yeung was unable to provide any background on how it worked.

I had continued to practice acupuncture after I left Kaiser, using what I did learn from Dr. Yeung. But while I was seeing gratifying results from these treatments, I still needed to understand more about the mechanisms and especially the philosophy underlying Chinese medicine. At that time there was no formal training program in acupuncture in the United States. Other than weekend courses that taught formulas, not underlying concepts, the only centers where one could study acupuncture were in Asia and Europe. I was still seeking an opportunity to satisfy this need for further knowledge when, several months later, I received an invitation to join a class being taught in England by J.R. Worsley, whom I had heard speak two years earlier.



PART ONE
Adaptation and Health




CHAPTER 1

Knowing How to Be

KNOWING HOW AND MIND-BODY MEDICINE


Thus Knowing How is the maintenance of life.
Do not fail to observe the Four Seasons
And to adapt to heat and cold,
To Harmonize elation and anger
And to be calm in activity as in rest …
In this way having deflected the perverse energies
There will be long life and everlasting vision.

—from the Nei Jing Su Wen



The Beginning

It was 1975, in a manor house hidden in the woods outside Oxford, England, far removed from the austere lecture halls of medical school, that I began my exploration of a unique traditional acupuncture system known as the Five Elements. I’d come to Oaken Holt hoping for answers to two questions that had never been addressed in my medical school training. What makes a person vulnerable to illness and premature aging? And what brings a person vibrant health? The insights gained in this first experience with the Five Elements, and during the next thirty years of practice, would alter forever not only my life, but the lives of thousands of my patients.

The College of Traditional Acupuncture had been founded several years earlier to teach the insights that J.R. Worsley had gained while studying acupuncture in the 1950s. Worsley, a nattily dressed English osteopath with a sharp wit and warm smile, was part of a group of European acupuncturists exploring how best to apply these ideas to Western culture. He discovered that this ancient form of acupuncture, the Five Elements, was the most profound and applicable aspect of traditional Chinese medicine for helping patients recover from illness and regain adaptation. (Science defines adaptation as the ability to adjust to changing circumstances and the challenges of life without suffering the consequences.)

Worsley was excited to have medical doctors study his methods. He called me aside a few days into the class and said that I would learn best if I put what I had heard in medical school aside and looked at patients from a new perspective. He emphasized that symptoms and unhealthy behaviors were always reflections of an imbalance in one of the Five Elements, preventing the body, mind, and spirit from regaining adaptation and knowing how. He was adamant that the goal was never to just relieve symptoms, but to regain the energetic balance of the Element. He emphasized that health and illness were a matter of energetic balance, that events early in life could change a person’s underlying constitutional energy and lead to disease vulnerability, and that healthy aging depended on understanding this constitutional pattern. Drawing on this most ancient form of Chinese medicine, Worsley presented a systematic method that teaches people how to adapt and stay healthy in the face of life’s challenges. As Worsley described his method, I remember thinking that he was not speaking as an English osteopath but as a man with the kind of deep insights that had arisen originally in ancient China.

Premature aging and most illnesses are the result of failed adaptation, which leads to elevated levels of the main stress hormone, cortisol, and to changes in the midbrain, the area that interfaces emotions and hormonal secretions. Poor adaptation sets the stage for many chronic diseases, including diabetes, heart disease, cancer, depression, and autoimmune disorders. Ancient Chinese physicians, though not aware of the mechanisms modern medicine has since discovered, still were cognizant of the importance of adaptation in maintaining health and longevity.

Many people are asking the same questions today—how can I prevent stress-induced disease and how can I get older without aging prematurely? The answers are contained in knowing how to be, the ancient prescription for adaptation that is as relevant today as it was in China in 200 BCE. During the past thirty years I have combined these Taoist ideas with modern mind-body medicine and nutritional therapies to help my patients regain the adaptive powers of knowing how.

The Chinese Taoist physicians realized that the path to “immortality” was dependent on maintaining physical health as well as focusing on the life of the spirit. The Nei Jing, the great text of the world’s first truly holistic health-care system, described in a systematic manner how to adapt and thrive through knowing how. The Taoists learned that they could enhance longevity through internal transformation, meditation, breathing, exercise, and diet. Their greatest insight into healthy aging was the recognition that self-knowledge, positive attitudes, and spiritual practice ward off disease and improve a person’s chances of living a long and healthy life.

I remember to this day when I recognized the power of the Five Elements in regaining health and adaptation. It was my first program at Oaken Holt, in 1975. The acupuncture clinic was on the first floor of the manor house, next to the Quonset hut where classes were held. We interviewed Samuel, a thin, timid, middle-aged man disabled from chronic neck pain and fatigue. We focused our questions on what the pain felt like and what made it better or worse. When we finished questioning Samuel, Worsley came up, shook his hand, and asked whom he respected the most in his life and who respected him. Samuel, taken aback for a moment, had a hard time answering those questions, as well as queries about his father, who was killed in World War II, when Samuel was fourteen.

Worsley (or J.R., as we affectionately called him) diagnosed Samuel as having a Metal causative factor. He treated Samuel with acupuncture, stimulating points on his chest and arms. Two days later Samuel returned, smiling and appearing much more relaxed. His pain was 90 percent relieved, his energy and mood tremendously better. I was stunned by the change.

Samuel’s current pain, J.R. explained, was derived from a poorly adapted Metal Element energy that had been injured in childhood by the loss of his father and was manifesting now in not only pain but in poor self-esteem and a pervasive sense of loss. Treating the underlying energetic imbalance with acupuncture freed Samuel to adapt more effectively and regain knowing how. The connection between earlier traumas and events and the specificity of later health consequences was a basic tenet of these concepts, something modern medicine was unable to explain. I realized then that the answers to my questions about health and aging well were to be found in that manor house in the Midlands of England. I would find later in my own practice that my patients’ knowledge of the Five Elements was itself a path for adaptation and regaining knowing how.

In the early 1980s I became aware of a new field in mind-body medicine, psychoneuroimmunolgy, which was beginning to explain how lifelong attitudes and behavior led to premature aging and disease. Striking to me was the similarity between the knowing how of the Five Elements and this new research. I have since helped my patients regain adaptation with a synthesis of these ancient Taoist truths and cutting-edge research on the function of brain. My findings have led to the formulation of the Five Adaptation Types, an integration of ancient wisdom and modern science that has become a road map to stress resistance and healthy aging.

Today, though Chinese medicine has made great inroads into the landscape of the American health-care delivery system, the wisdom of its conceptual framework has often been overlooked. Most current treatment with acupuncture and Chinese herbs is tailored to the disease model of Western medicine, ignoring the basis of the ancient system. Yet, knowing how is possibly the most important contribution ever made by Chinese medicine for improving health, reducing stress, and ensuring healthy aging. The Five Elements, as I learned thirty years ago in England and am still learning today from my patients, are the conduit for applying these brilliant insights from 2,500 years ago to health issues in our own stressful times.

Knowing How to Be

In 400 BCE, the mythical Yellow Emperor asked Chi P’o, his most trusted health advisor, how one can achieve a long and healthy life. His answer: “Observe your environment, don’t get chilled or hot, balance the emotions, remain calm, and know yourself.” His response was clear—to achieve “long life and everlasting vision,” stay adapted, learn about yourself, pay attention to your environment, and reduce your response to stress. Would we say anything different now? In my practice during the past thirty years I have used these ideas, as well as others from that fertile time, to support my patients in their quest for healthy aging, stress management, and recovery from illness. Adopting the wisdom of the Taoist sages can indeed bring “everlasting vision” and a path for remaining well amid the stress and chaos of the modern world. This is the knowing how to be of the ancient sages.

I first read the Nei Jing Su Wen Ling Shu, the classic of internal medicine written by Huangdi, the Yellow Emperor, while I was in medical school. The most famous of the ancient medical texts and the basis for Chinese medicine, this book was compiled during the Han dynasty (206 BCE-220 CE), a prolific time in Chinese history, when Taoism and Confucianism flourished and the laws of the Five Elements influenced all aspects of society and medicine. Compilation of many of the great books of Chinese thought—Tao Te Ching, I Ching, and Nei Jing—occurred at that time. During this era the understanding of the human condition and of methods for enhancement of spiritual, mental, and physical health took a leap forward as great as at any other time in human history.

The Nei Jing was written in two parts, the Su Wen (Simple Questions) and the Ling Shu (Spiritual Axis), which together describe the mental, emotional, and spiritual aspects of Chinese medicine. Though they are regarded as the great books of Chinese medicine, these texts are difficult to decipher and apply to modern medical practice. In the late 1990s I found a new translation of Chapter Eight of the Ling Shu called “Rooted in Spirit,” written by French Jesuit priest Claude Larre and Elisabeth Rochat de la Vallee. Though the Ling Shu was written in 200 BCE, this new translation revealed frequent references to adaptation as the basis of maintaining health and longevity that were similar to what modern stress research has demonstrated. With a greater appreciation of the practices of the Taoist physicians provided by this new translation, I was able to combine this ancient wisdom with current research on adaptation, stress, and longevity to create the Five Adaptation Types.

One phrase in Chapter Eight of the Ling Shu stood out in particular: “The patient is the product and author of life’s standards and of the control of the breaths and the meridians. The stability and firmness of life’s lines, the permanent rooting in the spirits, are nothing more than a perpetual changing—a permanent process of adaptation.” The ideas in this quote detail how the Taoists used the concept of adaptation.

Personal responsibility is implied in the patient’s being the “author of life’s standards and the control of the meridians and breaths.” Lifestyle choices that enhance the ability to adapt (meditation or relaxation techniques, exercise, and proper diet) bring the “control” needed to maintain healthy aging. If through inadequate self-care or external circumstances a person loses this ability to adapt, he or she loses the rooting in the “spirits” necessary for health and longevity. Spirits in this context are the properties that are “stored” in each of the Five Elements and provide the power to adapt.

The loss of control over the meridians and breaths is the same as the loss of control over cortisol (the main stress hormone from the adrenal glands), normal physiology, and homeostasis. If adaptation fails, then people can get lost in their illness; they lose the stability of life’s lines, the unfolding of their potential in life. The phrase “product and author of life’s standards” implies personal decisions and actions will promote adaptation. Conforming to society’s standards of behavior, working for the general good, and being just and moral are just a few of these life standards.

Attitude and Adaptation

Psychoneuroimmunology research has found that attitudes that prevent effective adaptation—pessimism, for example—are strongly associated with heart disease and premature aging through elevated cortisol levels. This is remarkably similar to the Taoist idea in the Nei Jing that loss of knowing how, manifested by unhealthy attitudes and behaviors specific to each of the Five Elements, underlies most disease and premature aging.

One of my most memorable long-term patients, Helen, a woman in her early seventies, had an incredibly challenging life. Her husband had been killed in a plane crash, leaving Helen to raise three young children. The youngest child was autistic and needed constant attention and support. Despite these tremendous responsibilities, Helen found time to volunteer at homeless shelters, becoming a pillar in her community. Helen was the person everyone turned to when they needed a hand to get through tough times. She came to see me to help her maintain her energy and well-being and to enable her to continue on her path despite her advancing age.

What had brought her this ability to adapt so well? The ancient Chinese would say she had a strong connection to her essential nature, or Tao, giving her perspective on these medical problems. She was in a state of knowing how to be, having conduct that “follows the directives of the Heart and details the things that adapt an individual perfectly to their human status between Heaven and Earth.” Some come by this ability naturally; the rest of us have to use all our resources to develop a mindful and conscious awareness in the face of great challenges. In current mind-body research, this state is known as “psychological hardiness,” a term defined by Dr. S.C. Kobasa, and further described in Chapter Five.

Psychologically hardy individuals are more resistant to stressful situations, are able to “deflect the perverse energies” of stress, and despite the circumstances do not become maladapted, instead maintaining their “everlasting vision.” What gives them the ability to manifest equanimity and maintain knowing how? One answer to this very important question is the traits they inherently possess.

From a modern mind-body perspective knowing how to be is synonymous with health-enhancing personality traits such as living a life with “good conduct,” as well as generosity, compassion, and understanding. Psychoneuroimmunolgy has also identified many of the health-enhancing effects of attitudes and behaviors. The most important of these include optimism, the ability to recover from loss, psychological hardiness (defined by Kobasa as seeing life’s difficulties as a challenge, committing to something bigger than oneself, and feeling in control despite the circumstances), and finding meaning in life. All of these traits have been shown to enhance adaptation and reduce the incidence of serious disease. Together these attributes comprise a part of knowing how. Remarkably, each of these traits was discussed in the Nei Jing two thousand years ago and was associated with one of the Five Elements and Adaptation Types. Based on both the ancient wisdom of the Nei Jing and the science of psychoneuroimmunolgy, each of the Five Adaptation Types (which are based on the Five Elements) is related to specific aspects of knowing how, attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors that increase adaptation. The Types also describe the ways that adaptation can fail for each person, putting them at risk for stress-induced disease. The Adaptation Types provide a map for understanding how to transform stressful situations, regain adaptation, and enhance the chances for healthy aging.

Every person possesses the ability to connect to that quiet inner place of adaptation where wisdom resides and stress has no impact. Every person has a sage within. Meditation, breathing, quieting, being in nature, and understanding the Adaptation Types bring access to this life-enhancing wisdom and to maintaining health in body, mind, and spirit.

Loss of Knowing How

The Five Elements are based on the core concepts of Chinese medicine: yin, yang, qi, jing, and shen. These are discussed in depth in Chapter Two, “The Five Elements of Adaptation.” For now I’ll just say that in Chinese medicine, qi energy patterns define health and disease, physical, emotional, and spiritual.

Qi is a concept that defies easy definition in medical science. It represents the electrical/mechanical/biochemical flux of energy that travels through every cell in the body. It is a diffuse underpinning of all functions of body and mind. The ancient Chinese defined qi by what it did rather than what is was. They identified several types of qi in the body—nourishing, defensive, and ancestral. For our purposes, I use qi to describe the underlying energy of each of the Five Element complexes, which include organ systems and sense organs, as well as emotions, attitudes, behaviors, and spiritual states. Regaining adaptation and knowing how depends on improving the qi energy for each of the Elements through the techniques described in later chapters of this book.

Every person has a unique constitutional energetic signature, established in the earliest moments of life. This energetic pattern is influenced by both genetics and early experience and lays the groundwork for a person’s life orientation, attitudes, behaviors and beliefs. No one has perfectly balanced qi throughout life. At some point—often in childhood—illness, emotional trauma, or unhealthy parenting leads to an energetic imbalance in one of the Elements, an imbalance that determines a person’s Adaptation Type. The Five Elements and their organ system and energetic correspondences are as follows: Wood: Liver and Gall Bladder; Fire: Heart and Small Intestine; Earth: Stomach and Spleen; Metal: Lung and Colon; and Water: Bladder and Kidneys. (See Figure 1.1.) Understanding the attributes and functions of the Adaptation Types provides my patients a means to change attitudes and behaviors, recognize the patterns that create stress, regain adaptation, and stay on their own unique path to health and longevity. (See Figure 1.2.)

For example, the individual who is a Wood Adaptation Type is typically hard driving, goal oriented, and competitive. When someone’s Wood Element energy is well adapted, that person finds a way to get around impediments, to reach goals, and to maintain a sense of control over his or her destiny. Maintaining flexibility and the vision to make new plans, well-adapted Wood Adaptation Types have a great capacity to remake themselves, renew their energy, and charge ahead. However, with a maladapted Wood Element, goals that are thwarted or change that is inhibited lead to anger, impatience, frustration, or even hostility. (Current research links hostility with increased risk for heart disease, hypertension, cancer, and premature aging.) Maladaptation, anger, and impatience cannot be transformed into forgiveness and appropriate action, core attributes of the Wood Adaptation Type. Altering the energy of the Wood Element through techniques described later in this book can access the positive attributes of forgiveness and patience, which reduces hostile behavior and stress hormone production, increasing the chance for healthy aging.
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FIGURE 1.1 The Five Elements and Their Organ Correspondences
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FIGURE 1.2 Transformations of the Five Elements

I have been teaching physicians to use Five Element acupuncture for the past twenty years. In a seminar that my colleagues and I recently gave, one of our students brought in a patient who was the construction supervisor for a forty-story office building. John was a big gruff man who looked like a lumberjack. He was so organized and detail oriented that he was able to keep the blueprints for this incredibly complex task in his memory as he oversaw each step of construction.

John came to us with severe migraine headaches. Though he was good at his job, he experienced frustration and anger dealing with his supervisors, who he thought lacked his own kind of initiative and insight. His anger was not limited to work. He found himself frequently in conflict with friends and family. John had many of the characteristics of hostility: mistrusting, impatience, and anger. He responded well to acupuncture; his headaches were lessened and he felt more at ease. In addition, he learned techniques from us to balance the energy of the Wood Element that further reduced the level of his hostile behavior. Most important, he understood that the roots of his hostile behavior were a manifestation of his Adaptation Type, and that he could make changes to bring about greater adaptation. The Nei Jing image of “long life and everlasting vision” depends on altering attitudes such as hostility while enhancing the positive qualities of each Element.

Everyone’s mental makeup includes some aspects based on their Adaptation Type that create vulnerability to stress and a loss of adaptation. For Bob, a Wood Adaptation Type, inflexibility and a need for control in his relationship contributed to headaches and chronic back pain. For Harry, a Metal Adaptation Type, his perfectionism and his inability to accept change led to chronic sinus problems and fatigue.

With Sally, an Earth Adaptation Type, her desire to please everyone else while not caring for herself resulted in chronic stomach pain. Instead of learning to get her needs met, she focused on coming to the rescue of friends and family. (When Sally consulted her primary care doctor because of her upset stomach, instead of seeing the connection between her behavior and the symptoms of maladaptation, the doctor gave her an acid-blocking medication and sent her home.)

The symptoms all these patients were experiencing pointed to a loss in their ability to adapt.

The Tao of Louie

Before I get to the specifics of the science of adaptation and the Adaptation Types, let me tell you about my grandfather Louie, a man who had a great influence on my life. He lived to be ninety-four, with virtually no medical problems. His life certainly did not start off stress free. He grew up in Russia near the city of Minsk. In 1911, as a teenager, he left a life of great hardship for America, with little money but great hopes. He traveled by land across all of Europe. After overcoming tremendous obstacles, he eventually arrived in Holland to take a steamship to New York. Like many immigrants of that era, he arrived penniless in the New World and worked diligently to make enough money to send to his family, still in Russia. Louie had many ups and downs adjusting to this new life, coping with the Great Depression and two world wars. Eventually he became a successful businessman in New York. Through it all he stayed healthy.

Louie, a deeply religious man, lived near the ocean in Brooklyn, New York. Every day he walked on the boardwalk, seeing and talking to many friends, breathing the sea air, and appreciating the rhythms of the ocean and nature. He consistently ate small meals, avoiding red meat and sweets. He held strong moral and political views and didn’t hesitate to send letters to members of Congress and presidents. He once proudly showed me the letters he had received in return from every president from FDR to Ronald Reagan. Though science has yet to identify all the qualities that led to his resilience and health, I’m sure that his longevity was influenced by his exercise, diet, deeply held beliefs, and strong ties with his community. When he was ninety, I asked him what he thought the keys were to his remarkable health. This is what he said: “Don’t eat too much, go for walks, and don’t worry about life.”

People like Louie can teach all of us about preventing maladaptation and increasing longevity. He realized what he needed to adapt to his life’s challenges. Perhaps the extraordinary stress of the first decades of his life led him to develop greater resilience. I have seen in my practice that each person has an opportunity to learn and grow from life’s challenges. The Chinese ideogram for crisis combines two aspects, danger and opportunity. My patients who have responded to a crisis as an opportunity for change have reduced their stress response and improved their resiliency; those that have not often have become maladapted, which has led to physical and emotional problems.

The ancient Taoists knew that altering attitudes and behaviors led to wellness. The Five Elements are an individualized guide to attributes and abilities that lead to resiliency, health, longevity, and—as the Nei Jing states—“aliveness and newness moment to moment.”

A Pot of Rice

The Chinese language is written as ideograms, which represent concepts and situations with pictures rather than words. The word for health is a picture of a pot of boiling rice over an open flame, covered by a lid. How does this translate into health? Let’s look at what happens when a pot of rice is cooked. The flame creates a constantly changing dynamic among the rice, water, and steam. If the lid is too tight the rice will boil over. If the lid is too loose, the rice will not cook in a timely manner. If the pot is not tended to, the rice will not cook properly, and the nourishment of the food will be lost. There is no steady state: the flame, water temperature, and steam all are in a state of flux. Though cooking rice is a relatively simple task, the flame does need adjusting, the lid needs attention, and the length of time the rice cooks requires monitoring.

Health, like the pot of rice, requires tending. Stirring, adjusting the flame, and moving the lid are obvious needs when cooking rice. Adapting well to the changing circumstances and challenges everyone faces requires tending the internal “pot of rice.” Accomplishing this requires attention, skill, knowledge, commitment, self-awareness, and intention.

Balancing the energies of the Five Elements is the basis of staying healthy and well adapted. The Elements, like boiling rice, are never static, but are always interacting and readjusting. Imagine the iron pot as the Metal Element, the rice as the Earth Element, the fire as the Fire Element, the wood for the fire as the Wood Element, and the water in the pot as the Water Element. These are all necessary to create the “rice of health.” Without one, the rest would be useless. Without enough wood, the fire would not be hot enough to cook the rice. Without enough water, the rice would burn and be inedible. Without the pot, nothing would happen. Within us, as with the boiling rice, all the Elements must work as One. Health is the outcome of the balanced activity of all the Elements. Adaptation occurs when all the Elements are doing their “job” in adjusting to changing circumstances.


CHAPTER 2

The Elements

THE FIVE ELEMENTS OF ADAPTATION


The interaction of the Five Elements brings harmony and everything is in order. At the end of one year, the sun has completed its course and everything starts anew. This is comparable to a ring that has neither beginning nor end.

— from the Nei Jing



The Five Elements

One of my strongest memories of time spent at Oaken Holt studying with Worsley is of the walks we took behind the Quonset huts. A beautiful and enormous oak tree stood in the middle of a verdant field surrounded by the rich woods of the Midlands of England. A small stream ran through the field, and big boulders were strewn about haphazardly. J.R. would look at the class of twenty students and remark that we need to study nature to understand the Five Elements. He pointed to the oak tree as an example of the Wood Element, saying, “Nature is your greatest teacher.” The stream that bubbled through small waterfalls as it crossed the field was the Water Element. The boulders scattered around the field represented the Metal Element. The bright sun above us was the Fire Element, and the Earth Element was the field itself. Experience has taught me he was right; the way to understand the function of the Elements in my patients and myself has been to become a careful observer of the laws of nature.

He made the point that we embody all the Elements, like a year has all the seasons. Only when the energy of an Element is




























The Five Elements: Basis of the Adaptation Types














The Five Elements in Modern China





Qi, Yin, Yang, and Tao









Meridians and Points




Maintaining Knowing How




Knowing How and Susceptibility to Illness




	Genetics or early childhood trauma leads to imbalance of one of the Five Elements (Adaptation Type).

	Knowing how for that Element is less effective, changing the person’s “world view.”

	Loss of the transformational aspect of knowing how alters perceptions and expectations.

	Increased stress response occurs.

	Maladaptation results, causing elevated cortisol and disease susceptibility.

	Recovery of adaptation is impaired unless energetic balance of the Constitutional Factor is improved.

	Knowing the Adaptation Type and improving knowing how are path to recovery.
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