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FOREWORD

There is a word in Chinese called yuanfen that most directly translates as a ‘fateful coincidence’ – often seen when luck or destiny plays a role in bringing people together. This is how I would best describe my relationship with Mimi.

I met Mimi in 2003 when she walked into my class in Venice, California, where I was teaching my system of Sacred Energy Arts. She was like a beautiful koi fish with enormous eyes and watery movements – keen on learning more about the intersection between hatha yoga and qigong. It was very clear that she was an intelligent, focused, woman who was going to touch many people’s lives. We spoke at length after class and Mimi shared with me that she had opened her own school in Beijing and would like to have me come teach there. This was the beginning of our long and fortuitous relationship.

When I think of Mimi, I think of someone as a great connector. As a Chinese American, who has lived and studied all over the world, she is a perfect ambassador to bridge the ancient teachings of the East with today’s West. There is no better foundation than that of qigong.

Today’s world is moving at a rapid pace – we see this in technology, population growth, and consumption. We work longer hours. We work harder. We work faster. Sometimes these demands demand too much. We become overly stressed, tired, sick, and we neglect our internal life force – our qi. We all have our own unique energetic signature, but unless we are willing to take the inner journey, the path is blocked, and we stray further from alignment with who we truly are. The qigong practice is the ancient Asian system of health and self-development that allows us to slow down, create s p a c e, and bring each of us back in harmony with our true Self.

Equanimity means to have a calm mind in difficult situations. This is a hallmark of qigong and tai chi practices. In Buddhism, it is described as having a mind like a clear lake. The demands of the world are not changing anytime soon, but we can change, and that change begins within.

The term dantian refers to our energy centre in the body. It is where an acupuncture point known as the ‘Sea of Qi’ resides. The journey we can take, travelling from the mind (or upper dantian) to the heart (or middle dantian) to the abdomen (or lower dantian), is one of the most sacred journeys we can take. This connection is the mind–body link from the cranium to the sacrum. This pathway is known in the world by many names. Qigong refers to this as the tai chi axis or zhong ding. In craniosacral circles it is known as the core link; in the Native American tradition it is the red road; in some Christian traditions it is ascension; in the yogic tradition it is the kundalini. This short physical distance of approximately three feet (one metre) is one of the most beautiful and important spiritual journeys available to us.

In this book you will find practices that can enrich your life and offer what the Chinese call ‘radiant health’, or ‘health beyond danger’. You will be guided with Mimi’s expert hands, words, wit and grace, and you will have the opportunity to enter the internal path of self-discovery – to walk the red road. May your journey bring you joy, health and freedom.

Sifu Matthew Cohen
Founder of Sacred Energy Arts






PREFACE

Qigong (pronounced ‘chee-gung’) is a system of Chinese medicine that has helped transform people’s health and well-being for over 2500 years. Over the 15 years I have practised and taught qigong, I have seen how this ancient approach continues to benefit people, by providing tools with which to manage energy levels, regulate health and balance life.

As the popularity of qigong and tai chi extends beyond China and Asia, my aim is to reach across both cultures and present the wisdom from Chinese medicine and qigong in ways that contemporary, Western readers can appreciate and find useful. I have also chosen to focus on how we can approach qigong as a fundamentally nourishing practice for the body, mind and spirit. Although qigong certainly takes patience and perseverance, it does not require as much strength or flexibility as some systems of movement-based practices such as yoga or martial arts. As an energy-based art, the power of qigong lies in its subtle potency. Most likely, you will find that even a few minutes of qigong a day can make you feel invigorated and relaxed.

Each part in Qigong and the Tai Chi Axis provides an overview of seasonal themes and characteristics of the Chinese Five Elements of Wood, Fire, Earth, Metal and Water as they relate to qigong practice. My intention is to give you greater context as to why certain qigong sequences and forms are beneficial. This way, as you learn to do the forms, you can track the specific benefit that each exercise offers your physical, mental and emotional health.

In most cases, I have used the worldwide standard of Pinyin to transcribe Chinese characters. In some instances, I have used the Wade–Giles transcription, for words such as tai chi, for example, which is consistent with how most English speakers use and reference this term. The term ‘tai chi’ means the point where yin and yang come into perfect balance. The tai chi axis is how we feel this balance in our bodies. The term ‘tai chi chuan’ (taijiquan) is different. Many people often ask me what the difference is between qigong and tai chi chuan. The easiest way to explain the distinction is that tai chi chuan is a type of qigong practice: it follows set sequences that are martially based meditative movements. These sequences have been handed down primarily by five families and lineages in China – the Yang, Wu Yi Xiang, Chen, Wu Jianquan and Hao-styled tai chi chuan. The forms in tai chi chuan are among the estimated 7000 forms of qigong found in the world today.

I hope you enjoy the stories, examples, explanations and practices that follow. More importantly, I hope you can use this book as a tool to understand why qigong can be a deeply nourishing, balancing and healing art for any age and level of fitness. With qigong’s emphasis on the Five Elements, my hope is also that you may discover a way to feel a true sense of peace and belonging with the beauty, mystery and balance of nature and the universe.






INTRODUCTION

Qigong and the Great Source of Wholeness

At the heart of the ancient Chinese healing art of qigong is the idea that nature is balanced and harmonious. This balance is known as the tai chi, or ‘great source’. In classical Chinese texts, this source creates oneness, and it is where the natural forces of yin and yang come into equilibrium. In the body, this source is the tai chi axis. It is where we stand aligned between the earth and sky, a place and space of wholeness and health. When we orientate towards the balance of the tai chi axis through regular qigong practice, we have the potential to heal and be more fully alive.

Nourishment is also what all living creatures – plants and animals alike – seek to ensure their steady growth and health. This book is an invitation to explore the ways in which qigong can assist us, as human beings, to find this nourishment and use it to support the health of our body, mind and spirit. It offers tools to help us replenish our resources when they seem depleted or scarce, manage our energy levels and learn to make healthier choices in everyday life.

What is qigong?

Qigong is a form of energy cultivation. Qi in Chinese means ‘life energy’ and gong ‘to cultivate’. It is considered one of the pillars of Chinese medicine, but also the basis of most Chinese martial arts, which draws its principles from Daoism and Buddhism. In both Daoism and some forms of Buddhism, qigong remains the primary means of moving and exercising the body, regulating the breath and calming the mind and/or heart on the path to spiritual awakening. It is therefore a practice that can, at once, be medicinal, martial and spiritual.

To cultivate qi, it can first be helpful to have a clearer definition of qi. The Chinese character for qi uses radicals, or drawings that combine to form words, that include steam and rice.

氣

With these images in mind, qi can be understood as the product of food, fire, water and air. In the Chinese language, qi is part of everything. It can be used to describe the weather (tianqi 天氣) or one’s facial coloration (qise 氣色) and emotional state. For example, to become angry is sheng qi (生氣) – which translates as ‘birthing qi’. Daniel Keown, author of The Spark in the Machine, has provided a more functional definition of qi from a Western, medical perspective. He writes that qi is more than just life energy; it is the ‘organising force of the body’ and ‘energy produced by each cell’.1 It is in our breath, bones and blood. It animates our every movement and thought and is the energetic blueprint that gives life to all matter. When we practise qigong, we are, therefore, affecting the force that powers and structures our life.

Qigong employs a blend of active and dynamic movements, breathing, visualisation and meditation techniques aimed at cultivating healthy qi flow through the body’s organs and meridians. Qigong adheres to the principle of xing ming shuang xiu, or ‘the body’s energy, form and spirit are equally refined’. This principle assumes that the body’s qi can be altered and affected: it has the potential to be clear, healthy and in balance. Because of lifestyle, trauma, injury or stress, however, qi can also become stagnant, blocked, diseased, erratic, sluggish, excessive or deficient. In acupuncture, needles are used to clear blockages in the flow of qi and support overall health through moving balanced qi into the organs and meridians. Much in the same way, qigong works to cultivate healthy qi flow where there has been disruption or imbalance. Instead of needles, however, it turns to movement, intention, visualisation and breathing techniques.

Many Westerners are just becoming familiar with qigong and its health benefits, but it has been practised in China for centuries – often under different names. The earliest forms of qigong were known as the daoyin, which means ‘leading and guiding the qi’. Daoyin practices can be traced back to scrolls from 168 BCE that depicted people stretching, breathing and imitating animal movements such as the monkey, dragon, crane and bear. The movements were described as treating a range of conditions, from flatulence and rheumatism to disturbances of the nervous system and anxiety.2

Today, there are many branches and lineages of qigong. The estimated 7000 forms practised currently worldwide may feel overwhelming, but in some ways, knowing this can be a relief. While more martial schools of qigong, such as tai chi chuan, can be prescriptive in how forms should be executed, for me, knowing there are thousands of forms means that whenever I start thinking I’m doing something ‘wrong’, I consider whether I have perhaps just created a brilliant new 7001st qigong form.

Journey to the East and West

My interest in qigong began when I was living in China. Originally born in upstate New York, I grew up in the United States but began visiting China at an early age. In total, I lived in China for over 13 years between 1994 and 2009. My parents, who were Chinese immigrants, set off as students to the US from China in the 1950s, but always maintained a keen interest in Chinese politics and culture. I am grateful to them for always reminding me of the significance of China and its cultural heritage, and glad they took myself and my brothers there regularly. In fact, the first time I went to China was in 1982, when I was nine years old. Back then, just years after the Cultural Revolution, China was what many called the ‘sleeping dragon’: people saw its potential to rise up on the world stage, yet no one would imagine it would transform into the economic leader it is today. I feel privileged to have been witness to China’s incredible transformations and changes, and to appreciate its rich traditions that have endured despite the turmoil of the last century.

For most of my time in China, I worked in journalism – first as a television journalist in 1994, and then as a freelance photographer. Starting in 2002, I also taught yoga and managed Beijing’s first yoga studio. Looking back on that period of time before I began practising qigong, I probably had too many passions and not enough resources. I was burning out regularly, in an unhealthy and emotionally abusive relationship, irritable and quite fleshy – especially around my arms and belly. I often felt needy, ungrounded and overwhelmed. In short, I’m sure I wasn’t much fun to be around.

Though I tried some qigong during my early years in China, it was an American practitioner, Sifu Matthew Cohen, who was my first qigong teacher. He continues to be a strong influence in my practice and teaching. Matthew studied and taught a fusion of tai chi, qigong, martial arts and yoga. On my invitation, he came to Beijing in 2004 to teach a workshop at the yoga studio I was running at the time, Yoga Yard. I’ll never forget how powerful it felt when Matthew instructed me into Wuji, or Emptiness Stance – the qigong standing position. I felt a combination of being grounded yet energised and awake in ways that contrasted to how I felt in yoga postures. I was immediately hooked, and since then have been integrating qigong into how I practise and teach yoga.

In 2005, I began co-teaching retreats in a small village outside Beijing, near the Great Wall, called Sancha, where I rented a weekend home. The retreats were primarily led by Cameron Tukapua, a New Zealand acupuncturist who was formerly the head of the New Zealand College of Acupuncture in Christchurch. I met Cameron through one of my main yoga teachers, Donna Farhi. Cameron shared teachings about the Chinese Five Elements with our group that made a profound and lasting influence on my health, lifestyle, relationships and my general sense of my place in the world. These elements, sometimes referred to as phases, are Wood, Fire, Earth, Metal and Water. In Chinese, they are called the wuxin. It is believed that each element in nature relates to an organ and meridian system in the body. Alongside these teachings, Cameron also shared a powerful set practice of Five Element Qigong Forms that quickly shifted a number of long-term respiratory illnesses and digestive disorders with which I had struggled.

Cameron’s teachings of the Five Elements also helped me change some of my daily routines that further support my health. I began to follow the Chinese body clock through a day, such as eating a full breakfast (the stomach is most active between 7.00 and 9.00 a.m.) and not working past 7.00 p.m. (between 7.00 and 9.00 p.m. are the heart protector hours, when we should be with our loved ones rather than with computers). In time, I began a course of self-study, reading and learning about qigong, Daoism (the underlying belief system of qigong) and Chinese medicine.

Over the years, I have learned that qigong and the Five Elements model posit balance as possible and natural for every human being. This has helped me see that certain characteristics I felt about myself – tendencies to be needy, burning out or feeling ungrounded, for example – were simply certain elemental qualities out of balance, rather than something inherently lacking in myself. I also became aware that the source of stress, tension and disease can often be traced to a lack of harmony and flow in my elemental constitution. Learning tools to work positively with these disparities in my elemental make-up has been life-changing.

Today, along with yoga and meditation, qigong, Daoism and the Chinese Five Elements play central roles in shaping my approach to living with a sense of energy, balance and well-being. This book is a presentation of the ways in which qigong and its foundations in Chinese Five Element theories in particular have offered me and my students nourishment at a deep and transformative level. Each section offers a composite of stories, information and insights shared from my studies. As I do not come from or adhere to any specific qigong lineage or tradition, this book does not present any set style or school of qigong. Instead, I offer this book as a companion to those like myself who would like to find helpful tools that can enable them to understand qigong in everyday language. It is my hope that readers of this book can learn fundamental practices while gaining insights and wisdom that support our natural capacity for nourishment of the body, mind and spirit.


Relationships between the Five Elements/Phases (Wuxin), Yin and Yang and the Tai Chi Axis

The Chinese model for health is based on the idea that we are a microcosm of the macrocosm. We are each comprised of organs that correspond to one of the Five Elements as well as a season. For example, Wood relates to spring and the liver and gall bladder, and Fire to summer and the organs of the heart, small intestine, pericardium and triple heater. These organ systems also link to certain times of day, colours, sounds, smells and emotions (see chart, opposite).

Together, the elements and seasons move in cycles that are part of yin and yang. Yin and yang are often described as active and receptive, light and dark, male and female. The original meaning of yin and yang, however, referred to the shady and sunny side of a mountain. Ancient Daoist and shamanic sages observed that as the morning sun rose and crossed the sky, one side of the mountain would be in sun while the other was in shade. By afternoon, the light on the mound was the opposite. This non-hierarchical idea came to reflect the notion that the world exists in a harmonious balance of opposites: if something contracts, it must first expand. In time, the idea of yin and yang was drawn as a symbol known as the taijitu (tai chi tu). In this image, the seed of yin is always within yang, and vice versa. This notion of balance is the essence of qigong and Daoism.

[image: image]


In this theory, qi is the product of seasonal and elemental movements between yin and yang. When we learn to adapt our bodies to these natural cycles, we have the potential to harmonise our qi with nature. This is the main goal of qigong: to balance our qi in the body. When this happens, we come into alignment with the yin and yang energies of our body, or the tai chi axis.









	Season & Element
	Direction
	Organ & Meridian System
	Colour
	Emotion


	 

	Spring, Wood
	East
	Liver & gall bladder
	Green
	Anger


	 

	Summer, Fire
	South
	Heart, small intestine, pericardium & triple heater
	Red
	Joy


	 

	Late summer, Earth
	Centre
	Spleen & stomach
	Yellow
	Sympathy


	 

	Autumn, Metal
	West
	Lungs & large intestine
	White
	Grief


	 

	Winter, Water
	North
	Kidneys & urinary bladder
	Blue/black
	Fear


	 




To maintain balance, there are two cycles always at work: the generative (shen) and controlling (ke).
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The generative cycle creates elements:

Water feeds the growth of Wood.
Wood builds Fire.
Fire burns down and its ashes create Earth.
Earth generates Metal.
Metal collects and enriches Water.

The controlling cycle restricts elements:

Water puts out Fire.
Fire softens and melts Metal.
Metal chops Wood.
Wood stabilises Earth.
Earth blocks Water’s flow.

All work to create harmonious balance between yin and yang in qigong. This framework presents a helpful perspective on physical as well as mental and emotional health. Because nature is seen to be in balance and continually cycling through the seasons, our organ systems and their corresponding qualities can also be understood to move through cycles and potentially find homeostasis, or balance. Yet because of our habits, lifestyles or other circumstances, our organs tend to feel challenged and out of balance.

Balance as a model for health

Nature’s capacity for homeostasis and balance is also qigong’s model for health. As human beings we are part of nature. This means that we, too, have the possibility of finding balance and alignment with the fluid cycles of change. Just as imbalance in nature may be caused by too much heat, not enough rain or insufficient nourishment in the soil, imbalances in our bodies may also be a result of excess heat, insufficient hydration or lack of nourishment to our mental and physical lives. And just as these imbalances in nature are not seen as signs that nature has failed or fallen short, we can also learn to see that our body’s imbalances are not indications that we are fundamentally flawed; rather, we can see that problems arise because our elements are in or out of balance.

This important perspective gives us a way to begin having more control over our health and well-being. Qigong helps to even out the excess or deficiency of qi in the organ systems, thereby creating the conditions for healthy qi and energy flow. We can choose to work to address our body’s needs by adding heat to our system if our body is too cold, or cooling the system if the body burns too hot. We can learn to soften in areas that feel rigid and stiff, or build integration and cohesion in areas that feel distant, diluted or weak. This is what acupuncturists do with needles, or herbalists with herbs.

With qigong, we use a combination of intentional, moving meditations and deep breathing to support our body’s ability to maintain health. The movements are slow, steady and done so that you nourish rather than deplete the body’s energy reserves. As the Han Dynasty Chinese physician Hua Tuo wrote, the ‘body must have exercise, but it should never be done to the point of exhaustion.’3 Hua Tuo also described how this approach aids digestion, improves blood flow and prevents illnesses.

This last point is important. Qigong is a preventative medicine. It is not a cure-all or a panacea for all disease. Its focus is on supporting the body in natural ways through movements and meditations that enable our organs and meridians to function as best they can. Regular practice can reduce damage to our organs and, in some cases, reverse severe medical conditions, but this often depends on many other factors such as your genetic make-up, the severity of the disease, diet, sleep patterns and lifestyle.

The good news is that with regular practice, qigong naturally helps guide us towards adopting better habits. Through intentional movements, we begin to feel more present and sensitive to our body’s needs. We pay attention to where we hold stiffness, tightness and tension, and learn to deliberately relax and soften these areas. We also consciously deepen and refine our breathing, which lets the movements become meditative. When we focus on the breath, our mind begins to calm and become steady. This can help alleviate the effect of mental stresses such as worry and anxiety. Breathing practices also begin to circulate qi. When this happens, qigong becomes more than just exercising the muscles and moving the bones. When qi effectively circulates, it means that we open the body to the uninhibited flow of qi. This nourishes our blood and helps us steady our energy levels.

When we start to feel the effects of qigong, we begin to know what it is like to be healthy, vibrant and clear. We can also sense when we feel off-kilter and imbalanced. Once we become aware of this, we have the capacity to change it. Qigong gives us the tools to see, respond and adjust to our experiences so that we can stave off the detrimental effects of fatigue, tension and stress before they become deeper problems.

Above all, qigong works to integrate the virtues of trust, integrity, wisdom and compassion into the human body and spirit. It is a practice that people of all ages and levels of experience can embrace and find beneficial. It is a simple yet profound art that has the potential to give you optimal vibrancy, happiness and health.


Guidelines for Practice

The format of this book respects the idea that qigong nourishes and balances our elemental constitutions, helping us align more closely with the flow of our natural state and the tai chi axis. This nourishment takes place at different but equally important levels of our experience. I have chosen to focus on the Five Elements and on each element’s core qualities and characteristics:

Wood is an element that can help us nourish our roots and our capacity for steadiness.

Fire is an element that can help us nourish our heart and our capacity for connection, warmth and love.

Earth is an element that can help us nourish our mind and our capacity for clear, bright intention.

Metal is an element that can help us nourish our spirit and our capacity for appreciation of life.

Water is an element that can help us nourish our deepest wisdom and our capacity to connect to our essence and inborn potential.

Each section will offer general practices as well as forms from more popular qigong sequences, such as the Eight Brocades, 18 Forms, Five Animal Frolics and the Five Element Mudras and Forms. Sections will also include breathing practices, visualisations and meditations that can be subtle yet highly powerful ways to nourish and heal the body, especially when physical movement is challenging or your energy is low.

It is best to read through each section of the book first, and then begin to practise movements and meditations once you have a general understanding of the context and reasons behind practices. Many of the forms can be linked together into other sequences, which are offered in the Additional Practice Guide at the end of the book (see here).



PRACTICALITIES FOR PRACTICE

Time of day: Active qigong is best practised in the morning, though there is no harm in doing it later in the day or in the early evening. Visualisations, breathing practices and meditations can also be done anytime, including before bedtime.

Eating and meals: Heavy meals are not advised before practising qigong, but it is always good to have a bit of food in your system before you start, especially in the mornings. The reason for this is that food starts qi production in your body and digestive system. My advice is that if you practise in the morning, drink some lemon/ginger tea, or eat a piece of fruit or toast before you start.

Where to practise: Generally, you can do qigong anywhere. Finding a clean, quiet space indoors is good, as is outside. Be sure to stay warm if you practise outside, though.

What to wear: Comfortable, loose clothing is good, but one of the freedoms of qigong is that no special kit is necessary. If practising indoors or in warm weather, you may prefer to be barefoot. However, it is advisable to never have cold feet. Therefore, shoes and/or socks should be worn to keep the feet warm, if necessary.

How to breathe: Orientate your breathing towards slow, long, even, fine and deep breaths. Let your breathing be centred around your abdominal area, or lower dantian. Unless you have blocked sinuses, allow your mouth to close and breathe through your nose.

The rule of thirds: If you are injured, it is advised to work to one-third of your effort level. If you are not injured, you can work to two-thirds of your effort level. Always reserve the last third of your energy and effort as a reservoir and resource. Also, if you are menstruating, you can practise these forms but reduce your effort level to half or one-third.

Resting the tongue and teeth: In most qigong practices, allow your teeth to come together without clenching. Rest the tongue on the roof of the mouth. This is believed to help join two important meridian systems in your body – the Ren Mai and Du Mai, or the main yin and yang channels of the centre-front and centre-back body.




As another general guideline for practice, we can look to a few passages from one of Daoism’s central texts, the Dao De Jing (Tao Te Ching), written over 2500 years ago.4 These ancient ideas can offer some useful insights into the benefits of qigong practice for us today.

What is rooted is easy to nourish. Qigong encourages us to stay rooted, to receive sustenance and energy; otherwise, we feel ungrounded, unstable and imbalanced in our lives.

What is recent is easy to correct. Qigong enables us to become present. When we are lost in the past
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