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Theories of Stress

1 Western medicine has accepted the correlation between stress and illness, but does not outright
claim that all forms of stress create an illness or ill effect. In Western medicine, the apparent root
cause of an illness is diagnosed based strictly on the symptoms of the illness. Taoism asserts that
all stresses and anxieties have a physical and mental effect on the person, and that in the end all
our illnesses have their source in negative mental actions or thoughts. Western skepticism can be
partially justified in that stress can affect a person either negatively or positively. Since all stress
stimulates the adrenal glands, stress can sometimes create the capacity for individuals to perform
wondrous physical feats. In certain individuals, stress can provide motivation for great
accomplishments. The majority who experience stress, however, do so in a negative way. It maybe
the case that stress stimulates a positive response in people who have an increased supply of
adrenal hormones. Inversely, those who react to stress in a negative manner have a decreased
supply.
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2 To the Taoist, however, this whole matter of how a person reacts to stress is purely a question of
positive qi —the internal energy that all Taoists aspire to experience flowing through their body
—or negative qi. In more specific terms a person is endowed with either good or poor “inherited
qi” and “self-acquired qi. ” "The Taoists term these as: "before heaven qi, ” the mental and
physical energy received from one's parents; and “after heaven qi, " the energy a person
accumulates from his or her own efforts. If a person's qi is strong and abundant, the Taoist believes
that the quality, vitality, and length of his or her life will be greatly increased.
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3 Qi is not hormonal; rather it is what affects and stimulates hormones. In a sense, qi is like a
latent oxygen in the blood that can promote increased health and stamina. Ultimately, it is the
energy that animates a human being, the unseen power source that mobilizes all physical and



mental functions of the body. In Chinese, qi means both vital life energy and breath, as it is the
breath that either accumulates or dissipates qi. Proper breathing accumulates it; poor breathing
dissipates it.
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4 Stress dissipates qi because the breathing is obstructed; thus a person's health and longevity are
adversely affected. Acupuncture, developed by early Taoists, in its essence is a means whereby qi
is balanced, which results in a regularizing of all the body's functions.
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5 Western medicine is gradually making progress toward the acceptance of the validity of
acupuncture and qi. The gradual acceptance is owing mostly to the incredible cures witnessed by
many Western medical practitioners. Still, Western medicine is hesitant to accept Eastern
explanations for the cures that come from balancing and restoring qi.
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6 Nevertheless, both Western and Eastern health practices agree that stress is not only unwanted
and injurious but also that relaxation and breathing play an important role in eliminating it.
Western medicine, however, is still confused about how to eliminate stress; Eastern practice is not.
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7 In recent years more studies have appeared in the West that highly recommend Asian methods
for healing. The main reason for the high praise is that the studies have found that such methods
not only greatly increase blood circulation but also strengthen the immune system and central
equilibrium (a person's sense of balance).
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8 People who suffer from stress normally experience poor blood circulation and loss of balance.
Any medical doctor will tell you that if you increase your blood circulation, you will alleviate
numerous health problems, from arthritis to migraine headaches. When there is poor blood
circulation the body's immune system cannot function properly. If the immune system
malfunctions, then the body is completely open to numerous diseases, ranging from the common
cold to cancer. Stress is the number one cause of poor blood circulation.
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9 Many people believe that stress can be cured simply by resting or relaxing, but this is true only
of very minor types of stress. Resting, or doing nothing, is purely a short-term means to releasing
minor anxieties and avoiding taking more stress in to the body. Rest is fine for relieving tension or
creating a calm mind for making an important decision, but it really has nothing to do with curing
stress. Rest can actually just hide stress that would be revealed if, for example, you were to
undergo a treadmill stress test. Once stress is present in the body, inaction will not cure it. When
left unattended, this stress will show up in your dreams, hobbies, relationships, and work.
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10 As explained in more detail later, stress is a self-trained response. If you want to eliminate it
and its harmful effects from your life, rather than trying to suppress or avoid it, you must learn to
change your response to the things that create stress. Changing your mental response requires
changing your physical state or activity. 'There is no such thing as thinking your way out of stress,
so if you want to change the responses in your mind, you must first make changes in your body.
Altering the stress response is accomplished by incorporating the three basic physical functions of
releasing, massaging, and breathing.
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The Three Paths to Eliminating Stress

11 At the heart of Taoist teachings we find three basic and important criteria for eliminating stress.
The first is to acquire a mind-set that allows for the release of your self-trained responses to
stressful situations. As you begin to pay attention to releasing stress, it should become clear that
responses to stress are often habitual. Take, for example, people who experience degrees of road
rage every time they drive. The stress will manifest itself on the road, but it often relates more to
some other problem in their life than it does to their actual driving experience. In Taoism it is
thought that a person is not necessarily violent simply because he hates someone else — it is
because there is something in himself he hates, and his violent actions are but an external venting
of his own inner turmoil. Unfortunately, habitual responses to stress, such as road rage or
violence, often create further causes for stress. Identifying your self-trained responses to stress —
and acquiring a mind-set that immediately recognizes and releases these responses — is the first
step in becoming stress free.
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12 The second criterion is to learn how to pay attention to yourself in a positive manner rather
than a negative manner in which you focus on only the negative effects of your experience of
being stressed. This process is very simple, as it is accomplished by massaging and pressing
certain areas of the body to alleviate the negative physical effects of stress. These massaging
methods alter the central nervous system's impulses for reacting to stress and train it to respond in
a way that eliminates stress.
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13 For example, if you are one of those people who experience frequent bouts with road rage, the
cure is first to release the rage, to let it go. Then pull over and utilize both the massaging and
breathing techniques to release the stress. Over time this will create a self-trained positive
response when you are experiencing road rage or any other stress.
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14 The third criterion is to learn how to breathe stress away. Breathing is the most important
bodily function we have; it directly affects the circulation of the blood and our central nervous
system. In Taoism spiritual cultivation nothing plays a bigger role than the discipline and practice
of breathing methods. The Chinese term qi translates simultaneously as both “breath” and
“vital-life energy. ” Qi is the animator of life, for without it the body is lifeless. When the qi is low
in the abdomen the body and mind are tranquil. When the qi is high in the chest the body and
mind are agitated. Therefore, based on the Tao is concept of qi, the elimination of stress relies
greatly on our ability to breathe correctly.
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