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Disclaimer

This book describes the author’s personal experiences, obser­va­tions, and views on Zhineng Qigong, Yuan Gong, and related traditions. It is intended to inform, to inspire, and to support personal development.

The content is explicitly not medical, psy­cho­log­i­cal, or therapeutic advice and is not intended as a substitute for pro­fes­sional care. Nothing in this book should be construed as the diagnosis, treatment, or cure of any condition whatsoever. Qigong can be a valuable complement to con­ven­tional healthcare, but is emphat­i­cally not a replacement for it. If you have any physical or mental health concerns, always consult a licensed physician or other qualified healthcare provider. Never stop or change a prescribed treatment or medication without consulting your physician. Consult a physician before beginning Qigong or other exercises if you have a medical condition, are pregnant, are recovering from surgery or injury, or are under psychiatric or psy­cho­log­i­cal treatment.

Besides calm and vitality, intensive or prolonged practice can sometimes bring unresolved emotions or old experiences to the surface. Build up your practice calmly and gradually, force nothing, and do not hesitate to seek guidance from an experienced teacher or pro­fes­sional when something is set in motion that you cannot carry alone. The accounts of recovery and results in this book, including experiences from the Huáxià Zhineng Qigong Center and from the author’s own practice, are personal or second-hand. They are not scientific proof and do not constitute a guarantee or promise. Results vary from person to person, and no one can promise a particular effect.

Research, figures, and classical sources are mentioned in this book for illus­tra­tion and context, not as conclusive scientific proof. The more speculative passages are identified as such in the text. The author and the publisher accept no liability whatsoever for damage, injury, or other con­se­quences arising directly or indirectly from applying the information, exercises, or ideas in this book. Any use of the content is entirely at your own risk.





Dedicated to all my teachers,
seen and unseen.
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Introduction
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Introducing myself

Labels and cer­tifi­cates do not mean much to me. But for anyone who has never met me, they may offer something to hold on to: some sense of who is walking with you through this book.

I am self-taught and naturally curious about a great many things. For the past thirty years I have worked in IT. For just as long I have followed what I call the other path: Qigong, which I practice and sometimes teach, healing and shamanic work, and making things, from art to design. Those worlds may seem far apart, but for me they revolve around the same thing: getting to the heart of complex systems, and translating what is complicated into something that works.

Until 2012 I taught Qigong every week, along with the occasional in-depth workshop. Then my life took a turn I had not planned. As John Lennon sang, “Life is what happens to you while you’re busy making other plans.” I let go of the weekly group classes. What remained were the one-on-one lessons that arose of their own accord whenever an interested student crossed my path.

I have always remained a student myself, if only for the sense of togeth­er­ness, of merging into one shared Qi field that we call Zǔchǎng (组场). At various times I took weekly lessons in Arnhem, the Netherlands, with Arianne de Zwart, a teacher at the Chi Neng Institute. This past year I have been joining her online classes twice a week; she offers a lovely mix of levels 1 through 3, with an uplifting healing meditation on Sundays.

Much of what I know I taught myself, through trial and error. I do not like to make big claims about myself. A Mensa test showed that I am just short of gifted; I scored in the 94.5th percentile, while the cutoff is the 97th. Perfectly fine with me. What I have learned in thirty years of practice, I would rather share in this book than put on a résumé.

One more small thing. Partly through my shamanic training, I feel a strong bond with New Zealand and its indigenous people, the Māori. I suspect it has something to do with a past life, though of course such a thing cannot be proven. Funnily enough, my own roots point in a very different direction. When I traced my family tree, every ancestor I could trace, going back to 1580, turned out to come from Brabant, in the south of the Netherlands. That may explain my accent: even though I left Brabant over twenty years ago, you can still hear where I come from.

What follows is how I ended up on this path, and why I had to write this book.
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Foreword

I was about eleven years old. An ordinary afternoon, the same walk home from school. But something was different. The light was softer and at the same time brighter, colors were deeper, smells more intense. Everything seemed still, and yet it was humming with life. I felt held, as if I were becoming one with everything around me. I did not understand much of it and gave it no name, but forty years later I still remember every detail of that moment vividly, and I realize it was my first moment of spiritual awakening.

Only years later, when I began practicing Zhineng Qigong, did I recognize that feeling again. This time I understood it with my body. The same stillness, the same con­nect­ed­ness, the same Field. Something that had been waiting somewhere all those years.

This book is about the road that lies between that moment and now, and about what I learned along the way. Gradually I discovered that in a human life there are two movements at work that are often confused with each other. The American philosopher Ken Wilber gave them names that have stayed with me ever since: waking up and cleaning up. Waking up is the recognition of what you truly are, beyond the story and the person. Cleaning up, or as I prefer to call it, bringing home, is the welcoming back of everything that has split off over the course of a life: emotions that were once too big to carry and have since gone on to lead lives of their own.

The two do not replace each other. You can have a deep awakening experience and still carry unfelt parts within you. And you can work on yourself for years without ever examining who is actually doing the work. Neither path is better than the other; they complement each other beautifully. In fact, the first without the second carries a risk: awakening insight can quietly turn into an escape route, a way to skip over feelings instead of fully feeling them. The psy­chol­o­gist John Welwood called this spiritual bypassing. Fortunately, in my case it worked the other way around. My awakening experience made feeling easier, because I had begun to take things less personally. But in the people around me I have often seen stillness and insight act as a lid on a pot that actually wants to be opened.

And Qigong supports both movements. It gives the body and the Qi the space and the calm in which both the waking up and the bringing home can take place. That is what I want to show, step by step, in this book: how the practice lays the foundation on which these two movements find each other, until in the end they are no longer two.

That insight did not come out of nowhere. In my youth I was fascinated by Eastern martial arts. I explored all sorts of things, from aikido and karate to, eventually, Shaolin kung fu. My kung fu teacher was small and slight, and during a lesson he threw me over his shoulder with such ease that it felt almost magical. Something other than muscle power was clearly at work. That, I think, is where my fascination with Qi began, long before I had a name for it.

Around the age of twenty I took up Zhineng Qigong. At that time I worked as a web designer for Roy Martina, a Curaçao-born physician widely known in the Netherlands as a holistic doctor and bestselling author, and his stories about the medicine­less hospital in China sparked my enthusiasm. In those same years I built the first website for the Chi Neng Institute, which Patricia van Walstijn had founded. In 2000 I joined Patricia on a memorable Qigong journey to Thailand, where I met Clif and Galina Sanderson and learned a great deal about healing. I also took lessons with the Chinese teachers whom Patricia brought to the Netherlands through the Institute.

So I moved slowly from martial art to healing art, and learned what it means to let strength arise within softness.

After the first two levels of Zhineng I took a side trip to Yuan Gong, the system of Yuan Tze, and afterward returned to Zhineng, where I now practice level 3. I first learned level 3 in 2010 in New Zealand, but it did not fully take hold then. Only later did I understand why: I did not yet have enough of a foundation in level 2. When I took a level 3 workshop again a few years ago, it did fall into place. Whether my path will stay there, I do not know; it would not surprise me if it later moved back toward Yuan Gong. Both forms run throughout this book, and I have never seen them as competitors, but rather as two streams pointing to the same place.

Early in life I was already searching for answers to spiritual questions. A great-uncle of mine was a faith healer, so healing through intention felt fairly normal to me. For a long time I walked three paths side by side: Qigong, the shamanic path, and non-dualism. They spoke different languages, but for me they pointed in the same direction. From a young age I also had an aptitude for what is called ‘the paranormal’: moments of clairc­og­nizance, clairau­di­ence, and clair­voy­ance, a clear knowing, hearing, and seeing that came to me before I had any framework for them. Zhineng Qigong ultimately gave me a way to make sense of those perceptions and anchor them, by letting my con­scious­ness, energy, and body come together as one.

My under­stand­ing of healing changed fun­da­men­tally in those years. When my father became ill in 2012, I was initially convinced that I could, or even should, heal him. When he died, I felt not only grief but also turmoil, and I stopped giving healing sessions for a while. Only much later did I discover an even deeper layer beneath it; I return to this in chapter 3.

Since then, healing has no longer meant full recovery to me. It is a movement toward balance, which sometimes expresses itself in physical recovery, sometimes in softening, and sometimes in the capacity to carry what does not go away. My own years with injuries, illness, and nerve pain have taught me that something can be healed and unhealed at the same time. The pain can stay in the background, while the struggle against it disappears.

This book is the account of thirty years of practicing, searching, over­es­ti­mat­ing myself, being corrected, and starting over. I do not write as someone who has reached the final destination, but as someone who has slowly learned to intervene less in what naturally wants to unfold. The urgency to write it down now did not come during a quiet vacation. It came in the raw reality of caring for my partner, who developed long covid and was then sidelined by a car accident. In the period that followed, I was completely worn out physically and mentally, no matter how much Qigong I had practiced and how Zen I thought I was. That very period became the catalyst that fused thirty years of experience together. From then on, I had no choice but to write this book.

One thing up front: this is not a practice manual. I do not describe the forms step by step. There are already good books for that, and a teacher conveys a form better than any text can. This book is about the inside: what happens in body, Qi, and con­scious­ness, and where the practice leads.

I am also writing it because I know from experience how liberating, but also how confusing, it can be when the practice itself begins to fall away and makes room for pure presence. I hope my search can serve as a grounded guide for anyone who suspects that real change does not arise from practicing harder, but from being present differently. In this I follow what one of my teachers, Yuan Tze, calls a fundamental principle: zì dù, dù rén (自度度人), often rendered in English as ‘uplifting ourselves and helping others.’ I would put it more simply as ‘working on ourselves and helping others.’ The commitment to help others rests on the work we do on ourselves. That does not mean we have to be perfect, or first reach some ‘high level’ before we try to help others.

I am someone who sees connections that not everyone perceives right away. Sometimes it may seem as if I jump from one thing to another, but I hope that, reading between the lines, you will sense what it is really about. If this book gives even one person an insight, helps them see something differently, or helps heal something that once seemed beyond healing, then my mission is already accom­plished. And of course I hope it reaches many more people, and in this way contributes to the healing of all life on this planet.

One of my elementary school teachers once asked me what I wanted to be when I grew up. “A professor,” I said. “A professor of what?” he asked. “I don’t know,” I answered. “Aha,” he said, “then you’ll become a professor of not-know-ology!” It stuck, and now that I have finished this book, I think I have more or less succeeded. I will never be a real professor, but over the years I have become quite accom­plished in not-know-ology. Everything in here points, in the end, to a place where knowing lets go of itself and the practice dissolves into simply being present. And that not-knowing is what I wish for you too.




The journey through this book

This book is structured as a journey in six parts, and the order is not arbitrary. It follows the movement of the practice itself, from the outside in, and ultimately beyond the idea that there is still someone who practices.

Part I, The Gate, is the entrance. Here the practice begins and you get to know the body, the Qi, and con­scious­ness, and what healing means in this tradition.

Part II, The Blueprint, goes beneath the skin. We follow the meridians to their origin and find the central axis around which everything organizes itself.

Part III, The Energetic Body, brings you to the dantians and the palaces, the inner spaces where Qi gathers and is refined, and to the heart that is the true center of this practice.

Part IV, The Field, opens outward again. From the personal to the shared: the Qi field, the group, and the abilities that sometimes show themselves when con­scious­ness and Qi work together.

Part V, Movement and Stillness, returns to everyday practice. How do movement and stillness relate to each other, and what happens when you slowly begin to let go of the form?

Part VI, Beyond the Practice, is the arrival. Here the doer dissolves, the practice touches non-duality, and what was once called practice finally becomes simply living.

You do not have to read the parts strictly in this order, but if you do, you are carried along the same road that the practice itself travels. From the first step through the gate to a point where the practice is less a physical form and more a way of being present. Life itself becomes the practice, and the allowing and integrating of feelings simply continues. As I said, this is not a practice manual, and Qigong is best learned with a teacher present. If you would like to try something right away, turn to chapter 22. There you will find a guided meditation that you can have someone read aloud to you, and a simple exercise.




About the language in this book

This is the English edition of a book I first wrote in Dutch, Wanneer de oefening verdwijnt. Dutch is my mother tongue, so every sentence you read here has already made one crossing before it reached you. That crossing is not only practical. It is itself one of the themes of this book, and I return to it in the section ‘Lost in Translation.’

This translation follows American spelling and usage (color, center, elementary school). Quotations and book titles keep their original spelling.

The wisdom in this book is rooted in the Chinese tradition, and some terms have no good equivalent in English. Words like Qi, Shén, or Yìyuántǐ carry a world of meaning that is often lost in translation. To keep the text readable nonetheless, I have made a few clear choices.

I write terms that are widely used, or standard within the practice, without tone marks. Almost everyone knows Qi and Yin & Yang; dantian is less familiar outside Qigong, but just as familiar to anyone who practices. Less common terms I write out in full in official Pinyin, with the correct tone marks, which carry the sound and its energetic charge. So you will see Yìyuántǐ, Mìngmén, or Chōngmài, and at the first mention, or where a term is explained, I add the characters. You can read how deep this goes in the section ‘Lost in Translation.’ At the back, under ‘Concepts from Qigong theory,’ you will find an overview with characters and Pinyin, and in ‘Pronouncing Chinese sounds’ a short pro­nun­ci­a­tion guide.

In official Pinyin, syllables that together form a single word are written joined. 意元体 is therefore Yìyuántǐ and not Yì Yuán Tǐ. I hesitated over this, because separate syllables are easier on the Western eye, but I chose the joined form anyway, because it matches how Chinese reads these words as a single whole. I keep personal names separated into family name and given name, as in Páng Míng (庞明); titles of classical works I write word by word, as in Huángdì Nèijīng (黄帝内经); and standalone sayings stay separate, as in zì dù, dù rén (自度度人). Only in the explanation of the Eight Verses do I delib­er­ately keep the syllables separate, because there you learn to read them one by one.

Otherwise I write personal names the way the people themselves write them. I add tone marks only when a name is already in standard Pinyin, as with Páng Míng or Sūn Sīmiǎo. Names that a teacher uses in his own roman­iza­tion, such as Yuan Tze, Li Hongshi, or Ooi Kean Hin, I leave unchanged. The same applies to the method names from Yuan Tze’s Yuan Gong, such as Tiān Yuán (天圓) and Líng Yuán (靈圓): there I follow his own spelling in traditional characters, even though I otherwise choose the modern form.

About the characters themselves: Chinese has a modern, simplified script and the traditional one from before that sim­pli­fi­ca­tion. In modern script Qi is written 气, in traditional script 氣. I usually choose the modern form, and use the traditional one when I quote a classical source that has come down to us that way.

I delib­er­ately capitalize one word: Qi, throughout, because it is the core concept that carries the whole book. Dantian, by contrast, I keep lowercase, except in the title ‘The Three Dantians.’ In the original Dutch edition I also capitalized Mind. Dutch has no word that carries its full weight: the ordinary word, geest, is too vague, because it can also mean ghost or spirit. So I borrowed the English word and capitalized it, to mark that specific sense: the thinking, judging, planning layer that plays such a central role in this practice. It is telling that the word had to come from English to say what my own language could not. In English the word speaks for itself, so here I simply write mind, except where body and mind appear together as a pair, as in the Body & Mind Method.

About the verses

Each chapter opens with a few lines from the Dàodéjīng. I have been collecting trans­la­tions of this book for years; none captures the text completely, and the differences themselves hold a richness of their own. For each chapter I chose a verse that resonates with what follows, sometimes in an existing translation, sometimes in my own rendering. Think of them as a tuning fork that sounds the note for a brief moment before you read on.




What is Qi?

Before we dive in, I want to start with the basics. For the experienced prac­ti­tion­ers among us, the theory of Qi and Hùnyuánqì may be old hat, but I want this book to be accessible to everyone, including those just starting out or anyone who picked it up having never heard of Qigong. Here we return to the source for a moment, so that the foundation feels solid for everyone before we travel on together.

When we speak of Qi in the West, we often translate it simply as ‘energy.’ Although that is a good starting point, it does not capture its full meaning; in the Chinese tradition, Qi is far richer and more layered.

At its core, Qi is the most fundamental building block of everything in the universe, an invisible yet tangible substance that links matter and information.

Within Zhineng theory we see Qi as a totality that consists of three inseparable elements: Xíng (形, physical form or matter), Qi (气, energy or movement), and Shén (神, information or con­scious­ness).

Nothing in the universe consists of only one of these elements; everything is a man­i­fes­ta­tion of their interplay. Qi is therefore not only the force that lets us move, but also the carrier of the blueprint of who we are.

A key concept here is Hùnyuánqì (混元气). ‘Hùn’ means to merge and ‘Yuán’ stands for origin. It refers to Qi in its purest, undivided form, in which matter and spirit have not yet separated.

This ‘primordial Qi’ is present all around us as an infinite reservoir of healing power and information. In our practice we learn to reconnect with this source, so that our body can remember what it is to be whole.

Qi is also never static; it is a continual movement of Kāi (opening) and Hé (closing), of gathering and dispersing. In this rhythm all of life breathes, from our smallest cells to the farthest galaxies.




What is Qigong?

For most people, Qigong is a series of gentle physical exercises. That is a good first impression, and at the same time it is only the beginning. At its core it is an instrument for cultivating and refining life in all its facets.

The word ‘Gong’ (功) stands for mastery attained through time, dedication, and conscious effort. Qigong is therefore literally ‘working with the life force’ to promote health, transform illness, and unlock our human potential.

The name Zhìnéng (智能) combines Zhì (智), wisdom or intel­li­gence, and Néng (能), ability or capacity. Although there are thousands of forms of Qigong, Zhineng Qigong stands out for its emphasis on con­scious­ness. We use not only our body, but above all our Yì (intention) to direct Qi.

The goal is not to perform a perfect chore­og­ra­phy. The goal is to reach a state of Jīng Qì Shén Hé Yī (精气神合一): the unity in which our body, our energy, and our con­scious­ness function seamlessly as one whole again.

We could fill pages and phi­los­o­phize for hours about what exactly Qigong is, but words remain no more than signposts. They point to a place they themselves cannot reach. The real core of Qigong lies in the lived experience of the practice itself. The word ‘Gong’ keeps reminding us of that.

No one can enter that stillness for you. A teacher can point the way and open the field for you, but the real trans­for­ma­tion happens in the moments when you seek out that calm yourself. It is a path of self-healing and discovery that asks for your own full presence. Only when the theory stops and you are simply with what is can the practice truly begin to do its work.

As I understand Páng Míng, the founder of Zhineng Qigong, Qigong is a path of self-healing in which we learn to interfere less with our natural processes. We build strength within softness and find stillness in movement, until in the end the practice is so inter­nal­ized that it no longer stands apart from our daily life.




The Huáxià Center

Páng Míng developed Zhineng Qigong in the early 1980s, and it quickly spread across China. The government embraced it, partly because it proved an affordable way to improve public health. What dis­tin­guishes it from many other movement practices is that it is both simple and deep. The exercises can be learned relatively quickly, but the layers that open up along the way never run out.

At its core it is a series of movements and postures that you perform in a calm, relaxed state. You could call it meditation in movement. Anyone who does it daily notices over time that the flow of vital energy increases, that blockages dissolve, and that health improves. In this practice that is the direct result of the work itself. There are both moving and still forms, and in both, presence is the real work.

Scientific research now confirms what prac­ti­tion­ers had long sensed: improved lung capacity, a healthier heart, stronger bones, and better absorption of oxygen down to the cellular level. And alongside those measurable effects, many people also develop something that is harder to measure: more focus, more calm, and a sense of con­nect­ed­ness with themselves and with the larger whole.

The Huáxià Center in China showed that this is more than theory. Páng Míng founded it in 1988, and it grew into the largest medicine­less hospital in the country. More than 300,000 people with 180 different conditions were treated there, many of them in the final phase of their lives and written off by Western medicine.

You often hear that ninety-five percent of them were cured, but that figure needs some context. That ninety-five percent is the overall effec­tive­ness rate: everyone who experienced any improvement at all. Full recovery was, depending on how it was measured, somewhere between fifteen and thirty-five percent. A small group, less than one percent, noticed nothing at all. For people who had nowhere else to turn, I find those numbers remarkable.

The center was later closed for political reasons, something I return to in chapter 1. But what happened there still stands.

The name Huáxià (华夏), inci­den­tally, was not chosen at random. It is one of the oldest names the Chinese gave to their own land and culture, older than the name China as we know it. In the classical explanation, 华 stands for the beauty of clothing and culture, and 夏 for the grandeur of customs and ritual. When I read more about this, the name of the center took on an extra layer for me: a place that aligns itself with a very old lineage, and that names healing and civ­i­liza­tion in the same breath.

The center worked mainly with the first levels, and that alone proved enough for the results I described above. For those who are not yet familiar with the forms, here is an overview of the whole Zhineng system. It builds up from replen­ish­ing and opening the body to working with con­scious­ness.


The levels of Zhineng Qigong

	Level
	Form
	In brief


	1	Pěngqì Guàndǐng Fǎ (捧气贯顶法)
Lift Qi up, pour Qi down	Gathering Qi between heaven and earth. This includes the standing meditation: Sānxīnbìng Zhànzhuāng (三心并站桩), Three Centers Merge Standing Method

	2	Xíngshénzhuāng (形神庄)
Body & Mind Method	Opening the joints and the twelve main meridians (Jīngmài).

	3	Wǔyuánzhuāng (五元庄)
Five One Form	Gathering the Qi of the five organs and integrating it into the middle palace.

	4–6	Zhōngmài Hùnyuángōng (中脉混元功),
Zhōngxiàn Hùnyuángōng (中线混元功),
Hùnhuà Guīyuángōng (混化归元功).	Deepening work on the central channel, the central line, and consciousness. Not publicly taught.




Supplementary exercises

Alongside the forms, there are a few standalone exercises that are used throughout the levels.

Lāqì (拉气), drawing Qi.  You hold an imaginary ball of Qi between your palms and slowly open and close it. In this way you learn to feel and guide Qi. It is also how you direct healing: toward a place in your own body or toward someone else, with the intention that health returns there.

Chēnqì (抻气), stretching Qi.  With the movement of your shoulder blades you open and massage the area between them. In many people this area is tight and has poor circulation, even though important connections to the heart and lungs run through it. The exercise frees the flow there and moves Qi through the whole body.

Dūnqiáng (蹲墙), the wall squat.  Facing the wall, you bend your knees, sink down, and rise back up. It aligns the spine and regulates the whole system.

In addition, there are exercises that have been taken out of a series to be done on their own. Within the series you repeat such a part a few times; as a standalone exercise you repeat it many times in a row instead. One example is part 10 of level 3 (Wǔyuánzhuāng, 五元庄), known as the Crane’s Walk. Part 3 of level 2 (Xíngshénzhuāng, 形神庄) contains a posture that, when you hold it for a long time, is called Push the Mountain. It is the posture I am holding in the photo accom­pa­ny­ing ‘Introducing myself,’ at the front of this book. I once managed to hold it for two hours.

From the broader Qigong tradition there are also variations on the standing meditation, such as the Greater Horse Stance (大马步, dàmǎbù). Another is a simple exercise from the opening of Lift Qi up, pour Qi down (Pěngqì Guàndǐng Fǎ, 捧气贯顶法): a rocking form of Lāqì (拉气), in which you move the hands forward and back again. It can also be done with the arms out to the sides and down again, so that you move like a bird. Level 3 also contains a Mouth Qigong section that you can likewise practice on its own. In this way you can tailor your practice to what your body needs.

I often practiced part 5 of level 2, Bow Body, Arch Back. Because I played a lot of soccer as a child, I had fairly tight hamstrings, and this was the exercise I found the hardest. For that very reason I repeated it endlessly, until I could do it better.




What is the Qi field?

The Qi field is perhaps one of the most powerful aspects of Zhineng practice. Páng Míng made working with an organized field a central part of his system, something that, as far as I know, is far less prominent in most classical Qigong forms. Through Zhineng it also found its way into Yuan Gong. You can think of it as an organized space of energy and information that arises the moment we gather our attention. According to the theory, every object, every person, and every place has a field of its own that radiates information about its state and history.

When we practice together, a collective Qi field arises that is far stronger than the sum of our individual energies. This field functions as a supportive matrix in which information about health and harmony is shared. In a well-built field we no longer have to do the practice alone; we are carried by the calm and the strength of the whole.

A Qi field is also not bound to time or space. Because our Shén (con­scious­ness) is the master of Qi, we can use our intention to create a field that heals, even at a distance. Building a Qi field (the method of Zǔchǎng Fǎ) is therefore always the first step of our practice: we create the space in which trans­for­ma­tion can truly take place.

For a deeper exploration of how the field works and how it connects us, see Part IV, The Field, later in this book.




Before we begin
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The Eight Verses




  
    八句口诀
    Bā Jù Kǒu Jué
    
    

  


  
    Verse 1
    顶Dǐngreach
    天Tiānheaven
    立Lìstand
    地Dìearth
  


  
    Verse 2
    形Xíngbody
    松Sōngrelax
    意Yìmind
    充Chōngfills-expands
  


  
    Verse 3
    外Wàioutside
    敬Jìngrespectfulreverent
    内Nèiinside
    静Jìngquietstill
  


  
    Verse 4
    心Xīnheart
    澄Chéngclears
    貌Màoappearance
    恭Gōngreverenthumble
  


  
    Verse 5
    一Yīone
    念Niànthought
    不Bùnot
    起Qǐarise
  


  
    Verse 6
    神Shénmindconsciousness
    注Zhùpouringfilling
    太Tàivast
    空Kōngemptinessno-thing-ness
  


  
    Verse 7
    神Shénconsciousmind's
    意Yìwill
    照Zhàoilluminatespermeates
    体Tǐbodybeing
  


  
    Verse 8
    周Zhōuwhole
    身Shēnbeingself
    融Róngblissful, alertharmonized
    融Róngblissful, alertharmonized
  









Lost in Translation

In the Dutch original of this book, this section very nearly had an English title: Lost in Translation. The phrase is precise. It describes what happens when a word passes from one language into another and loses something on the way. Something that was self-evident in the original language falls away in the new one, because the new language has no place for it.

And there is a neat paradox in this. This book was itself written in Dutch first, and has made that same crossing. Take the phrase itself. In Dutch it would be rendered as ‘verloren in vertaling,’ which says the same thing. But to my ear the Dutch ‘verloren’ carries a weight that the English ‘lost’ does not. ‘Lost’ has a certain lightness, a kind of accepting shrug, as if getting lost is part of the deal and not a disaster. ‘Verloren’ is heavier, with an undertone of something that can no longer be retrieved. And ‘in vertaling’ does not have the rhythmic ring of ‘in translation.’ Even the term that points at what is lost in translation is itself, in part, lost in translation, whichever way it travels.

That is why, in the original, this section was called ‘Taal en cultuur’ (Language and Culture). A title that kept the Dutch book in its own tongue, and that also pointed to a second subject woven into language: culture. In this English edition the phrase can finally take its place in the title, because no other phrase says quite what it says. The culture is still there, between the lines.

In my first years with Chinese teachers I learned words I could not place. They were not in my vocabulary and they did not fit into a sentence in my own language. I tried to memorize them the way I had once labored over French vocabulary, with the Chinese sound on the left and the translation on the right. Sōng was relaxed, Tōng was open, Qi was energy. That was that.

Over the years I came to understand that it does not work that way.

Someone who hears ‘relax’ may think of sitting on the couch, having nothing to do for a moment, letting the shoulders drop. For a seasoned prac­ti­tioner who hears ‘Sōng,’ something entirely different happens. It is not about going limp. It is about releasing tension without the structure collapsing. About becoming soft and at the same time staying present. It is a kind of ‘sinking.’ A specific quality that only someone who has felt it before will recognize. If I translate Sōng as ‘relax,’ that is technically correct. But the real meaning has vanished.

That is what I mean by Lost in Translation.

A word as compressed experience

In many Western languages we use words above all to convey information. A word points to one thing. A table is a table. A chair is a chair. Done.

Many Chinese training terms carry several things at once. An instruction to the body. A feeling. A direction of Qi. A philo­soph­i­cal principle. And an experience you know only through practice. A single syllable can contain a whole method, compressed into a sound.

Take the word Tōng. Often translated as ‘flow’ or ‘open.’ That sounds tidy, but rather flat. In reality it points to something that functions freely, without blockage. A joint that moves smoothly. A breath that is not stuck. Emotions that do not stagnate. Thinking that stays clear. Life that flows. When pho­to­syn­the­sis functions optimally in a plant, the plant is ‘Tōng.’ When a teacher says “make it Tōng,” he means far more than “make it open.”

There is another layer beneath it. Something is only truly Tōng when it functions as it is naturally meant to. In that sense, becoming Tōng is a form of returning to the original blueprint, to how something would be if nothing stood in its way. You will read more about that blueprint in chapter 5.

Or take Kāi and Hé (开 and 合), often translated as opening and closing. For a beginner those are two movements, the hands apart and back together again. For a seasoned prac­ti­tioner, much more happens simul­ta­ne­ously during Kāi. The joints open, the chest opens, the attention widens, Qi expands, tension dissolves, space arises in con­scious­ness. And with Hé the opposite happens: one integrated movement. Centering, gathering, drawing back, condensing, integrating, resting in the middle.

When only Kāi and Hé are chanted during an exercise, it looks simple from the outside. Two words, endlessly repeated. But inwardly it is a complete wave motion between Yin and Yang, between expansion and contraction, between heaven and earth. All of that in one rhythm.

To understand what happens here, it helps to know how Zhineng Qigong is structured. It is a system of six levels, of which three have been made public. You begin at the beginning, and each level builds on the foundation the previous one has laid. Little has been published about levels 4 through 6, and my own knowledge of them is limited too; I refer to them in a few places in this book to show what the system ultimately works toward, in a personal and spiritual sense.

Level 1 teaches you to exchange your own Qi with that of your sur­round­ings and works mainly on the outer layers of the body. Level 2 goes deeper, to the muscles and tendons, all the way into the bones. Only at level 3 is the Qi, by now refined through all that earlier practice, brought into the organs themselves. These are the five Zàng organs: the spleen, the kidneys, the liver, the heart, and the lungs, each connected with a specific emotion. Through movement and sound we can regulate our Qi and our emotions there, and so come into deeper balance.

It is worth keeping in mind that level 3 is a deepening, not a pre­req­ui­site. In the medicine­less hospital in China, people practiced mainly levels 1 and 2. That alone proved enough to restore people’s energy levels and heal countless physical illnesses. Level 3 is a further refinement that most people only come to later, when body and Qi are ready for it.

As the practice goes deeper, this layeredness becomes practical rather than theoretical. At level 3 a specific sound is used for each Zàng organ, on three levels: Jīng, Qì, and Shén. I explain exactly what these three mean in chapter 2. Fifteen sounds in all. Anyone who pronounces these sounds only super­fi­cially does not touch the organ. Anyone who connects the right sound with the right intention and the right inner feeling sets Qi in motion toward the organ and its palace. You will read more about the palaces in chapter 9. There is no Western translation you can slot in that truly conveys how it works. The sound does the work, or it does not.

When translations diverge

A good example of how difficult translation can be is the name of the level 3 form, Wǔyuánzhuāng (五元庄). In this book I use the common English name Five One Form, but I will admit that I have often debated that translation with Chinese teachers, and online you come across a wide range of versions.

The problem lies in the characters themselves. 五 (wǔ) is five; no problem there. 元 (yuán) means origin or primordial, and that is exactly where things often go wrong. Many trans­la­tions make it ‘Five Elements,’ but that would be 五行 (wǔxíng), the five phases from traditional Chinese medicine with their nourishing and controlling cycle. Wǔyuánzhuāng does not work with those. It is about the five primordial energies of the organs, not the five-element theory. And 庄 (zhuāng) here is the form or method, the same character as in Xíngshénzhuāng (形神庄), the Body & Mind Method.

For years I fell into a similar trap myself. I thought the zhuāng in the form names of the levels was the same as the zhuāng in Zhànzhuāng (站桩), the standing meditation, and that zhàn there meant ‘post’ and zhuāng ‘method.’ I am referring to the classical standing post meditation, not to the Three Centers Merge Standing Method from Zhineng, the Sānxīnbìng Zhànzhuāng (三心并站桩), even though you find the same two characters 站桩 in it. It turned out to be exactly the other way around. In Zhànzhuāng, 站 (zhàn) is the verb to stand, and it is 桩 (zhuāng) that means ‘post.’ Literally it says something like ‘standing like a post.’

So the zhuāng in Wǔyuánzhuāng and Xíngshénzhuāng is a different character: 庄 (zhuāng), which means estate or manor and here serves as ‘form.’ Two characters, then, with the same sound and a very different meaning: 桩 the post, 庄 the form. That I confused the two for so long shows how easily Chinese can trip you up if you go by sound alone.

Back to the name itself. So why do I stick with Five One Form? Because that name captures something of what the exercise does: integrating the Qi of the five organs into one whole, five becoming one. It is not a literal translation, and I do not present it as the only correct one either. Think of it as a workable name, with the characters beside it for anyone who wants to know the ins and outs.

Why the sounds do not land at first

When Chinese teachers tried to teach me sounds, it did not go well at the start. At first I thought it was my pro­nun­ci­a­tion, or the tones that in Mandarin change the meaning of a word. I have a good ear and can, for instance, imitate accents fairly well, so I quickly assumed I was producing the right sound. That played a part. But there was something deeper underneath.

We in the West often learn from the outside in. Hear a word, memorize the sound, repeat it, try to get it right. A logical way to learn, and for foreign languages in general it works. But in many Chinese internal traditions it works the other way around. First posture, then feeling, then intention, then inner direction, and only then does the sound take on meaning. After that the pro­nun­ci­a­tion comes alive of its own accord.

When a Chinese teacher demon­strates a sound, he passes on more than sound alone. At the same time he conveys the quality of breath, the state of the body, the energetic direction, the mental calm, and the point of resonance in the body. For him that is one package. For me, at the beginning, it was only the sound. That is why the teacher felt that I was not fully getting it, and why I felt that he was asking for something I could not comprehend.

In my experience, the sounds often became easier later, because the body had by then developed a reference. The sound had found somewhere to land. What was at first empty sound became recognition.

That, I think, also explains why an intro­duc­tory course in Chinese can open up a whole world for anyone who goes deeper into this material. Not because you have to speak fluent Mandarin, but because you learn how a tone feels in the mouth, how a syllable has a direction, how characters are built up from radicals that each carry their own field. A few lessons are enough to notice that a Chinese word is a different kind of unit than a word in your own language. After that you no longer read terms like Chōngmài, Mìngmén, Yìyuántǐ, or Hùnyuánqiào as foreign labels, but as folded-up worlds.

When a translation adds too much

There is something else I understood only later on. Sometimes the problem is not that a translation leaves something out. Sometimes the problem is that a translation adds something.

Years ago I found an online translation of Páng Míng’s Eight Verses, with only one or two English words per character beneath the Chinese. We use these verses, for example, to attune to the Qi field at the start of Lift Qi up, pour Qi down, the level 1 exercise. No full sentences, no explanation. For the first verse, Dǐng Tiān Lì Dì, only the English words: reach, heaven, stand, earth. I still had the document tucked away somewhere, and I have placed an adaptation of it in ‘The Eight Verses,’ just before this section, but unfor­tu­nately I have not been able to trace the source.

In chapter 7 I use a fuller translation of that same verse. “Your head is in the blue sky and your feet are deep in the earth.” That is a beautiful sentence and it serves its purpose in context. But it says more than the Chinese text itself says. The characters are sparse. Four words, four things. No verb that explains how they are connected. No ‘blue’ for the sky. No ‘deep’ for the earth. No ‘is in’ between your head and the sky. The characters leave all of that to the reader.

When I showed that sheet of paper to teacher Xie Chuan during a Qigong retreat, he stared at it for a few minutes without saying anything. Then he said he thought it was a brilliant translation.

I too had sensed that there was something to learn here, which was also why I had brought it to show him. But intel­lec­tu­ally I did not yet fully understand what was so brilliant about putting one or two words beneath a character. Only later did the penny drop. The minimalist translation did something the fleshed-out translation did not. It left the emptiness intact.

A classical Chinese text is almost never explanatory. It is referential. The characters point, and the reader fills in what they point to from his own experience. Someone not yet at home in the material reads “reach, heaven” and does not quite know what is meant. Someone who has been practicing a while reads “reach, heaven” and his body recognizes it at once. The word does not steer, it reminds.

In the same way, I find line five of the Eight Verses in this translation truly epic: ‘one thought not arise.’ For me, it brings instant emptiness: zero thoughts. The same happens when I hear the Chinese original, because it carries the same information ener­get­i­cally. English or Dutch trans­la­tions often say something like “be quiet” or “there are no distracting thoughts.” But such a translation does not quite land for me.

A fleshed-out translation helps the first reader, but it takes something away from the second reader. The extra words are not helpful to him; they close a door that stood open in the original text. Not out of bad faith on the translator’s part; on the contrary. It comes from a good Western habit of wanting complete sentences, of wanting to be gram­mat­i­cally airtight, of leaving nothing to chance. It is precisely that filling-in that can make the text smaller than it is.

In the chapters of this book I have often chosen fleshed-out trans­la­tions, because they help the reader who is new to this material. But every time I do that, I add something that is not in the original. Anyone who knows the Chinese characters, or comes to know them, sees what I have added and what I have closed off in doing so. That is not a loss, because without elaboration many readers could not follow the text. But it helps to know that beneath it lies a layer that, strictly speaking, works more powerfully than any translation.

A practical example: the riddle of the kuà

One afternoon during a retreat with teacher Xie Chuan, I was deeply attuned to the Qi field. The stillness was tangible and the theoretical concepts we spoke about no longer felt like words, but like living processes. At one point teacher Xie pointed to the area around his pelvis and asked the group a simple question: “What do you call this area in Dutch or in English?”

Without thinking, I answered immediately: kuà. He gave me a slightly puzzled look, laughed briefly, and said, “Yes, that is the Chinese word, but what is the term in your own language?” Strangely enough, at that moment my mind went completely blank. I searched for a word, but nothing came that captured it. After a short silence I said once more, almost apolo­get­i­cally: “Kuà.”

Only much later did I understand why something in me refused to give a translation. In neither language do we have an equivalent for this concept. We can use words like the hips, the groin, the sacrum, or the tailbone, but those terms are far too narrow. They point to separate anatomical parts, whereas kuà (胯) in the internal martial arts and Qigong refers to a whole functional region.

The kuà is a complex system of joints, connective tissues, and deep muscles that determines how force is generated, absorbed, and transmitted. It is the vital junction that connects the legs and the torso. In everyday Chinese the word can refer simply to the hip or the groin, but within the practice the meaning is much broader.

When we speak of the kuà, we are talking about the unity of:

	The hip joints and the groin (inguinal fold).
	The pelvic bowl and the entire pelvic region.
	The sacroiliac region (where the sacrum meets the hips).
	The deep hip rotators and the fascia of the lower abdomen 
and lower back.
	The points where the thighs connect to the pelvis.


This whole system enables us to sink, to rotate, and to transmit force smoothly through the body.

If the kuà is not ‘open’ or relaxed, the Qi stagnates at the transition from the legs to the back. The movement then becomes wooden and loses its connection with the earth.

I could not give teacher Xie a word in my own language that afternoon because, in the Qi field and in my body, I felt exactly what the kuà was at that moment: an indivisible functional unity. A translation like ‘hips’ felt like an insult to the rich reality I was expe­ri­enc­ing. It was a classic case of ‘lost in translation’: the term that in the source culture points to a whole world is reduced in translation to an anatomical detail.

From reading to experiencing

We in the West like clear language. This is true, of course, of many Western languages, English and Dutch among them. That is a strength. But it also has a shadow side. We like to find one word that means exactly the same thing. Sōng is relaxation. Tōng is flow. Qi is energy. Shén is spirit. And then we think we get it.

But some words cannot be captured in a single equivalent. Then we must translate not only with our dictionary, but also with our body, our attention, and our experience. That calls for something other than under­stand­ing. It calls for practice, for feeling, for repetition, for slowly discovering what a word really points to. Until a strange word suddenly becomes familiar, and you notice that a single Chinese word sometimes holds more than a whole paragraph in your own language.

This is not a shortcoming of our language. It is simply a different starting point. Our culture is strong in analysis, in technique, in quick under­stand­ing, in wanting to see immediate results. There is much to be said for that. What comes less naturally to us is subtle feeling, long repetition without immediate under­stand­ing, letting meaning ripen, learning through resonance. But what we have not practiced, we can learn. And in this practice we learn it of our own accord, because the body becomes the teacher.

Culture as a carrier of meaning

So far this has been about language. But language is seldom separate from the culture in which it is spoken. Some aspects of Qigong are not only difficult to translate, they are also difficult to understand without knowledge of the Chinese context in which they arose. Here are three examples. Not a complete analysis, just things that struck me, or that I picked up from a teacher or a book along the way, and that I think are worth sharing.

The value of scarce instructions

In classical Chinese trans­mis­sion, knowledge was scarce. A teacher would let his students practice for years before a single instruction was added, and that instruction then often came in passing, as if it were something insignif­i­cant: “Well done. From now on, while practicing, visualize the blue sky within.” That was it. Twenty years of waiting for a sentence that a Western weekend course would give out on the first day, in a handout with ninety-nine other instruc­tions alongside it.

The difference is greater than it seems. An instruction you wait years for, and that is then given in passing, does two things at once. It is taken seriously, because it is not one of a hundred, but one in years. And it gives the student the feeling that he has made progress, because the teacher shares this particular instruction with him. In the West we receive a hundred instruc­tions at once and do not know which one works for us. In old China you received one, and you knew it was for you.

Modern Chinese teachers are less strict about this than they used to be, and that is in itself another sign of how cultures change under one another’s influence. But the old form of trans­mis­sion has a quality that cannot simply be replaced by avail­abil­ity. For some things, only scarcity reveals what they are worth.

The cost of making things public

Páng Míng broke down many barriers. He made public many exercises that had been kept secret within specific lineages, and turned them into material anyone can practice. One example is the wall squat, Dūnqiáng Gōng (蹲墙功), which was long secret within the Hùnyuán tradition. His­tor­i­cally this exercise was passed on only by a master to his best student, often after many years of working together. Because Páng Míng chose to share it, anyone can now practice it. That is a huge gain.

But that gain comes at a price. Anyone who encounters this exercise for the first time in a YouTube video or in a handout sees someone standing with their nose against a wall and bending their knees. Nice, squatting like I do at the gym, but without weights. What is that going to do for me? Its special quality is lost because it is so easily available. Someone who looks at it as the exercise you were allowed to learn from your master only after fifteen years, as it was for centuries, would have a completely different feeling about it. Because the trans­mis­sion is different.

This is not a criticism of Páng Míng. Far from it; it is what it is. Similarly, I remember that when I was learning Reiki, the symbols were kept secret. When something becomes accessible, it loses the special status it derived from its inac­ces­si­bil­ity. That is not only a loss. It is a different path. But anyone who knows the old path has a double perspective on the new path. He sees the exercise that is accessible, and he knows how it was once passed on. Both are useful.

Holding back

A small example that has always stayed with me, and which I first read about in the book series Voyage to the Shore by Yuan Tze: when a group of people in China is asked who has cancer, hands go up. Just like that. Without shame, without hesitation, without the social inhibitions we know here. In a Western hall that same question would produce an uncom­fort­able silence, or a few people who very slowly, somewhat embarrassed, raise their hand.

This astonished me. I thought the Chinese, with their reputation for reserve, would be less open about such an illness. The opposite turned out to be true. An illness is an illness, a fact, and whoever has it can mention it the way you would mention a black eye. No fuss, no drama, no denial. Not better or worse than our way, just different.

For the work in a Qigong group, this difference is more important than it seems. In the Huáxià hospital, where thousands of patients with the most serious conditions practiced together, there was a matter-of-factness in sharing illness. That created a Qi field in which the condition was not hidden under a layer of shame. You can attend Western Qigong classes for weeks or months before you know what is wrong with someone. The illness stays hidden, and that hiding does something ener­get­i­cally too. What in China is carried by the culture must in the West be actively invited.

I am exag­ger­at­ing a little here, of course. There are Westerners who are very open about this and Chinese people who prefer to keep it hidden, but on average there is certainly a cultural difference.

From word to gate

What this section has shown about language and culture comes together in the rest of the book. A word carries both its own meaning and the world it belongs to, and you will deal with both in the coming chapters. In Part II I will work with terms that do not fit easily into a sentence in your own language: Mìngmén Nèigōng, Hùnyuánqiào, Shénjīgōng, Chōngmài.

I give a translation with each term, but the translation is not the term. It is a signpost. The place itself is something else, something that opens up in practice.

A Chinese word in this book is not just a noun. It is an invitation to notice where it touches something in your body, your breath, your attention. What is lost in translation can be found again in practice. Or to put it a little more poetically: this is how words become gates.
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