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Zen Meridian Theory
The Makko-ho is a sequence of gentle exercises which aim to aid energy (ki or chi) flow in each of the meridians running through the body.  Each exercise in the sequence focuses on a pair of meridians, which will be explained later, and the sequence is designed so that the meridians are stimulated in the order corresponding to the Chinese clock.  The theory of the Chinese clock says that our energies flow through meridians in a given order as follows;

Lung ( Large Intestine ( Stomach ( Spleen ( Heart ( Small Intestine

( Bladder ( Kidney ( Heart Protector ( Triple Heater ( Gall Bladder ( Liver ( Lung etc.

The first pair of Lung and Large Intestine are opened first and then the next pair and so on.  The exercises may be very easy for some people and difficult for others depending on the individual and their energies.  It is useful to notice whether an exercise is comfortable or not.  If it is comfortable and you feel as if you could stay in the stretch for a long time then it means that you should do the exercise so that energy may be attracted to the meridian and the flow will become strong.  On the other hand if an exercise is uncomfortable then the energy in that meridian pair may be stuck or sluggish.  There is a complementary exercise for each pair which will help move the energy.

The most important thing to remember is that your body will tell you how it feels.  The aim is to allow energy to flow, not to stretch the body beyond its limit.  Do not over stretch and cause the body injury.  Be mindful of what you are feeling as you perform these exercises, there is no competition, do them for yourself.

The following pages discuss the functions and nature of each pair of meridians and give some guidance as to how to perform the exercises.  In introducing the meridian pairs there is a key phrase to highlight the main characteristics, with some guidance as to their meaning.  For example the key phrase for the Lung and Large Intestine pair is Exchange and Elimination. 

Lung & Large Intestine

Key phrase:  Exchange and Elimination

Physically exchange can be seen as our breathing, exchanging carbon dioxide for oxygen.  Elimination is about getting rid of waste products, as in our bowel movements.

When we exchange anything there is a need to communicate across some boundary.  In breathing, the boundary is our lungs and generally the skin  marks the difference between self and not-self.  In life we have other boundaries such as our moral code and sense of personal space.   Good boundaries are neither too hard (impenetrable) or too soft (non existent) and we must make it clear to others where the boundary is.  Having a clear sense of self and high self worth will create good boundaries and allow you to communicate these to others.

Elimination is an important part of clearing both the physical body and the psyche.  If we do not let go of old stuff there will be no space for anything new.  We cannot breathe in if we never breathe out!
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These meridians are associated with grief and loss.  When they are out of balance we may have feelings of isolation, depression and sadness.  When in balance we are able to fully experience our grief, let go and move on.

Makko-ho exercise.

Stand with feet shoulder width apart, toes slightly turned out.  Interlock the thumbs behind your back and  open your shoulders backward, breathing in.  On the out breath, bend forward raising your  hands above your head.  Take three deep breaths while holding the position.  Gently stand up.  Repeat changing the thumbs.

Complementary exercise.

[image: image2.png]Stand with feet together, arms by your side.  Slightly bend forward (folding up - breathing out).  As you unfold, breathe in, stretch your arms over your head, opening your palms wide and kicking one leg backwards.  Come back to folding, feet together and repeat with the other leg.  Repeat several times.

Stomach and Spleen

Key phrase:  Ingestion and Digestion

The key phrase for these meridians not only applies to food but to all things that nourish us; food, intellectual pursuits and emotional experiences.  Ingestion is the act of eating and digestion the act of assimilating the experience.

We eat to satisfy a need, to gain nourishment.  If we are good at identifying our needs then we will ingest healthy food for our system, learn those things that feed our mind and open ourselves to emotional experiences that make us glad.  All of these will be easily digested to give us energy and make us feel alive.

Sometimes it is possible that we get involved with doing or eating things that do not really nourish us.  Sub-consciously we will fail to gain nourishment form these experiences or meals.  As a result we may feel like eating (over eating) to feel satisfied or we may lose our appetite altogether.

These meridians are associated with worry.  When they are out of balance there is a tendency to think too much and to concentrate on small details.  When in balance there is the potential to have ideas and to see the bigger picture.

Makko-ho exercise
Kneel on the floor with the knees slightly apart, the toes flat and the  heels at the side of the buttocks. Gently begin to lean back until you feel the thighs being stretched.  Use your hands for support.  Continue to lower the body until your back is on the floor.  If this is still not a stretch then put your hands above your head as in the picture.  Only go as far as necessary to stretch the front of the body -DO NOT hurt the back!  Take three deep breaths and then gently lift yourself up.

[image: image3.png][image: image4.png]Complementary exercise
Kneeling on the floor, hold your knees.  Lift, first on knee then the other.  This will stretch the front of the foot.  After a few repetitions, begin to lift the hips as well as the knee.

Heart and Small Intestine

Key phrase:  Conversion and Integration

The key phrase here describes how the ingested, digested experience truly becomes a part of us.  Digested food is converted into nutrients in the small intestine and then integrated into our cellular make up.  "You are what you eat".  Integration of external stimuli to effect an appropriate response is the function of the heart.

In most cultures the heart is associated with emotional response and consciousness (soul).  But emotional response is not only felt in the heart but also in the lower abdomen.  The small intestine causes blood to pool in the lower abdomen when the system is in shock.

When these energies are out of balance our emotional responses are inappropriate and we lack clarity of judgement.  It is also possible that we hold things inside, like withholding anger.

These meridians are associated with Joy.  When out of balance there may be hysteria, an excessive state of joy and inappropriate responses to external stimuli such as laughing at the news of a death.  In balance we easily express our true nature and enjoy life, seeing happiness where it is.

Makko-ho exercise

[image: image5.png][image: image6.png]Sitting on the ground, place the soles of the feet together and bring the feet as close as possible to the groin.  Hold the feet with both hands.  As you breathe out bend forward from the hips, keeping the back straight.  Try to let the elbows go outside the shins.  Take three deep breaths then gently sit up and release the legs.

Complementary exercise
Sitting on the ground, place the soles of the feet together and bring the feet as close as possible to the groin.  Put your hands under your legs and hold the ankles.  Gently rock from side to side, putting first one knee towards the ground and then the other.

Bladder and Kidney

Key phrase: Purification and Impetus

The first three pairs of meridians deal with our ability to take in air, food and experiences, which we then process to extract ki.  They also deal with eliminating waste material that the body and psyche no longer needs.  This pair deals with our survival fight/flight mechanism and also with the homeostasis of fluids, and hormonal balances.

Our kidneys are responsible for purifying liquids in the body.  In Zen Shiatsu theory the hormones are placed under the control of the kidneys because they are fluids.  The bladder meridian control impetus because the meridian pathway starts at the pituitary gland then closely follows the spinal column thereby having a link to the nervous system.

One of the critical hormones under the control of the kidney is the adrenal glands, responsible for the flight/fight response.  Thus fear and courage are associated with these meridians.  When out of balance we may experience, or need, high adrenaline and therefore enjoy high-risk sports (e.g. bungee jumping).  Alternatively we may be easily startled and fearful of everything.  We may lack motivation and not be able to find the impetus to do anything or we may be driven workaholics.  In balance we assess risk clearly and have enough energy to do those things we want to but we also know when to rest.

Makko-ho exercise
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Sitting with the legs straight out in front of you (making sure you are sitting on the sitting bones) stretch upwards with the arms and place the backs of the hands together.  Now, keeping the back straight, bend forward from the hips only as far as is comfortable.  Allow the legs to bend slightly if necessary  and the feet to fall outward. Once you have bent forward let your neck relax and your head to rest forward.  Take three deep breaths and then come back up.

Complementary exercise
Sitting as for the Makko-ho exercise.  Reach forward with the right hand and touch the left toes, bringing that hand back reach forward with the left hand and touch the right toes.  Continue to alternate for some time.  You should feel the hips moving back and forward.

Heart Protector and Triple Heater

Key phrase: Protection and Circulation

As with the Kidney and Bladder meridians, this pair is also involved with our protection from external influences.  The Triple Heater is seen as controlling peripheral circulation and protection of the outer most shell.  The Heart Protector deals with the deep circulation and is our inner shell, protecting the heart from external threats.

Good circulation is critical for distributing nutrients, throughout the body, and for lymph fluid, which protects us from toxins.

If the circulation of the great blood vessels is efficient then we will have a good supply of nutrients  and a calm awareness from our emotional core.  When out of balance we may get easily fatigued or exhausted and there may be stress and tension resulting in restless sleep.  Emotionally the Heart Protector in defensive mode may cause over concentration on work or abnormal emotions (intense or hypersensitive).

The peripheral circulation controlled by the Triple Heater allows us to adapt to our environment.  If impaired we may suffer allergies, temperature changes and an inability to adapt to changes such as loud noises and bright lights.   This ability to adapt is used in our connection to others also and the Triple Heater forms our outer emotional/psychological shell.

Makko-ho exercise
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Sit on the floor with legs crossed or in half lotus.  Cross the arms with the arm in front corresponding to the leg in front.  Gently grip the knees.  With a straight back bend at the hips as far as possible.  Now allow the head to relax and take three deep breaths.  Change the leg and arm that is in front and repeat, this time with the palms open.

Complimentary exercise
Standing with feet slightly more than shoulder width apart, hug yourself.  Swinging around to one side with the body slightly tilted forward until the toes of the opposite foot are lifted.  Do NOT over twist the neck.  When twisting to the other side allow the body to tilt forward slightly more.  

Gall Bladder and Liver

Key phrase: Storage and Distribution

This pair of meridians is the last in the Chinese Clock and in the life cycle described in Zen Shiatsu theory.  In the life cycle we have talked about how to obtain and assimilate energy, how to survive threats and reproduce and how to live in a community and to adapt.  The only thing left is to plan for the future and to put those plans into action.  This pair of meridians is involved with the storage of nutrients and blood and with the smooth distribution of them around the body when they are needed.

If the flow of energy is uneven we may experience periods of high energy followed by fatigue.  If the flow is stagnant we will suffer a general loss of vitality, not due to lack of energy but due to the lack of flow.

These energies are very creative and expressive.  They are associated with anger and can lead to excessive behaviour when our self expression is repressed for any length of time.  Emotions surfacing too suddenly to be diplomatic.  In balance we will be assertive and self expressive, but diplomatic and flexible.
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Makko-ho exercise
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Sit on the floor with legs as wide apart as you can get them without straining.  (You can fold one foot into the groin if necessary).  Lift your hands above your head and then, keeping your chest open, bend down to one side.  You should feel the side of the body opening.  Do NOT allow the body to collapse forward.  Take three deep breaths and then gently release the stretch.  Repeat on the other side.

Complimentary exercise

Sit as for the Makko-ho.  Twist the body around to the back, looking over the shoulder and placing the hands behind you on the floor.  Allow the leg on the side of the twist to bend and for the legs to rotate so that the toes are stretched also.  As you twist you are breathing in.  On completion of the twist let the breath out and release tension.  Now twist to the other side, gently.  Repeat several times.

When, how and what to do with the Makko-ho.

Some suggestions on daily routines

The Makko-ho exercises are designed to help you raise your awareness of where your energies flow easily and where they may be stuck.  As such it is a good idea to do a complete set at least once a week to check with the whole system.  In going through the sequence you are aiming to identify the easiest and most difficult exercises.

The implication of an easy exercise is that energy needs to be attracted into that pair of meridians and you should do that exercise as often as you can or want to.  Repeating the exercise will strengthen the energy in the associated meridians.  Read the key phrase for the meridians and see how you relate to it.

Difficult exercises are normally due to stagnation or congestion in the associated meridians and the complimentary exercise can be used to help the energy move and flow more smoothly.  Again look at the theory to see how you relate to it.

Once you have decided on the Makko-ho and complimentary exercise you could concentrate on them daily for the next week.  Then do a full sequence to see the change.

Some users of the system do the full sequence every day, perhaps even more than once.  Some examples of regular use are:

1. Go through the Makko-ho sequence and select the easiest and hardest exercises.  Do the complementary exercise for the hardest and repeat the Makko-ho for the easiest exercise.

2. Go through the Makko-ho sequence three times.  Only after completing three do you choose the easiest and hardest.  Then do the Makko-ho for the easiest and the complementary for the hardest.

3. Go through the Makko-ho and complementary exercises together.  So that you do the Lung/Large Intestine Makko-ho followed by the complementary exercise for Lung/LI and then do the Makko-ho again.  Notice whether the Makko-ho exercise gets easier or not.

4. Do the complete Makko-ho once a week and choose the easiest and hardest.  Do the Makko-ho for the easiest and the complementary for the hardest for the next week.

5. Ask yourself which Makko-ho you feel like doing and do it.

At all times remember there is no competition and you are doing it for yourself.  LISTEN to the body and what it wants to do.  Feel the energy.
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