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A Dialogue Between Chinese Medicine and Faith is a nine-volume series of intellectual dialogue that places the Huangdi Neijing (The Yellow Emperor's Inner Canon), China's oldest medical classic, alongside the Bible, the foundational source of the Hebraic faith. Together, they unfold a profound conversation that spans civilizations and reaches across the ages.
This is not a study in comparative religion, nor an exercise in judging one culture against another. It is an honest encounter—one that allows two classics to speak on the themes at the very heart of their traditions: body and soul, food and desire, pain and forgiveness, wealth and righteousness, land and ecology, order and law, endings and beginnings, human nature and holiness. On each of these themes, a single question is pursued: What does it truly mean to be human?
The Huangdi Neijing takes qi as the foundation of life, revealing the laws by which the human body operates in correspondence with heaven and earth. The Bible takes spirit as the source of life, proclaiming a grand historical narrative of creation, fall, redemption, and consummation. The two spring from different civilizational soils, yet they converge with remarkable affinity in their care for life, even as they maintain profound differences in their ultimate orientations. It is precisely this affinity-in-difference that makes dialogue both possible and rich with insight.
This series is for all who care about life, faith, culture, and dialogue—whether you come from the lineage of Chinese medicine or the fellowship of the church, whether you contemplate in the study or seek in the midst of practice. These nine volumes invite you into a feast for both mind and soul.
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Preface: Between the Hunger of the Body and the Longing of the Soul
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This volume is the eighth book in the nine-volume dialogue series  A Dialogue Between Chinese Medicine and Faith. For the overall vision, methodology, and aims of the series, readers are referred to the general preface, "When Classics Meet," in the first volume, A Dialogue Between Chinese Medicine and Faith. The present volume focuses on food and desire, seeking to unfold an honest conversation between the Huangdi Neijing's way of nourishment and the Bible's discipline of desire.

Eating is the most ordinary thing in life, and yet it is also the most profound.
Every day, we sit at the table, lift our chopsticks or spoons, and bring the five grains, vegetables, and meats to our mouths. This simple act is woven into the rhythms of the entire created world—the soil, the rain, the seasons, and human labor—and it reflects the deepest realities of the human heart: our desires, our self-discipline, our anxieties, and our ultimate longing for satisfaction.
We live in a strange dietary predicament. Our generation has easier access to food than any previous generation in history, and yet we are farther from true satisfaction than ever before. Industrial food, fast-food culture, insatiable appetites, and anxieties about body image are tangled together in a single knot. We eat too much, yet we are malnourished. We chase a hundred different flavors, yet we have lost the taste of real food. We try to fill the emptiness of our hearts with food, only to find ourselves increasingly hungry. This is far more than a question of nutrition; it is a crisis that touches the very core of our lives. Irregular eating harms both the five zang-organs of the body and the spirit of the human heart.
The Huangdi Neijing (The Yellow Emperor's Inner Classic) regards diet as "the root of life." It teaches that "the five grains provide nourishment, the five fruits provide support, the five animals provide benefit, and the five vegetables provide fullness"—when the flavors and qi of these foods are brought into harmony and taken in the right way, they replenish the essence and boost the qi. The Neijing is concerned not only with what we eat but with how we eat, when we eat, and with what state of heart we eat. Behind its simple phrase "eating and drinking with moderation" lies a profound reverence for the rhythms of heaven and earth and a penetrating insight into the small universe of the human body. More importantly, the Neijing sharply identifies the cost of unchecked desire: "Taking wine as one's daily drink, taking recklessness as one's norm... they decline at fifty and grow old." From its perspective, indulgence in desire is not the enjoyment of life but the premature drawing down of life's reserves. Its teaching on "tranquil emptiness, so that the true qi follows" is not a call to reject the pleasures of eating, but a pathway by which temperance leads to genuine satisfaction.
The Bible likewise places food in a significant position within the narrative of salvation. From the generous promise in Eden—"Of every tree of the garden you may freely eat"—to the daily provision of manna in the wilderness; from the wilderness test, "Man shall not live by bread alone, but by every word that proceeds from the mouth of the LORD," to Jesus Christ's declaration, "I am the living bread which came down from heaven"—food is consistently the classroom in which God shapes the faith and desires of His people. The Bible affirms created things as good gifts to be received with gladness, while at the same time issuing a stern warning against those "whose god is their belly." It presents fasting as a discipline of repentance, seeking, and wholehearted reliance on God, and it portrays the ultimate satisfaction of the age to come as a great feast—the wedding supper of the Lamb.
What is remarkable is that these two traditions, separated by millennia, resonate with and complement one another so deeply on the subject of "food and desire." The Neijing uses the five grains as nourishment and the harmony of the five flavors to heal the body that has fallen ill from overindulgence. The Bible uses fasting, festivals, and thankful enjoyment to heal the soul that has been emptied by the idolatry of appetite. Both traditions refuse to reduce eating to the mere intake of physical fuel. Both refuse to demonize appetite as an enemy that must be eradicated. Together, they point toward a common freedom: enjoying the bountiful gifts of the Creator with the wisdom of temperance, and reshaping the deepest longings of our hearts through the discipline of abstinence.
This is precisely the exploration that this book attempts to undertake. It is divided into three parts and nine chapters. Part One, "Eating and Life," compares the Neijing's teaching on "the five grains as nourishment" with the biblical concept of "the bread of life" at the foundational level and unfolds the themes of "taste and the Word" and "diet, disease, and healing." Part Two, "Desire and Self-Control," confronts the predicament of gluttony in the modern age, sorting through the themes of hunger and fullness, craving and temperance. It places the Neijing's therapeutic fasting principle of "reducing food intake to bring about healing" alongside the biblical tradition of fasting as a spiritual discipline, showing how fasting can become a pathway to both the healing of the body and the renewal of the soul. Part Three, "From the Table to Life," turns its gaze to specific modern contexts. From the battle between fast food and slow food to the wisdom of abstinence, festivals, and four-season nourishment, it ultimately arrives at the final banquet—the wedding supper of the Lamb and the complete satisfaction of life. This journey does not aim to decide which tradition is superior, nor does it force an artificial synthesis. Rather, it humbly allows these two ancient sources of light to shine together on our disordered tables and hungry hearts.
In writing this book, I hold a modest hope: that we, the generation that remains hungry in the midst of plenty, might learn anew the curriculum of eating. May we learn to receive every mouthful with thanksgiving, as we would receive a gift of love. May we learn, through appropriate abstinence, to cut through the fog of desire and see clearly the One we truly long for. May we learn, in the joyful celebration of festivals, to taste the power of the age to come. Eating is more than the maintenance of the flesh. It is a daily liturgy, a signpost pointing toward the eternal satisfaction that awaits.
With this preface, let us take our seats at the table together.
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Part One: Eating and Life — Two Understandings of "Eating" 
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Why do human beings need to eat? Merely to stay alive, or for something more than living? This section unfolds from the foundations the two ancient traditions of the Huangdi Neijing and the Bible and their fundamental understandings of eating. Chapter One centers on “the five grains as nourishment” and “the bread of life,” respectively tracing Chinese medicine’s cosmological view of food as the carrier of the essence of heaven and earth, and the biblical narrative of food from Eden to manna to Christ as the bread of life, revealing the startling resonance between the two in their recognition that eating is a sacred participation rather than a purely consumer act. Chapter Two presses deeper from the entry point of “taste,” establishing a dialogue between the Neijing’s exquisite system of the five flavors entering the five zang-organs and the biblical spiritual palate in which the Word of God is “sweeter than honey,” and proposing the mutually illuminating insight of "blandness as the highest flavor” and "the Word as the truest sweetness." Chapter Three takes as its main line “how irregular eating causes illness” and “how fasting with prayer seeks healing,” facing directly the weighty theme of diet, disease, and healing, and placing the therapeutic fasting of Chinese medicine’s “reduce the food, and healing follows” alongside the biblical tradition of fasting for healing, presenting a dual pathway of bodily healing and spiritual restoration.
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Chapter 1––––––––The Five Grains as Nourishment and the Bread of Life: The Huangdi Neijing’s View of Diet and the Biblical View of Food 
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Why do human beings need to eat? It seems like a question hardly worth asking. To live. To have strength. To grow. To be healthy. Modern nutrition would offer its precise answers: protein, carbohydrates, fats, vitamins, and minerals. These answers are correct insofar as they go, but they fall far short of settling the complex and subtle experiences we have in the presence of food. When a bowl of hot porridge is set before you on a winter night, when a piece of bread is broken in thanksgiving, when a certain familiar taste suddenly pulls you back to the kitchen of your childhood—in these moments, food is clearly more than fuel. It holds a deeper covenant with our lives.
Remarkably, whether on the central plains of pre-Qin China or in the wilderness and Canaan of the ancient Near East, the foundational classics that shaped Eastern and Western civilizations both refused to reduce eating to a purely biological act. The Huangdi Neijing declares from the outset that diet is "the root of life." The Bible, from the very beginning of creation, places human eating within a covenantal relationship with the Maker through God's declaration: "I have given you every herb that yields seed which is on the face of all the earth, and every tree whose fruit yields seed; to you it shall be for food." Two traditions, independently of one another, discerned the same mystery: eating is not merely the maintenance of the body's machinery; it is a sacred participation in the order of life.
The task of this chapter is to set these two visions of eating side by side, to see how each tradition understands the source of food, the meaning of eating, and that most fundamental of questions: What does a person truly live on?
I. The Five Grains as Nourishment: The Essence of the Earth and the Foundation of the Natural Lifespan
The most central teaching of the Huangdi Neijing on diet is found in a passage from the Suwen ("Plain Questions”), specifically the chapter “Zangqi Fashi Lun” (Treatise on the Methods of the Zang-Organs and Qi), which has been revered as a guiding standard by later generations: “The five grains provide nourishment, the five fruits provide support, the five animals provide benefit, the five vegetables provide fullness. When these are taken with their flavors and qi in harmony, they replenish the essence and boost the qi." What appears at first glance to be a simple dietary guide is in fact a concentrated expression of the entire Chinese medical view of eating. Every word deserves to be unpacked with care.
First among these is the phrase “The five grains provide nourishment." The five grains—broadly referring to rice, broomcorn millet, foxtail millet, wheat, and beans—occupy the foundational position of “nourishment” in the Neijing's categorical system, serving as the base of the entire dietary structure. This arrangement was not casual. It arose from observation of the movement of the qi of heaven and earth. Grains are the seeds of plants. A seed contains within itself the entire potential of a mature plant; it is the concentrated essence. Having received the qi of the four seasons and possessing the qi of the earth element in abundance, grains are balanced and gentle in nature and flavor. They are able to sustain and nourish human qi and blood consistently, without deviation. The word “nourishment” here does not refer to a sudden, strong tonic effect but to a long-term, silent, and sustaining support, much like the soil silently nurtures a growing seedling. Eating the five grains daily is to transform the essence of the earth into one’s own essence, to connect the nurturing power of heaven and earth to the flame of one’s own life. This is the practical working out, in terms of diet, of the Neijing's statement that "the qi of heaven and earth unite, and this is called the human being." What a person eats is not merely physical matter; it is the very "essence" condensed from the qi of heaven and earth.
On this basis, the Neijing constructs a dietary network structured around the number five. The five grains are the foundation. The five fruits (such as jujubes, plums, apricots, chestnuts, and peaches) are the support, assisting digestion and supplementing body fluids. The five animals (cattle, dogs, sheep, pigs, chickens) are the benefit, supplementing essence and blood, to be used in times of particular need for strength and nourishment. The five vegetables are the fullness, filling the intestines and stomach, and clearing obstructions. This is a clearly ordered symbiotic structure in which each category has its distinct role—a well-governed dietary state, like a kingdom with a ruler and ministers, with both offensive and defensive strategies.
Even more crucial is the principle of "taking these with their flavors and qi in harmony." "Qi" here refers to the four qi properties of food: cold, hot, warm, and cool. "Flavor" refers to the five tastes: sour, bitter, sweet, pungent, and salty. Every food possesses its own qi and flavor, and its own directional movement and specific affinity for a particular zang-organ. Sourness tends to enter the Liver first, bitterness the Heart, sweetness the Spleen, pungency the Lungs, and saltiness the Kidneys. The Way of diet lies in using these qi properties and flavors to regulate the relative excess or deficiency of the five zang-organs in the human body, so as to achieve the effect of "replenishing the essence and boosting the qi." From the Neijing's perspective, therefore, there is no such thing as an absolutely good or bad food, only what is suitable and what is not. One person's sweet honey may be another person's bitter poison. The determination depends entirely on whether the food matches the unique and ever-shifting qi dynamic of a particular living person at a particular point in time. This understanding rescues diet from the rigid charts of nutritional components and restores it as a living, intelligent art of dynamic harmonization.
On this foundation, the statement from the Suwen's "Shanggu Tianzhen Lun" (Treatise on the Heavenly Truth of High Antiquity) that "they ate and drank with moderation, rose and rested with regularity, and did not engage in reckless toil" becomes the iron law of nourishing life. The character jie (moderation/rhythm) is the soul of this teaching. Jie means rhythm—following the dietary rhythms of heaven, earth, the four seasons, day, night, dawn, and dusk. It means temperance—not giving in to the appetites, not eating or drinking to excess. It also means regulation—adjusting the diet at any time according to the signals of the body. The reason the high antiquity people could "maintain their physical form and their spirit together, live out their full natural lifespan, and pass away at a hundred" was not because they ate anything magical, but because they lived within a reverent order, submitting their appetites to the rhythms of the great Dao. In contrast, "people today are different. They take wine as their drink, take recklessness as their norm... thus they decline at fifty and grow old." When desire breaks free from the restraint of jie, life crumbles in its wake.
By this point, the dietary vision of the Neijing is clear in its outline. Food is the carrier of the essence of heaven and earth. Eating is the essential pathway by which the small universe of the human body and the great universe of the natural world are maintained in harmonious resonance. The five grains serve as the foundation, the various flavors are combined in a complementary way, and jie—moderation, rhythm, regulation—is the guiding principle. The goal is to "replenish the essence and boost the qi" in order to fulfill one's natural span of years. This is a path that flows from the earth to the table, and from the table into the blood and vessels—a path that leads from the soil to the body's core. Behind it lies a cosmic vision of the unity of heaven and humanity. 
II. The Bread of Life: Food in the Wilderness and the Word of God 

At roughly the same time, centuries before and after the ideas of the Huangdi Neijing were taking shape in the East, on the other side of the globe another community was facing a fundamental trial concerning food, this time in the wilderness. Here the subject of eating was no longer the concern of physicians and practitioners of the art of nourishing life; it had become the living classroom in which God was shaping the soul of a nation.
After the Israelites left Egypt and crossed the Red Sea, they began to grumble about food in the wilderness of Sin. The LORD said to Moses, "Behold, I will rain bread from heaven for you" (Exodus 16:4). The next morning, a fine, flake-like thing appeared on the ground in the wilderness. The Israelites asked one another, "What is it?" Moses told them, "This is the bread which the LORD has given you to eat." Manna—the name itself carrying the question "What is it?"—became the daily provision for forty years of wilderness wandering.
The giving of manna established a profound and finely structured order of food. First, it was given daily. Each day they were to gather only what was sufficient for that day; nothing was to be kept until morning (except on the day before the Sabbath). Those who tried to hoard found that the leftover manna "bred worms and stank." This command placed the Israelites in a position of daily dependence, teaching them a fundamental truth: provision comes from God, not from human accumulation and control. Second, each person gathered according to their need: “He who gathered much had nothing over, and he who gathered little had no lack." In the matter of food, the gap between rich and poor was erased by a sacred equality. Each person stood before the same Provider and received.
What this food order cultivated was a community of trust. Years later, on the borders of the Promised Land, Moses looked back on all of this and spoke the words that have echoed through the ages: “He humbled you, allowed you to hunger, and fed you with manna which you did not know nor did your fathers know, that He might make you know that man shall not live by bread alone, but by every word that proceeds from the mouth of the LORD” (Deuteronomy 8:3). Hunger, manna, and the Word—these three
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