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Introduction

This book was conceived after teaching many students the 
channel or meridian system. Early in my career I was given 
the task of teaching channels to massage therapists, who did 
not know any Chinese medicine or channel theory, in five 
hours. This forced me to break down the whole system into 
its basic components and present them in a way that could 
be understood simply. The way I was taught the channels was 
the same as how most acupuncturists were taught, that is, to 
memorize the pathways with no explanation. It was purely a 
memorization approach that took many hours of study and 
revision. Having been a teacher of languages for many years, 
when I was confronted with this task of sharing the channels, 
I knew that a new approach was needed.

This book is the accumulation of years of working with 
hundreds of students and teaching them to understand the 
channels in a way that does not need memorization. My goal 
is to make the channel system accessible to everyone with no 
need for hours of study. This book will help new students of 
Chinese medicine prepare for learning about the channels, as 
well as any student of a healing modality that uses channels. 
This book is also aimed at anyone who has an interest in 
channels and Chinese medical philosophy.
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The book is written as a dialogue. The two main classics 
of Chinese medicine (the Huang Di Nei Jing or Sun Emperor’s 
Classic of Chinese Medicine, and the Nan Jing or The Classic 
of Difficult Issues) are both written as a discussion between 
the Yellow Emperor and his physician Qi Bo. The Yellow 
Emperor was a mythical emperor of China who was supposed 
to be highly cultivated and was the “perfect” emperor, and Qi 
Bo was the wise physician who was teaching his emperor 
and answering his questions. I took a similar approach to 
this book. I decided to make it a dialogue between a child 
named Sun and their grandparents, Grandma and Grandpa 
Terra. This format is used for several reasons. First, it allows 
for the information to be presented in a storylike approach 
which helps make it more accessible. Second, it will prepare 
the student of Chinese medicine for this dialogue approach 
and it will feel familiar to seasoned practitioners. Last, it 
helps facilitate a learning process that is easier to retain. We 
remember stories more than we remember facts.

Each chapter is a conversation between Sun and Grandma 
and Grandpa Terra. The chapters are ordered in a way that 
builds on the previous discussion and builds a full picture of 
the system. It is suggested that you read the book in order 
the first time. It can then serve as a quick reference for both 
theory and application of the channels.

A note on terminology
The word meridian has been used often to represent the 
system we are talking about in this book. In recent years, this 
term has been replaced by channel, as channel better represents 
a system of communication than meridian. I have chosen to 
use the word channel throughout the text to help reinforce 
this idea.
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A note on pronouns and genders
The classics are written in a patriarchal way where only men 
could talk about important issues. To make this book more 
in line with my beliefs I have created a child called Sun who 
is neither a boy nor a girl. Sun is simply a child and will use 
the pronoun they.
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The Movements of 
the Five Elements

Sun was not amused. Were their grandparents laughing at 
them? All they did was ask a simple question. “Why are you 
laughing? I was just observing that the five elements seemed 
static when used as a means to categorize different things. I 
don’t think I said anything funny.”

“Not at all, Sun,” responded Grandmother Terra. “We 
were smiling because talking to you is an absolute pleasure. 
You know that your grandfather and I have been teaching for 
many years and we are amazed at how quickly you make the 
connections. Sharing our knowledge with you is a pleasure, 
and we were laughing in pure delight.”

“OK. I guess that makes sense. I’ll let it go.” Sun was 
trying to hide the pride they felt while they talked. “So, are 
you going to tell me how the five elements become dynamic, 
or do I have to figure it out for myself ?” There was a hint of 
mischief in their voice.

Grandfather Terra took his time pouring everyone a new 
cup of tea. He then sat down next to Sun and took out the 
pad of paper and a pen.

“You are correct in stating that the five elements as a 
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system to classify categories does seem static if we stop at 
that, just as Yin and Yang are static when they are only used 
to classify things. However, the five elements also have a 
dynamic aspect as well. To see this, we need to arrange the five 
elements slightly differently. When we use the image we’ve 
been using so far it doesn’t give itself to showing interactivity. 
We have five different elements and if we want them all to 
interact there has to be space for them to interact. To do this, 
instead of keeping them as top, bottom, left, right and center 
we will put them all around a circle.

“How will we put this into a circle now?”
Sun responded, “Fire, metal, water, and wood are already 

at the perimeter of the picture. I would think the easiest thing 
to do is to put earth also at the exterior. However, I don’t see 
where it would go. There is logic for putting it between any 
of the elements, as all the elements come from earth to begin 
with.”

“Indeed. And the reason we place earth in a particular 
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place will become clearer once we see the circular system in 
action. So, for the time being please let the questioning mind 
rest while we explain the system and then see if the questions 
still arise.”

“OK. I will try to but no promises,” responded Sun, a bit 
cheekily.

“Thank you for trying,” Grandfather Terra said with 
a laugh. “To stop you asking where it goes, I will now tell 
you. Earth is placed between fire and metal. This gives us the 
following picture.” He quickly drew in his book, then showed 
Sun what he had drawn.

Grandmother Terra refilled the teacups and said, “When the 
elements are arranged in this way, we can now see how they 
interact. We will look at two types of interactions. When we 
talk about five elements, we call the interactions cycles, because 
they create a full cycle and touch each element in a specific 
pattern. The first of these cycles is called the generating cycle. 
In this cycle we move around the circle clockwise. And we say 
that each element generates or nourishes the element after 
it. Here we are in the forest surrounded by trees. These trees 
need one thing besides the sun to grow.”
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What Exactly Is 
a Channel?

After a day of gardening and enjoying the balmy summer 
weather, Sun and their grandparents sat down for their 
afternoon tea. As usual, Grandfather poured the tea and then 
settled in for their afternoon talk. Sun was still happy with 
their ruse to get their grandparents to talk that morning and 
didn’t want to push it too much. Yet, there was one question 
they had been waiting to ask since breakfast time.

Sun started, “This morning we were talking about how 
Yin and Yang are applied to the human body. At the end 
you mentioned channels and that some channels were Yin, 
and some were Yang. When people talk about acupuncture 
and when I read the classic books these are mentioned too. 
And yet, I have not been able to grasp fully what a channel 
is. Could you help me better understand the meaning of 
channels?

Grandfather Terra chuckled. “Yes, you did get us to talk 
this morning. You are a wily one indeed. Channels. What are 
they? This is an excellent question. When we are talking about 
channels, we are referring to the Chinese word Jing. The word 
has two meanings: first, of a place where things move within, 
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like a channel, and second, a geographical meaning which is 
close to longitude. These two aspects together give us an idea 
of what is meant by channel. So, I guess we could say it is a 
vertical division of the body that things move in.

“To begin, the geographical aspect is easier to understand. 
Think of the globe, for example. If we want to pinpoint a 
position on the globe, we need to have two pieces of 
information, longitude and latitude. Longitudinal lines go 
from the North Pole to the South Pole, and latitudinal lines 
are horizontal circles that goes around the globe from east to 
west. They are like Y versus X graphs where Y is the vertical 
axis and X the horizontal axis.

“So, we use the channels to give vertical segments that we 
can then use to identify where we are on the body. We can 
say that the Qi moves within these vertical segments. And 
depending on where the segment is on the body and the 
amount of sunlight it gets, it may have a different type of Qi. 
And before you ask, we will talk about what Qi is later.”

“OK,” said Sun. “So, the channels are these vertical 
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