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Abstract: Energy medicine is becoming more frequently used in supporting patients to attain
optimal health. The concept of energy medicine as a holistic practice is introduced and its
relationship to physical medicine is discussed. In addition, descriptions of energy systems and
modalities that are commonly used are also offered.
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Introduction

In the contemporary medical environment, more and more often there is reference to “energy
medicine” as a means for treating people who are ill. The modalities that are considered
energy medicine are vast in practice and process, from acupuncture to laying-on of hands.
This article provides a definition of energy medicine, describes its relationship with physical
medicine and offers information about how it is currently practiced. 

What is Energy Medicine?

Energy in relationship to health is referred to as Chi in China, Prana in India and Lung in
Tibet and is akin to the term spirit in Western thought (Mitchell, 1998). The idea of this
energy force is an essential part of health and healing in various medical paradigms including
Chinese medicine, Indian Ayurveda and Western medicine as well. For example, Western
art that depicts halos above a figure’s head represents the energy of one’s aura. It is believed
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that when the energy force is not flowing optimally through a person’s body, perhaps because
it is diminished or concentrated, this results in physical symptoms for a patient. Optimal
flow of energy in the body is enhanced by health in all aspects of one’s life: physical, mental,
emotional and spiritual. When vital energy is stimulated, enhanced, and redirected by methods
involving exercise, nutrition, medicine, lifestyle changes, and the implementation of various
energy modalities, this creates the basis of energy medicine.

Many factors influence our energy. We can feel our own energy shift when standing next
to someone who is upbeat, happy and excited versus someone who is rushed, preoccupied
and anxious. Energy can also be affected by the environment. Low quality air and water
causes the body to work harder to eliminate toxic materials creating stress which affects
energy. Stress of various kinds, such as insufficient exercise, emotional support, social contact,
nutrition and sleep all contribute to diminished energy ultimately leading to disease. 

The Concept of Holism

The dual nature of health and disease is integrated in the philosophy of holism, which has
been recognized by many healers since ancient times, including Hippocrates, often considered
the father of Western medicine. The idea of holism (also known as vitalism) is that every
aspect of the world (or patient) is in relationship with every other aspect, so if one aspect
changes or shifts so will the rest, because these aspects are not separate entities but one. This
interrelatedness is commonly seen in medicine as side effects. In the case of physical and
energetic qualities of health and disease, if someone were to experience a change in the
physical body, it would reflect in their energy or vitality. Likewise, if someone experiences
an increase in vital energy, this can manifest as an improvement in their physical condition.
From the holistic viewpoint, everything which is physical has an energetic correlate and
vice versa.  

Energy Systems

Chi

In Chinese medicine, the body is seen as a reflection of the universe and is influenced by
environmental, climatic, dietary, mental, spiritual and astrological factors and ultimately
governed by an underlying animating energy known as Chi. There are many different types
of Chi including (but not limited to) congenital chi (received from parents from the time of
conception), nutritive Chi (from food) and protective Chi (surrounds the body to regulate
temperature and protect against heat, cold and damp).

Chi flows along channels in the body known as meridians. It has been shown that the
areas that correspond with the location of these meridians are more energetically active. Chi
flows in a particular direction and each meridian corresponds with a specific organ in the
body. Along each of 14 primary meridians are acupoints that can be adjusted to regulate the
flow of Chi either through acupuncture, direct pressure with fingers or with mindful
visualization. The meridians are understood to have Yin and Yang qualities which are
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complementary yet opposing forces which represent balance. Yin is aligned with the notions
of female, receptive, passive, dark, cold and the moon, while Yang is associated with ideas
of male, creative, active, light, heat and the sun (Mitchell, 1998).

Chakras

Chakras, as part of the Indian system of medicine, are understood to be energy disks, wheels
or vortexes. Generally, seven chakras are usually considered to be in the body. Each chakra
has specific characteristics and associations that are linked to physical, mental, emotional
and spiritual health (Myss, 1996). The associations of the various symptoms ranging from
physical to spiritual with each chakra can give insight into the underlying causes of disease
(Myss, 2001a). In addition to making different life choices resulting from increased awareness
of the mind-body-spirit connection, chakra energies can be modified through meditation,
visualization, conscious intention and yoga.

The Aura

A person’s aura contains multilayered spheres of energy that interact with the atmosphere
that is protective in nature, drawing positive energies while shielding from negative ones
(Eden, 1998). The aura is said to have seven bands that correspond with the seven chakras.
The density of the aura depends on each person and the status of their health, excitement and
comfort levels and it can collapse when someone becomes sick and fades with age. To
correct imbalances in the aura, it can be sealed, fluffed, massaged or weaved by using one’s
hands or through conscious intention.

The Celtic Weave

Also known as the Tibetan energy ring, the Celtic Weave is depicted by seven interweaving
circles around the chakras and has an appearance similar to the caduceus (Eden, 1998). Its
purpose is to weave all of one’s energy systems together so they coordinate functions. The
Celtic Weave can be enhanced by a weaving process involving creating a series of figure
eights. This technique is used in educational kinesiology to help children with dyslexia and
learning disabilities, either by drawing figure eights on paper or in the air with their arms.

The Basic Grid

The Basic Grid, much like it sounds, is an underlying foundation of energy that supports all
others. Rather than being a series of waves or spirals, the grid looks much like a graph. It is
essential in that if too many parts of it are damaged then the total energetic system of the
person will collapse resulting in severe energetic imbalance. The Basic Grid can be restored
by balancing the chakras, meditation, visualization and doing the celtic weave technique
mentioned above (Eden, 1998).
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The Triple Warmer and Strange Flows

This meridian, known as the Triple Warmer, is important for mobilizing all the systems of
the body involved in warding off disease or threat (Eden, 1998). It interacts with all meridians
and organs of the body to mount an immediate defense in such cases as autoimmune disease,
allergies, emotional distress, immune deficiency and asthma. However, through energy work,
it can be reprogrammed to activate only in appropriate situations. In contrast to the Triple
Warmer, the Strange Flows gently organize all the systems in the body to promote health
through relaxation, harmony and cooperation. The patterning of the Strange Flows is diffuse
and connects with all the meridians. 

Energy Modalities

Acupuncture

Acupuncture has been developed in different styles around the world such as in China,
Korea and France (Gerber, 2000). It involves using small thin needles that are inserted into
energy points along the body’s meridians to influence vital energy or Chi after a patient is
assessed through pulse and tongue diagnosis. Each point corresponds to an organ, for instance
the heart or kidney, which in turn is associated with various medical symptoms or conditions.
These conditions can be physical, such as experiencing pain in the abdominal area, or can be
mental or emotional such as feeling intense anger. Each symptom corresponds with an
imbalance of Yin or Yang energy in the body, either an insufficiency or excess.

Qigong and Tai Chi

The word Qigong consists of two concepts: “life energy” and “repeated time” giving rise to
the integrated concept of repeated energy work or exercise. It is considered in some ways to
be a moving meditation, as it involves body positioning, energetic movements, breathing
and meditation to promote strength, coordination, relaxation and focus. Developed from
Qigong exercises, Tai Chi is another energy enhancing form of moving mediation that is
also considered a martial art (Mitchell, 1998). Although the series of rhythmic movements
are slow and fluid, practice requires great concentration, agility and flexibility.

Feng Shui

Feng Shui is the art of altering energy patterns through the placement of objects within a
space. The underlying idea is that all objects and spaces have energetic patterns associated
with them and that the placement of objects within spaces affects the energy, and therefore
the health, of people inhabiting those spaces. Feng Shui is the tradition of object placement
that was developed in China and perhaps the best known in the United States, but many
other cultures have similar space arrangement traditions, including Celtic and Native American
(Linn, 1995).
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Reiki

Reiki is a form of channeling healing energy either in proximity through laying-on of hands
or at a distance by use of symbols. Reiki was first introduced to the world in Japan at the end
of the 19th century. Traditional Reiki, or the Usui system, has been passed down through
designated spiritual lineage bearers who have committed to preserving the original form of
Reiki. During a full treatment session, the person giving Reiki will place their hands on the
body in different positions for a period of 3–5 minutes each, lasting up to an hour and a half.
During this time the person receiving Reiki can experience heat, pulsations, stomach
rumblings, muscle movement, emotional releases and deep relaxation, in addition to
alleviation of their symptoms.

Yoga

Yoga is a disciplined practice that brings one into “unity” consciousness or peace. Although
there are several paths of yoga to achieve this higher state of awareness, perhaps the most
familiar is the practice of movement and postures (asanas) associated with hatha yoga or the
yoga of activity. Through these physical postures, one is able to open up energy channels so
that blocked energy may flow again or be released.

Meditation

Meditation is the practice of living fully in and bringing one’s attention to the present moment
to achieve better health, inner peace and a higher state of consciousness. Various forms of
meditation involve sitting, standing, lying down or rhythmic motion. In many forms, one’s
attention is brought to a single focus to allow release of the myriad of thoughts and feelings
that create stress, confusion and disease (Chopra, 2003).

Prayer

The idea of using prayer in distance healing is universal and timeless. By focusing the energy
of one’s attention, thoughts, wishes and intentions in an act of unconditional giving to someone
who is ailing, prayer can have significant affects in the progress of recovery from illness. It
has been shown that when people are brought together to pray on behalf of a group of
patients, these patients fared better in recovery than other groups of patients who were not
prayed for (Byrd, 1988).

Music

The foundation of music and sound is energy and vibration. More and more frequently
music is being used in treatment and therapy of disease and integrated with conventional
medicine. While music has always been used socially and culturally to entertain and lift

00242.p65 09/21/2004, 5:04 PM655



656 F.M. GULMEN

the spirit, there is clearly an energetic component that has profound effects on mood
and health.

Homeopathy

Homeopathic philosophy resides in the idea that “like cures like.” What this means in terms
of treatment is that if a healthy person, for instance, contacts a substance that induces cramps,
nausea and coughing then that same substance would be used in a patient presenting with
cramps, nausea and coughing to bring them back to health. Homeopathic remedies are made
from various natural substances — animal, vegetable and mineral — succussed (shaken
vigorously 100 or more times) in a solution such as alcohol to create a mother tincture. It
is believed that homeopathy works on a vibrational or energetic level. What may happen is
that through the process of succussing, the energetic vibration of the original material is
imprinted in the solvent and with each turn of succussion that vibration is amplified to increase
potency.

Flower Essences

It is believed that the vibration of flowers could be used in a gentle way to alleviate emotional
and spiritual disharmonies. To create these remedies, flowers are picked at their peak blooming
time then floated in water that was left to be energized by sunlight. After some time, the
flowers are removed and the water poured into bottles with some alcohol as a preservative.
The formulas are generally taken by mouth by putting a few drops in some water although
creams and sprays are also available.

Hydrotherapy

The premise of hydrotherapy is to stimulate the natural healing energy within a person through
the use of water. This can be done in a variety of ways such as constitutional hydrotherapy
(alternating hot and cold towels on the trunk of the body), steam treatment (followed by a
frigid shower) or contrast showers (alternating hot and cold water). The body reacts to the
contrast in water temperature by stimulating the vital force that enhances the healing process.
Through hydrotherapy, one can experience improved health, increased vitality, elimination
of toxins, relaxation, and emotional releases.

Essential Oils

Plants are seen as mini-factories that produce substances which can be isolated and used to
alter chemicals within the body to promote health. However, there is also the view that each
plant has a unique energetic pattern, personality and essential nature. Essential oils are based
on the energetic component of botanicals and are described in language similar to music
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with base, middle and high notes. Scents that carry a base note are calming, high notes are
energizing and middle notes provide balance.

Stones

Much like plants, precious stones and gems are believed to carry energy which can be
conveyed to the human energy field. Each stone has certain qualities or characteristics
associated with their ability to enhance healing energy. They can be used in cleansing,
energizing, distance healing and protection. Certain stones promote particular qualities, for
instance, rose quartz enhances the capacity to love while amethyst promotes spirituality.  

Summary

The current scene of energy medicine is dynamic. Not only are ancient systems of energy
medicine re-emerging, but new ones are being discovered. Sometimes modalities are
combined and interwoven to create entirely new systems. The ones that are presented here
represent some of the major systems currently used around the world, but it is hardly an
exhaustive list. It is also necessary to expand current research methods and assays to allow
for adequate and appropriate measurement of modalities that incorporate both the intuitive
and linear, the art and science, the physical and energetic.  
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