Notes for Acupuncture I 

An Introduction to the ‘Jing Luo’, the Channels and Collaterals

I would like to start by reading you these two quotes from the Nei Jing. 

[brief discussion of the significance, age and authorship of the Nei Jing].

‘It is by virtue of the twelve channels that human life exists, that disease arises, that human beings can be treated and illness cured. The twelve channels are where beginners start and masters end. To beginners it seems easy: the masters know how difficult it is.’ 

‘Huang Di asked, “Why is it that the Qi of the Yin channels runs only to the five Zang organs, but not to the six Fu organs?”

‘Chi Po answered: “The circulatory sphere of the channel Qi is not restricted within fixed limits, but extends over every part of the body. The Channel Qi circulates ceaselessly just as water flows or the sun and moon orbit without rest. The Yin and Yang Channels continue to circulate ceaselessly through the outer side and the inner side, through the exterior and the interior as a ring without beginning and end, the Yin channels controlling the Qi of the Five Zang organs and the Yang channels controlling the Qi of the six Fu organs. 

The so-called Yin and Yang of them are nothing but designations and the times of their circulation are calculated only for convenience. 

The Qi which circulates through the whole body nourishes the Zang and Fu organs in the interior and makes the flesh and skin glossy at the exterior.”

· Nei Jing Ling Shu, chapter 17.

Why did I choose these two passages?

The first passage makes it clear that the concept of channels and Collaterals, the Jing Luo, is an essential and defining concept in TCM. Your study of acupuncture begins and ends with this concept! What this passage is really addressing, in my opinion, is that understanding the nature and the significance of the movement of Qi is the fundamental art of TCM. 

You could think of these channels as the first or most important (in TCM) distinctions of the field of Qi that is an embodied human. Hence the Nei Jing says that without these 12 channels there is no human life.

In the course of this introduction to the channel system we will elaborate the nature and functions of the 12 main channels, where they begin and end, what they do, the direction  and depth of their flow, their associated Zang and Fu organs and the other organs they influence etc. We will also outline the twelve divergent channels, the eight extraordinary vessels, the Fifteen (or sixteen) Luo connecting channels, the branch luo channels, the twelve sinew or muscle channels, the twelve cutaneous regions and the minute Collaterals! A total of 72 channels! This is a common type of progression in Chinese studies – from the one to the two to the ‘Wan Wu’, the myriad objects; from the underlying principal to the overwhelming detail! In TCM you start with the simple unitary concept of ‘Qi’ then Yin and Yang, then the five Zang, the six Fu, the twelve officials etc. until suddenly you are looking at 72 channels! and they are all going in different directions and doing different things at different times, sometimes according to their type, sometimes seemingly idiosyncratically! And you have just started acupuncture school. This is the first semester and by God, you will memorize all 72 of those channels! I really don’t want you to do that! This class is about building your understanding. Don’t cloud it with unnecessary effort. Hence the reason for the second quote which we will read again ……

 “The so-called Yin and Yang of (the channels) are nothing but designations and the times of their circulation are calculated only for convenience.” 

You see, it’s official, it says it right there in the Nei Jing! In the Ling Shu portion no less-  the ‘Bible’ of acupuncture, a text crammed with incredible technical detail and categorical statements which have been passed down for 2000 years – these channels are distinctions, designations, their ‘rules’ are calculated only for convenience! 

So when you get bogged down in the differentiations and the rules as Huang Di appears to be doing when asking about the Qi flow of the Yin organs etc. remember what the big picture is here- there are two statements in this quote that point you to this - 

“The circulatory sphere of the channel Qi is not restricted within fixed limits, but extends over every part of the body.”

Basically this is saying ‘All these channel distinctions exist to help you make distinctions’ but the big picture is that Qi is! and it moves without fixed limits. And it pertains to Life – that which is animate. 

“The Qi which circulates through the whole body nourishes the Zang and Fu organs in the interior and makes the flesh and skin glossy at the exterior.” 

Basically this is saying  ‘it’s the Qi dummy!’ It’s the Qi that runs the interior and the exterior of the body, the substance and the form, again it pertains to the English language concept of ‘alive’ – animate.

So the big picture is -  ‘don’t sweat the details’.  As an acupuncturist you strive to ‘perceive’ or grasp the Qi, the Life force itself. The details we will study are simply there to hone your perception, or to clarify your conception, or to feed your creative understanding of the Life, the Qi, that is in front of you, needing your help.

