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 Those in East Asian medicine view the human body as a network of multiple relationships.  Health is a result of balance and harmony between these relationships.  The organs within our bodies such as the heart, spleen, lungs, kidneys and liver are not separate entities but are closely connected to one another.  For example, the heart is considered mother of the spleen, while the spleen is the heart’s child and mother to the lungs simultaneously.  The lungs are children of the spleen and mother to the kidneys.  The kidneys are children of the lungs and liver’s twin mothers at the same time, while the liver is the child of the kidneys and mother of the heart.  The heart nourishes the spleen, and the spleen nourishes the lungs. The lungs nourish the kidneys, the kidneys nourish the liver, and the liver nourishes the heart.  This is the fundamental cycle of organic relationship and health.  The interactions among the basic five organs correspond to those of the five basic elements: heart is fire, spleen is earth, lungs are metal, kidneys are water, and liver is wood. Fire generates earth, earth generates metal, metal generates water, water generates wood, and wood generates fire.  This explains why the relationships among the five organs are often described in familial terms in East Asian medicine.   

Let us turn to the functional relationships among the basic organs.  For example, how can deep breathing exercise strengthen the kidneys?  We imagine the process of respiration involves the lungs only. In reality, the respiration process involves the kidneys as well.  It is the kidneys that control the inhalation while the lungs control exhalation.  How do our bodies produce blood?  The spleen first transforms the food and drink we consume into fuel, then transports it to the chest area.  There, the fuel combines with the air we inhale, and energy, ki (or chi), is pumped through the heart as blood.  The spleen also nourishes the kidneys, and the kidneys nourish the bone marrow, another producer of blood. As you can see, the spleen has a very important role of transforming the food and drink we ingest into energy, and transporting it to the other organs.  The spleen is closely connected with the stomach, the main cauldron of the body.  The stomach broils food, and the spleen extracts the essential energy from it.  In order for the spleen to successfully do its job, its energy needs to be strong and rise upwards.  Foods cold in property such as raw vegetables, nuts, and cold drinks taken in excess without balance with warming foods such as rice, whole grains, soups, can weaken the spleen energy. As a result, production of blood and energy declines, so organs get undernourished. Since the spleen is the mother of the lungs, the lungs can easily become affected if imbalance persists over time. The results are dryness, cough, and vulnerability to colds.  The liver stores blood which the spleen produces, and if the spleen is not sufficiently productive, the liver may become blood deficient and stressed.  Two important functions of the liver are lubrication of the tendons and the flow of emotions.  If the liver becomes stressed, tendons may tense, causing muscular pain.  On the emotional level, the stressed liver is related to mental frustration.  Excessive frustration and anger may in turn stress the liver, causing its energy to invade and overpower the spleen.  If the spleen fails to produce adequately, the liver cannot store enough blood, then the heart, the liver’s child, may become affected.  When the heart, home of the mind, is affected and the blood supply is insufficient, palpitations, anxiety, depression, restlessness, or insomnia may result.   

A balanced diet inclusive of a variety of different foods promotes health of the stomach and the spleen.  Being seventy rather than one hundred percent full in the stomach leaves room for the body to maximize the function of energy transformation and transportation so you feel less tired.  Cold fluids in excess may weaken the stomach and spleen energy as the stomach requires heat to perform its job of breaking down food.  Room temperature is always recommended.  

The secret to strengthening the entire body, the stomach and spleen energy in particular, is abdominal breathing where the belly expands on inhalation and contracts on exhalation.  Begin practice by lying on your back.  Relax completely with arms at your sides.  Begin breathing deeper than you normally do without straining yourself.  Breathe slowly, deeply, and gently.  Focus on the breath.  Begin with just a few minutes a day, and increase gradually.  Imagine the air you breathe in is the same energy that moves all in the universe.  Take a deep breath and feel the connection.           
