
 
ARTICLE:  Zi Ran Qigong for Stress Relief – A Western & Eastern Medical Perspective 
By Master Liu Deming (2010) 

 

 
Introduction  
 

Qigong as an exercise has been known to exist and practiced in China for over 2,500 years. It plays a strong part in Chan 
Buddhism (also known as Zen Buddhism) and Taoist philosophy, as well as Traditional Chinese Medicine and Chinese martial 
arts.  
 
 
Lost in Translation 

 
Qigong is an art form that is often largely misunderstood, particularly in the West.   Part of the cause is due to Qigong‟s ancient 
origins and the seemingly strong effect it can have on a person‟s health and well-being.  Because of this, Qigong has also often 
been included as part of many different religious and superstitious practices in the past. Indeed, with some forms of Qigong, 
separating the philosophical and physical component from the religious and superstitious components can be difficult.  
 
Another common source of misunderstanding is due to the fact that as Qigong comes from an ancient Chinese heritage, and 
therefore also often draws from ancient Chinese concepts. Terms stemming from these concepts (such as the word “qi”) often 
can have many meanings, many of which that do not have a direct or equivalent translation in English.   
 

 
Part of a book on Qigong practices unearthed from a Han dynasty tomb, circa 168 B.C. 

 
 
Zi Ran Qigong  
 

Zi Ran Qigong was created with the intention of dealing with these misunderstandings.  Zi Ran Qigong is a progressive set of 
exercises that retain all of the original concepts and benefits associated with traditional Qigong, whilst using terms and 
expressions and following a progression of practice that modern people can associate with and understand. 
 
The main concept behind Zi Ran Qigong is to obtain an understanding of one‟s mind and body and the link between the two.  
Once a good level of understanding has been gained, the Zi Ran Qigong practitioner can work at things such as alleviating 
stress by treating the mind and body as if it was a single unit.  This itself may sound like an obvious thing to do, but is rarely in 
modern treatment practices.  For example, a person would often see a physician when complaining of a stomach ulcer, or a 
psychologist when dealing with high anxiety, but rarely would they see both, even though there is most likely a commonality 
between the symptoms.  
 
To understand the philosophical basis behind Zi Ran Qigong, it is first necessary to understand how mental or emotional stress 
(mind) is linked to the functioning of the physical well-being (body) and vice versa.  We will examine this both from a western 
perspective and then from the complementary Zi Ran Qigong perspective. 
 
 
Qigong for Stress Relief – A Western Medical Perspective 

 



A good example of how mental or emotional stress (mind) is linked to the functioning of the physical (body) can be 
demonstrated in examining the body‟s response to stress.  
 
Essentially speaking, when a person is under a lot of pressure to perform or is shocked by something unexpected, the body‟s 
“fight-or-flight” response is activated. When this happens, the body will release adrenaline in order to increase your ability to 
deal with the increase in pressure. In western medicine terms, this is known as a response in the “hypothalamic-pituitary-
adrenal” or “HPA” axis.  This is a feedback system within the body which includes the brain (in particular, the hypothalamus), the 
pituitary gland (a pea-shaped structure located below the hypothalamus), and the adrenal glands (which are small organs 
located on top of the kidneys).  Another important thing to note is that the HPA not only controls reactions to stress, but 
regulates many other body processes, including digestion, the immune system, mood and emotions, sexuality, and energy 
storage and expenditure. 
 
“Carrying” Stress and Illness 
 

The issue that arises from this natural “fight-or-flight” response was only intended for only short-term situations. Under 
prolonged stress the body‟s resources to deal with this stress are gradually depleted and eventually the body loses its abili ty to 
retain its normal function.  At this point, the person will start to react physically to normal stress. Even if the person is not 
physically tired, they may start to sweat, and their heart rate may rise.  If this continues for a long period of time, damage may 
result as the capacity of glands, especially the adrenal gland, and the immune system is suppressed and function is impaired. 
The result manifests itself in illnesses such as reduced immunity, depression, trouble with the digestive system, or even 
cardiovascular problems. 
 
“Feedback” or how the body affects the mind  
 

It is important to note that in the HPA system described above, like many of the body‟s other internal systems, works as a 
“feedback” system.  This means that H part of the axis (the brain) monitors the bodies physical reaction to stress (which is in 
turn affecting by the A part – adrenaline levels) in deciding if we should be stressed or not.  In this way stress levels can result in 
a feedback loop or can get amplified if a person does not take the time to both mentally and physically relax. 
 
It is also important to note that the exact nature of how all the body‟s systems interact with and feed off each other is very, very, 
complex and not altogether fully understood. What is known is that these systems, including the HPA axis, will not always return 
back to the equilibrium points from where they started from.   
 
From here we can see the benefits of dealing with the stress in a unified manner, both physically and mentally.  Even if the 
mental cause of stress is removed, the long term effects can still manifest themselves in the body and can be “carried” around 
for long periods of time.   
 
The most obvious physical symptom of left over stress is tense muscles. Many people are often surprised when they get a 
massage for the first time and find out that many of their muscles are tense, even though they think they feel that they are 
“mentally” relaxed. 
 
What is also well known but often overlooked, is that a physical reaction to what is altogether an entirely mental stimulus ( in this 
case, a stressful situation) is not only limited to stress.  Nearly all emotional situations also carry some sort of physical response. 
For example, happiness, anger, sadness or fear will all cause a physical response, whether it be an alter heart rate, increase in 
adrenaline, a change in blood pressure (such as a red face), or the act of shedding tears.  All these physical responses also 
work within the HPA feedback similar to stress and can also be “carried” in a similar manner to stress. For example, in some 
cases when tense muscles are released under massage, it is not uncommon for people to have what they describe as an 
emotional “release” and in some cases even cry.   
 
Study of the HPA axis and similar physical responses to psychological stimulus and vice versa, have caused many to start 
researching the possible benefits of treating both mind and body as a single unit, rather than separate entities.  In the field of 
clinical psychology this is known as body psychotherapy or somatic psychology.  In the field of western medicine, this field is 
known as psychoneuroimmunology (the study of the interaction between psychological processes and their effects on the 
nervous and immune systems).  In traditional Chinese philosophy this in known as Qigong. 
 
 
The Link between Mind and Body – The Zi Ran Qigong Perspective 

 
Rather than talking about, brain waves, circulatory systems, nervous systems etc., the Zi Ran Qigong uses a simplified model of 
the mind and body based traditional Chinese philosophy.  The reason is the same reason a psychiatrist does not need to always 
use neuroscience to heal a patient, or a mechanic does not need to use quantum mechanics to work out the speed of a car.  
Instead you use a simplified framework that contains the most important information to do the job. It is important to note that this 
simplified model does not need to, and if possible, should not, contradict the more complicated detailed one.  Instead the model 
explains many of the exact same processes, just in a different, more manageable way.   
 
In traditional Chinese Philosophy and in Zi Ran Qigong, the mind and body is defined by four key parts: 

1. Yi  - Logical or conscious mind (associated with the „third-eye‟ and brain) 
2. Xin - Subconscious mind (associated with the „heart‟) 
3. Li  - Physical body, muscular strength etc. 
4. Qi  - Life force  

 



The Mind –Yi and Xin  
 
In Chinese Philosophy, the logical or conscious part of the mind is known as Yi.  It represents the narrative that speaks in your 

head when you think to yourself, the ability to think about things logically, plan things ahead, and understand such concepts as 
language, literature, and music etc.   
 
Xin represents sub-conscious mind and if translated literally means “heart”.  It does not however, literally mean the physical 

heart beating inside the body itself.  Instead it is representative of “will” or “desire”, as in the western saying “love comes from 
the heart”.  Xin could also be thought of being representative of a persons‟ “animal” brain, and could be said to be the part  that 
makes us “human”.  It is the Xin part of the brain that often provides the motivation for Yi, as it governs what it is that makes us 
happy or sad, to be tricky or mischievous, to be cowardly or brave.  
 
The Xin part of the mind is also usually the reason why people act in what may seem like an irrational fashion from an outside 
observer.  One case would be sacrificing a career for what would for all intents and purposes logically appear to be a short term 
relationship.  In this case if the person was to choose their career path over their relationship instead, they would most likely feel 
what they could describe as a heavy sinking sensation in middle of their chest, hence Xin‟s association with the word “heart” and 
other physical emotion.  In this situation, the Yi part of the mind represents the ability to see that such a relationship will probably 
be a doomed one in the long term.  When a person thinks too long about a particular problem or plan, they often get a heavy 
feeling in the middle of their forehead, above the bridge of their nose.  Hence Yi is often associated with the brain or the point 
known as the “third-eye”. 
 
The Physical Body and the Mind-Body Gateway - Li and Qi 
 
Li represents the physical body which enables us to interact with the outside world. Because of this Li is also often associated 

with muscle, or the use of force or strength.  In terms of Zi Ran Qigong, Li can be thought of the entire physical body and all the 
physical processes that go along with it. 
 
In traditional Chinese medicine and philosophy Qi can mean many things. In English it has been described as “energy” or “life 
force”.  However, from a Zi Ran Qigong perspective, Qi is probably best described as everything that happens from the intention 

of movement formed in the conscious mind (Yi) up until the actual movement of the body itself (Li).   In other words, Qi could be 
thought of the gateway between mind (which is thought to exist in a place separated from the physical world) and Li, the 
physical body itself. 
 
If we were to try to define Qi in terms of anatomy it would not only includes the nervous system, but also all the other physical 
(such as circulation) and mental processes (such as motor control) that also go along with the realisation of movement.  One 
very important process would be the part of the brain responsible for locomotive and structural coordination.  A good example of 
this is a baby learning to walk without falling over, an athlete learning to jump as far as possible, or a musician learning to use a 
musical instrument to physically realise the notes from the music they inside their conscious mind (Yi). 
 
From these examples you can see that to effectively transform Yi (mind) into Li (physical realisation) usually requires a lot of 
practice and repetition. That said, teaching the body to transfer Yi effectively into Li in such a way it can instantaneously be used 
in a situation that it has not been specifically trained before requires even more understanding and even greater training.  In 
Chinese medicine and philosophy this is known as “harmonising the Qi with Yi” and is one of the main goals within the study 
and practice of Zi Ran Qigong.  
 
In order to move with the greatest efficiency when undertaking physical movement, it is necessary to coordinate the entire body 
as a single unit. When a person is standing still, the twin upward forces from the ground arising from the legs meet in the middle 
at a point around 3-4 cm below the belly button.  Likewise the downward pressure from the arms head and chest and abdomen 
also meet at this point. For a person to more efficiently also requires direct coordination between both arms and legs, so it 
stands to reason that any efficient movement will in most cases also start from this point. This point is known in Qigong as the 
“dan tien” and is associated with the cultivation of Qi.   When the body is standing in a structurally correct manner and fully 
relaxed, the interaction between the top and bottom half of the body at the dan tien will become more pronounced.  When the 
body totally relaxes, muscles in the chest and abdomen that usually provide upward pressure to support the top half of the body 
also relax, and the lower part of the body, in particular the feet, will start to feel “heavy” as they take over this role instead. As 
more and more pressure is transferred into the ground, the feet will start to feel as if they are “rooted” or stuck.  This is feeling is 
commonly referred to as “sinking the Qi”. 
 
 
This model of the human body gives rise to what is known as the theory of the three internal harmonies: 
 
“Xin with the Yi 
  Yi with the Qi, 
  Qi with the Li” 
 
It is the goal of Zi Ran Qigong to cultivate and strengthen these three harmonies, as when all four parts of the mind and body 
act in a harmonious manner, not only will the practitioner be able to help identify and rid themselves of “carried” emotional 

stress, they will also be able to help protect themselves from additional emotional stress into the future.  
 
 
 
 



The Three Treasures – Jing, Qi and Shen 
 
The other goal of Zi Ran Qigong is the cultivation of what is known as “the three treasures”, namely Jing (Essence), Qi (Energy) 
and Shen (Spirit).  
 
Here, the definition of Qi as a form of “energy” is often what causes the greatest deal of confusion amongst people who choose 
to study Qigong (or indeed, most Asian martial arts).   
 
Perhaps the easiest way of explaining Qi as a form of energy is to consider the Chinese word for weather, tian qi, or literally 
“heaven qi”.  Here the atmosphere and everything it is comprised of (gas, moisture, water, dust, static electricity, etc) cou ld be 
considered Li, and the actual weather itself – a clear sky, rainy clouds, thunder and storm etc, could be considered the Qi 
component.  The stuff that comprises the heavens, the sun, the moon, the sky, does not go away. However, the state of the 
heavens is wildly variable - the sun warms the earth, the moon changes the tide, and the tilt and orbit of the earth affects the 
seasons. Therefore “heaven qi” can be calm or wild, hot or cold, wet or dry, among other things.    
 
With the body it is the same.  Our anatomy or (Li) consists of a large number of systems, including the nervous, circulatory, 
lymphatic, muscular systems to name but a few, all of which interact and feed off each other. The definition of Qi as an “energy” 
represents the interactions of all these things. Just as the movement of the Sun can cause movement within the “heaven qi” in 
order to create clouds from water, our mind can causes movement in the Qi of our body to in order to perform a physical action.  
 
Unfortunately, unlike the sky, the Qi in humans does not just “exist” as a matter of being; it needs to come from somewhere.  
Our body needs air to breathe, nutrients from food and water to survive, our muscles need to be exercised to function properly, 
and our mind needs sleep to recharge.  This part of our body is defined as Jing (essence).  Since Qi can be described as the 

interaction between the mind and muscle, as well as other various systems of the body, it is clear to see that in order to cultivate 
one‟s Qi it is also necessary to cultivate one‟s Jing. 
 
It is also an unfortunate, yet unavoidable fact that no matter how well nourished we are with food and no matter how well we 
look after and keep our bodies fit, eventually at some stage we will grow old and die.  It is from this that Jing is often described 
as two parts, Pre-heaven and Post-heaven Jing.   
 
Post-heaven Jing is the Jing that is obtained from our day to day activities – eating healthy food and good exercise.  However, 
even if a perfectly healthy body was constructed completely from spare parts, a la Frankenstein, it would still not yet be alive.  It 
would still need the initial spark (or in the case of Frankenstein‟s monster, the lightning bolt) to set the body in motion. This spark 
is known as Pre-Heaven Jing. Under the Chinese model of the human body, each person gets a limited about of Pre-Heaven 
Jing from their parents when they are born and it is the depletion of this Pre-Heaven Jing over time that is responsible for the 
aging process.  Following this logic further it is easy to see that if it is the Pre-Heaven Jing that is responsible for that initial spark 
or “movement of Qi” that is required to create life, then it must also be this Pre-Heaven Jing that is ultimately responsible for a 
human‟s ability to reproduce, and is therefore also the source of our sexual drive.  
 
The third treasure of the Chinese body and mind model is Shen, which is roughly translated as “spirit” and is closely associated 
with the Xin part of the mind.  The most obvious manifestation of Shen can be seen within “body language”.  For example, a 
depressed person will often look disinterested in the world around them, have bad posture and generally mope around, whereas 
a person who is excited and is motivated with what they are doing will often look alert and have a “sparkle” in their eyes.  It is 
through this way that a person‟s Shen can provide a gateway to somebody‟s inner spirit, or Xin (subconscious mind).   Here it 
can also be seen how a person can be still be an expert in a particular action and movement (and thus command great control 
over Qi) but be lacking in Shen.  A good example would be when listening to somebody playing an instrument.  Even if the 
person is an expert at their instrument and can hit all the notes perfectly, if they do not care about the song they are playing, it 
won‟t matter how good a technical player they are, they will still not sound the same or be as good as a person who is also an 
expert but plays while putting their “heart” into it.  In this case the latter person would have sa id to have cultivated an 
appreciation for what they are performing, and therefore have also cultivated good Shen.   

 
Of course, it can be quite difficult to be motivated and maintain a strong sense of Shen with everything you do, especially when 
you are trying to do something that appears very repetitive and mundane. In these types of circumstance one usually has to 
focus on the wider picture and think about things from a more philosophical viewpoint.  This way, what can be seen as repetitive 
and mundane can be viewed as a just a short term thing that will eventually have a meaningful benefit in the wider scheme of 
things in the long run (even if it is not apparent right now).  In this way the development of Shen can be also be a likened to the 
opening of one‟s mind and having a greater understanding of the universe in general.  
 
The other goal of Zi Ran Qigong is therefore the  cultivation of these three treasures - to ensure one‟s body is healthy via the 
cultivation of Jing; to cultivate and harmonise the connections between the body‟s various systems through the regulation and 
strengthening of Qi, and to open one‟s mind philosophically though the cultivation of Shen.    


