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The purpose of this paper is to introduce the concept of Tancheon Breathing 

Meditation as a self-healing form of managing stress as illustrated in the ―Tancheon 

Breathing Meditation Self-Healing Wheel Model‖ described later in this essay.  In this essay, 

I hope to convey the important role of the ―tancheon‖ (lower abdomen) and on how 

breathing through the tancheon combined with meditation could help the individual cope 

with stress.   Of course, this is not to discount the accessibility of biomedical treatments and 

their phenomenal contribution in improving the health of individuals, however I believe that 

people should not overlook the fact that the human body is equipped with built-in healing 

mechanisms that we can tap into given the knowledge, awareness, and skills on how to 

utilize them. 

There are three main topics of this essay.  The first topic, Stress and Stress 

Management, will present some of the most current views on what ―stress‖ actually is, how it 

is experienced, and how it can be managed.  The second topic, Tancheon Breathing 

Meditation, includes a definition and brief description of Tancheon, meditation, Tancheon 

breathing, and ki.  The last topic describes the Eastern philosophy of healing, explains the 

concepts of internal alchemy and the Tancheon Breathing Meditation Self-Healing Wheel 

Model.  This essay concludes with the author‘s views on how the Tancheon Breathing 

Meditation can help the individual self-heal and manage stress. 

STRESS AND STRESS MANAGEMENT 

Studies have shown that many people suffer from numerous kinds of illnesses or 

contract unprecedented diseases and disorders both physically and mentally due to stress.   

 Gamow (2006) reports that ―Harvard researchers estimate that 60-90% of doctor‘s 

visits are caused by stress and are usually linked to illnesses such as: heart attacks, 

hypertension, diabetes, asthma, chronic pain, insomnia, allergies, headache, backache, 

various skin disorders, cancer, accidents, suicide, depression, immune system weakness, and 
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decreases in the number and function of white blood cells. The Journal of American Medical 

Association (277, 1997) reports that negative  emotions such as tension, frustration and 

sadness have a direct relationship with the inadequacy of blood flow to the heart and 

increased risk of heart attack, which can be attributed to stress.  In a research study by Tangri, 

R. (2003), there was supportive evidence that stress in the workplace contributes to 

absenteeism, short and long-term disability, workplace accidents, and constant turnover.‖ 

(www.clinicalresearch.com retrieved July 2008) 

 Fortunately with the availability and convenient access to highly advanced 

biomedical technology, people are able to receive instantaneous treatments and many lives 

have been saved through medication, surgery, dialysis, chemotherapy, among other types of 

treatments.  For some individuals, these procedures maybe necessary in emergency cases, but 

for others the after effects of these intrusive treatments can also be fatal or damaging to their 

body, mind, and spirit.  Some individuals may tend to become dependent on the "quick fix" 

cure or treatment for their illnesses.  Some individuals may forget or ignore that there are 

other ways to prevent or manage such debilitative health problems.  People suffering from 

psychological problems such as, depression, memory lapses, suicidal tendencies, and other 

ailments may become dependent on tranquilizer medications, other psychotherapeutic 

remedies, or on their psychotherapists for the duration of their lives.  In other situations, 

some individuals may succumb to the effects of stress in their daily lives.  Since stress can 

seriously impact an individual‘s health, how do we identify stress in daily living? 

What is Stress? 

Stress is a feeling of tension that can be physical, psychological, or emotional.  Stress 

can be triggered by an event, situation, or condition caused by our response to pressure from 

the outside world.  It is also a tension felt internally when external threat (scientifically 

labeled as a stressor) interrupts the normal flow of life, during which time a degree of coping 

is necessary to regain “homeostasis” (Lazarus, 1966; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984).     

The term ―homeostasis‖ was coined by Walter Cannon in 1932 to refer to ―the body's 

capacity to regulate the composition and volume of the blood, and hence all the fluid bathing 

the cells of the body—the ―extracellular fluid.‖  The word homeostasis is derived from the 

Greek words ―homeo,‖ meaning same, and ―stasis,‖ meaning position.  Homeostasis in living 

organisms involves expending energy in order to maintain a position in a dynamic 

http://www.clinicalresearch.com/
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equilibrium. This means that, even though external conditions may be continually changing, 

homeostatic mechanisms ensure that the effects of these changes are minimal.  If the 

equilibrium is upset and the homeostatic mechanisms are unable to recover homeostasis then 

the organism may become sick and eventually die‖ (see www.homeostasis.wikepedia.com). 

 Lazarus and Folkman (1984) suggested that stress may be thought of as resulting 

from an imbalance between demands and resources or as occurring when pressure exceeds 

one's perceived ability to cope.  Some common stress reactions include irritability, inability 

to concentrate, and a variety of physical symptoms that include headache and fast heartbeat.   

The earliest scientific study of stress was initiated by Hans Selye (e.g., 1956, 1974) 

and Walter Cannon (e.g., 1932, 1936), wherein they measured the physiological responses of 

animals to external pressures such as heat and cold, prolonged restraint, and surgical 

procedures.  Later they applied these studies to humans.  Selye conceptualized the 

physiology of stress as having two components:  a set of responses he called the ―general 

adaptation syndrome‖ (the body‘s reactive phases to stress) and the development of a 

pathological state from ongoing, unrelieved stress.   He discovered and documented that 

stress differs from other physical responses in that stress is stressful whether one receives 

good or bad news, or whether the impulse is positive or negative.  He called negative stress 

―distress‖ and positive stress ―eustress‖ (Selye, 1956, 1974).    

Cannon (1932) described the response to stress as the ―fight or flight response‖ that is 

also referred to as ―hyper-arousal‖ or the ―acute stress response.‖  He theorized that ―animals 

react to threats with a general discharge of the sympathetic nervous system, priming the 

animal for fighting or fleeing.  The fight-or-flight stress response refers to the rush of 

biological changes that prepare the body for immediate action.  When danger is apparent, a 

small part of the brain called the ―hypothalamus‖ sets off a chemical alarm.  The nervous 

system responds by releasing stress hormones such as adrenaline, norepinephrine, and 

cortisol.  These stress hormones race through the bloodstream, preparing the body to either 

flee the scene or battle it out.  When the organism is under stress, the heart rate and blood 

flow to the large muscles increase so we can run faster and fight harder.  Blood vessels under 

the skin constrict to prevent blood loss in case of injury, pupils dilate so we can see better, 

and our blood sugar ramps up, giving us an energy boost and speeding up reaction time.  At 

the same time, body processes not essential for immediate survival are suppressed.  The 

http://www.homeostasis.wikepedia.com/
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digestive and reproductive systems slow down, growth hormones are switched off, and the 

immune response is inhibited‖ 

Although both individuals and animals react to stress, what makes an event or a 

situation a ―stressor?‖ 

What Are Stressors? 

Events, situations, issues, or problems that can be perceived as threats to a person‘s 

well being are referred to as ―stressors.‖   These stressors may come in vague, ambiguous 

forms that gradually, over many years, elicit cumulative physiological arousal and/or 

ambivalent feelings – feelings that are ignored or unnoticed because our minds are busy. 

Stressors, as categorized by Lazarus (1966) and his colleague (Lazarus & Folkman, 

1984), are:  psychosocial, major life changes, daily hassles, and natural catastrophes.  

Psychosocial stressors would be an unhappy marriage, a problem child, a lover‘s quarrel, a 

hypercritical boss, a demanding job, unrealistic performance standards, rejection, loneliness, 

separation from social support, the loss of a job, peer pressure, and other similar type 

situations.  Major life change/transition stressors would be marriage, a new job, divorce, birth 

of a child, immigration, physical disabilities, and other similar occurrences.  Daily hassles are 

categorized as micro stressors and would be a long commute in traffic, traffic jams, running 

out of gas, work overload, meetings, deadlines, and other similar type happenings.  Natural 

catastrophe stressors would be floods, typhoons, earthquakes, tornadoes, hurricanes, and 

other similar natural catastrophes.   

Stress, however minor or major, is part of human existence (like it or not) – it is a 

natural phenomenon of life.  From the moment we awake in the morning until we retire at 

night, every cell of our body is in constant movement; our brain is constantly overloaded 

with information whether we are in the waking or sleeping mode.   Examples of physical 

symptoms caused by stress are:  chronic fatigue, chronic pain, muscular and vascular 

headaches, irritable bowel syndrome, chronic joint pain, primary insomnia, low back pain, 

and primary hypertension.    

 Factors that can cause stress come in varying degrees, sizes and nature; they come in 

vague, obvious, or unexpected forms.  For instance, sitting for hours in a traffic jam can 

cause physical and psychological stress, muscle tension, increase in heart rate, anxiety, and 

nervousness.  Worrying about financial matters, death or illness in the family, separation or 
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divorce, environmental disasters, career changes, and the like are each a stressful event that 

can create emotional, psychological, biological and spiritual chaos.  More often than not, the 

impact of these stressful or traumatic events are ignored or repressed, and often stashed in the 

subconscious or unconscious; consequently, they may impact the way some people breathe 

until such time, when and if, the cumulative effect of these stresses are manifested in the 

body by way of varying symptoms of aches and pains or in the occurrence of behavioral or 

mental disorders (Wickramasekera, 1998).  Because these stressors may in some people 

manifest more severely than in others, how can individuals manage the stress of everyday life 

in a positive way? 

What is Stress Management? 

Coping with stress is a challenging endeavor, a dilemma across the human spectrum 

of experience.   The concept of stress management was developed and premised on the idea 

that stress is not a direct response to a stressor, but rather is a response to perceived available 

resources and the individual‘s ability to cope or mediate the stress response.  Because the 

stress response is amenable to change, the response to stress can be controlled
 
 (Lazarus & 

Folkman, 1984).   Thus, stress management refers to the effort to control and reduce the 

tension that occurs with a situation that is considered novel, difficult, or unmanageable.  

Stress management may also be used for ―positive‖ events that require additional effort and 

resources.  Stress management is only effective when a person utilizes strategies to cope with 

or alter stressful situations (Bower & Segerstrom, 2004).  Moreover, stress management 

encompasses techniques intended to provide a person with effective coping skills in dealing 

with psychological stress that involve a person's physiological response to an internal or 

external stimulus triggering the fight-or-flight response (Lehrer, Woolfok, & Sime, 2007).   

It is almost impossible to live without some stress (good or bad) and most of us would 

not want to, because it gives life some spice and excitement.  However, if stress gets out of 

control, it can be harmful to one‘s health, relationships, and enjoyment of life.  How stress 

affects an individual‘s well-being depends on the type and degree of stress in addition to the 

individual‘s perception of the stressor(s).  Coping according to Lazarus & Folkman (1984) is 

―the constantly changing cognitive or intra-psychic and behavioral or action-oriented efforts 

developed to manage and minimize specific internal and external demands that are found to 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Stress_%28medicine%29
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fight-or-flight_response
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exceed the person‘s resources.‖   Coping is a person‘s competency to adapt or alter the 

perception of stress (Caplan, 1964), and some people have better coping skills than others.    

To adapt to stressful events and situations or to alleviate feelings of stress, individuals 

often seek temporary solutions.  However, some temporary coping mechanisms may bring 

either positive or negative physiological or psychological effects.  Some examples of positive 

coping activities could be:  sports, creative hobbies, prayer, meditation, breath work, 

autogenic training, cognitive therapy, conflict resolution, and biofeedback to name a few.  

Some individuals however, may lean towards negative activities that often result in grave 

consequences, i.e. overeating, use of drugs, drinking, gambling, and isolation among other 

dysfunctional behaviors.  This topic raises the issue of how can stress be measured? 

Measuring Stress 

A study of stress in humans by Rahe and his colleagues (2000, 2002) established the 

view that stress is caused by distinct, measurable life stressors.  Furthermore, these life 

stressors can be ranked by the median degree of stress they produce.  This proposition led to 

the development of the Holmes and Rahe Stress Scale (1967).  This scale enumerates the top 

ten stressful life events:  spouse‘s death, divorce, marriage separation, jail term, death of a 

close relative, injury or illness, marriage, fired from job, marriage reconciliation, and 

retirement.   Other ways of measuring stress is through changes in blood pressure, heart rate, 

pulse rate, hand temperatures, galvanic skin response, and brain wave patterns.  However, 

there is a natural way to measure and manage stress via the Tancheon Breathing Meditation. 

TANCHEON BREATHING MEDITATION 

Before one can understand the Tancheon Breathing Meditation and its unique benefits, 

the term tancheon must first be understood. 

What is Tancheon? 

Tancheon in Western anatomical terms means lower abdomen (e.g., tancheon in 

Korean, dan tien in Chinese, and hara in Japanese.)   Located about two inches below the 

navel is the lower tancheon (see Figure 1), and approximately midway between the kidney 

and navel with a sphere of around 3.8 cm is the ―ha-tancheon‖ (the exact tancheon location 

varies depending on a person‘s weight and structure).  Ohashi (1976, p. 74) explains, 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Holmes_and_Rahe_stress_scale
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It is the area between the rib cage and the pelvic bone which contains most of 

our vital organs and where the digestive and reproductive functions take place.  

Since food is digested in this area and we receive our bodily energy from 

food, if the Hara is not functioning well, we cannot use food energy to 

produce life-maintaining or self-healing power. It is the storage place of all 

our energy and produces all of our vital force, including sexual desire.  

The lower abdomen or Hara (Durckheim, 1984, p. 43) is the region where ―Man‘s 

[Woman‘s] deeper possibilities and powers have their roots, and consequently where, in the 

practice of any art, the physical center of gravity should be.‖   

Sun Do philosophy contends that there are three tancheons or centers (see Figure 2) 

rooted in the human body.  The ha-tancheon (Lower Energy center or ―earth center‖) is 

located in the lower abdomen approximately two inches below the navel and midway 

between the kidney and navel with a sphere of around 3.8 cm.  The sang-tancheon (Upper 

Energy Center or ―third eye‖) is positioned midway between the eyebrows approximately 

three inches inside the skull, and the jung-tancheon (Middle Energy Center or ―heart center‖) 

is positioned near the heart (Chung-san, 1974).  These centers are activated during the 

tancheon breathing. 

 

Figure 1.  Location of the Tancheon      Figure 2.  Alignment of the Centers 
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What is Tancheon Breathing? 

Tancheon breathing or ―Abdominal Breathing‖ involves a slow, gentle expansion of 

the lower abdomen during inhalation and a slow, gentle contraction of the lower abdomen 

during exhalation. In this process, the individual inhales and exhales quietly through the 

nostrils with the mouth closed, the tongue relaxed, and the teeth almost touching.  The person 

begins with ten second breathing cycle, a five second inhale and a five second exhale in 

rhythmical motion.  If practiced regularly, the individual‘s breathing pattern eventually 

changes whereby the breathing gradually becomes slower and deeper.  With correct tancheon 

breathing and habitual training, the vital energy in the lower abdomen‘s center is slowly 

strengthened and enhanced as well as bringing forth a calming effect.  This lower center 

(tancheon or hara) is also referred to as the ―earth center‖ and in the Asian human anatomy 

perspective is believed to be the seat of the human‘s life force, and is deemed to be 

associated with lower heart rate, reduced blood pressure, increased energy and feelings of 

peace, awareness and relaxation (Kim, 2002, p. 56). 

Lim (1998, p.146) has classified four different breathing styles (see Figure 3).  They 

are:  ocean wave style, brain wave style, knotted style, and silk style.  The ocean wave style 

means the person is hyperactive; the brain wave style means the person is anxious; the 

knotted style means the person is obsessive, and the silk style means the person is relaxed.   

Figure 3.  Styles of Breathing 

 

 

The air we breathe is the source of life thus we can also say that breathing is life.  As 

man physically develops, so does his breathing.  Chung-san (1971) explains, 
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Our life is a journey of breathing.  Infants naturally breathe from their bellies 

– their bellies expand upon inhaling and contract upon exhaling.  During the 

infancy stage to childhood, not only do children breathe with no effort, but 

their tancheons are relaxed and abundant with vitality.  However, as they 

move towards adolescence and adulthood they begin to experience all kinds of 

stresses causing their breathing pattern to change.  From the belly, their 

breathing slowly goes to the chest unnoticed and when stressed out the 

breathing becomes fast and irregular. 

  

In the practice of tancheon breathing, it is important to maintain inner focus and 

concentration on the ha-tancheon; therefore, tancheon breathing is performed with eyes 

closed.  As Kim (2002, p. 56) describes,  

Once the practitioner cuts off his or her interaction with the outside world, i.e. 

TV, noise, talking, etc., tancheon breathing turns into meditation whereby 

breathing slowly becomes natural, gentle, and smooth. Shortly thereafter, 

calmness ensues and the body, mind, and spirit become one.  

The process of tancheon breathing is illustrated as follows (see Figure 4).  In 

tancheon breathing, the stomach expands as we inhale and contracts as we exhale. 

Sometimes it is referred to as "Buddhist Breathing" or "Post-Birth Breathing."  It is an ―after 

the birth‖ breathing pattern.  In this style of breathing, the belly is expanded on all four sides 

(forward, backward, and sideways) during inhalations, then, both the thoracic diaphragm and 

the pelvic diaphragm is contracted during inhalation.  In this manner, the ki is gathered in the 

tancheon during the process of inhalation (see www.breathing.com) 

During exhalation (see Figure 5), the lower abdomen is contracted from all four sides. 

In this kind of breathing, both the chest diaphragm and the pelvic contract pushing the air out 

while exhaling thru the nose. During this process the ki is condensed in the tancheon (see 

www.breathing.com). 

Now that tancheon and tancheon breathing has been explained, we will examine the 

concept of meditation and how brain activity is involved during meditation. 

http://www.breathing.com/
http://www.breathing.com/
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Figure 4. Process of Inhaling in Tancheon Breathing 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5.  Process of Exhaling in Tancheon Breathing 
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What is Meditation? 

Austin (2006) stipulates that,  

―Meditation is often considered to be a prolonged mental introspection or 

contemplation, which may or may not be considered spiritual or mystical in intent. 

Many practices, beliefs, and traditions (including philosophical and religious) utilize 

the term, and a range of subjective interpretations also attach to it.  It is widely 

thought to be of Eastern origin.‖ 

Meditation comes in different forms, i.e. moving meditation such as mindful walking, 

qi gong, hatha yoga or stretching exercises.  Others forms are closed eyes sitting meditation 

such as concentration, mindfulness meditation, and centering prayer (see Figure 6).   While 

moving meditation involves focusing on gentle movements, closed eyed sitting meditation 

involves sound, mantra, or breath work.   There are other forms of meditation, such as  

―active‖ meditation in which visualization and voluntary hyperventilation may be used 

(Hageman, 2008). 

Figure 6.  Sitting Meditation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

With the passing of time, medical science has been able to measure consciousness as 

the product of the brain‘s activity (see Figure 7) with the use of electroencephalogram 

(EEG).  There are four levels of brain-wave activity:  beta, alpha, theta, and delta (see 

www.medbrainwaves.com).  

  

http://www.medbrainwaves.com/
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Figure 7.  Brain Activity During Meditation 

 

 

The beta wave pattern is 1330 cycles per second, which is seen in awaking 

awareness, extroversion, concentration, logical thinking, and active conversation. For 

example, a person who would be debating some topic would typically show a high beta 

pattern. A person who is making a speech, teaching, or acting as a talk show host would all 

show beta waves when engaged in their work.  The alpha wave pattern is 713 cycles per 

second, which is seen when a person is relaxed, non-aroused, in meditation, or under 

hypnosis.  The theta wave pattern is 47 cycles per second, which is seen when a person is 

day dreaming, dreaming, being creative, in meditation, experiencing paranormal phenomena, 

having an out of body experience, experiencing extra sensory perception (ESP), and 

experiencing a shamanic journey.  For example, when a person is driving on a freeway and 

discovers that he or she cannot recall the last five miles, he or she is often in a theta state 

induced by the process of freeway driving. This can also occur in the shower, tub, or while 

shaving, or brushing your hair.  It is a state where tasks become so automatic that one can 

mentally disengage from the task. The ideation that can take place during the theta state is 

often a free flow and occurs without censorship or guilt; it is typically a very positive mental 

state.  The delta wave pattern is 1.54 or less cycles per second during a deep dreamless 

sleep (see www.medbrain.com).   

However, during meditation, brain waves may change their pattern.  Numerous 

clinical studies have shown the efficacy and benefits of meditation to individuals with heart 

disease, high cholesterol, high blood pressure, insomnia, chronic pain, cancer, and immune 

http://www.medbrain.com/
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issues.  Results of these studies also showed significant improvements on the practitioner‘s 

mental health, memory, concentration, and productivity (e.g., Jacobs, 1999; Kabat-Zinn, 

1986; Murphy, Donovan, & Taylor, 1997; Ornish, 1990).  Some hospitals have used 

meditation as a form of stress reduction for patients with chronic or terminal illnesses.  

Austin (1998) in his book Zen and the Brain reported that meditation in Zen re-wires the 

circuitry of the brain.  

According to Harvard Cardiologist Herbert Benson (1984), a concentrative-style of 

meditation (e.g., transcendental meditation) promotes the ―relaxation response,‖ wherein the 

mind becomes quiet and focused.  Based on his clinical relaxation research, he contends that 

breathing is an important component of the relaxation response.   He reports that certain 

meditation styles induce a host of biochemical and physical changes in the body, which may 

be collectively referred to as the "relaxation response" that includes changes in metabolism, 

heart rate, respiration, blood pressure, and brain chemistry. 

From another perspective, Taoists believe that Ki energy plays a role in what Western 

science refers to as the ―relaxation response.‖ 

What is Ki? 

Taoists believe that the air we breathe contains energy (Ki). According to Kim (2002, 

p. 49), ―Ki is the ‗vital energy‘ or ‗life force‘ and the natural energy that permeates all life 

forms which connects them with one another in what we call the natural world.‖  He asserts 

that there are two forces of Ki in the universe:  Yin symbolized by the minus sign (-) and 

Yang symbolized by the plus sign (+).  The Yin qualities (-) are:  cold, black, earth, low, light, 

female, and so forth.  The Yang qualities (+) are:  hot, white, heaven, high, heavy, male, and 

so forth.   

Kapke (2003) explains that,  

Ki has five main functions within the body:  (a) It is the source of activity and 

movement; (b) it maintains normal body temperature through its warming 

action; (c) it is the source of harmonious transformation, converting food and 

air into other substances, such as Ki, Blood and Body Fluids; (d) it governs 

retention of the body's substances and organs, helping to hold everything in its 

respective place and preventing the loss of bodily fluids; and (e) it protects the 
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body, in that when Ki gathers, the physical body is formed; when Ki disperses, 

the body dies.   

Taoists practitioners believe that both Yin and Yang are necessary for existence and 

the extremes of one or the other could bring elemental imbalance.  Thus, imbalance causes 

disharmony or chaos both internally and externally to the human as well as the interaction 

with the environment.  The dynamism between these opposites is what keeps all of Nature in 

equilibrium instead of chaos, which we may refer to as internal alchemy. 

Since man depends on nature for his production and growth, Taoists (see 

www.taoistmeditation.com/Qi) believe that man must observe the common laws of the 

world, in that,  

as everything in the world comes from the interaction of Heaven Ki and Earth 

Ki, man must breathe to absorb Heaven Ki and eat of absorb Earth Ki.  The 

food Essence transformed and transported by the Spleen must be sent up to 

the Lung to combine with fresh air to produce the nutrients necessary for 

man‘s life activities.  The transformation and transportation of the Spleen and 

Stomach play a particular role in the formation of Ki, for man relies on the 

nutrients transformed and transported by the Spleen and Stomach for his life 

after birth.  On the other hand, the Spleen sends up nutrients to the Lung to be 

dispersed, on the other, it sends down nutrients to the Kidney to supplement 

Kidney Essence.  Therefore, hypo-functioning of the Spleen and Stomach 

influences all three elementary substances that produce Ki.  

 (see www.taoistmeditation.com retrieved July 2008) 

 

TANCHEON BREATHING MEDITATION SELF-HEALING WHEEL  

MODEL AND THEORY 

 

Now that we have examined the concept of stress and stress management along with 

the description of the tancheon breathing meditation and related topics, we will examine our 

last major topic, the Tancheon Breathing Meditation Self-Healing Wheel Model and theory 

as it relates to the Eastern philosophy of healing. 

http://www.taoistmeditation.com/Qi
http://www.taoistmeditation.com/
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Eastern Philosophy of Healing 

Ohashi (1976, p. 8) explains, 

From the Eastern point of view, the human body is regarded as a microcosm 

of the natural universe and therefore governed by the five elements and the 

forces of Yin and Yang.  The organs of the body, too, are divided into 

interdependent groups of six Fu (or Yang, positive) and six Zo (or Yin, 

negative) organs, each of which also represents one of the five elements and 

works together with another complementary organ.  For example, the small 

intestine complements the heart; the liver complements the gall bladder, 

which collects liver bile.  If the heart, a fire organ is injured the liver, a wood 

organ, would be damaged as well since fire can destroy wood.  Treatment of 

disease, too, must complement the organs in the meridian line system, which 

is a combination of horizontal and vertical channels of energy.     

In terms of this philosophy, the human body is biologically equipped with a tancheon 

(lower abdomen) that can be utilized as the body‘s balancing agent.  The tancheon is the 

body‘s center of gravity where vital energy is accumulated and stored.  Moreover, it is the 

area where the vital organs are located, i.e. stomach and spleen, small and large intestines, 

kidney and urinary bladder, liver and gall bladder.   

The air we breathe contains energy (ki) and the movement by tancheon breathing, 

through inhalation and exhalation via the nostrils, unblocks various channels of the body 

allowing the blood to flow freely and simultaneously energizing the vital organs.  If this 

method of breathing meditation is practiced correctly and consistently, the process of internal 

alchemy naturally occurs. 

What is Internal Alchemy? 

In the Taoist philosophy, internal alchemy begins with the practice of tancheon 

breathing through the ―up-down/entry-exit” movement of Ki.  Accordingly, internal alchemy 

(pertaining to breathing mechanism) involves the cultivation of the ―Three Treasures‖ 

consisting of ―Essence‖ (the physical substance), ―Energy‖ (Ki in Korean or Qi in Chinese), 

and ―Spirit.‖  Outside of a religious context, Spirit is something that exists in the universe 

and is at the core of our being (Chung-san, 1974).  These three treasures (as previously 
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mentioned) are the ha-tancheon (Lower Energy center or ―earth center‖) located in the lower 

abdomen approximately two inches below the navel and midway between the kidney and 

navel – a sphere of around 3.8 cm; the jung-tancheon (Middle Energy Center or ―heart 

center‖) is positioned near the heart; and, the sang-tancheon (Upper Energy Center or ―third 

eye‖) is positioned midway between the eyebrows approximately three inches inside the 

skull.   

Wong (1997, p.173) states, ―The practice of internal alchemy begins with realizing 

that the leakage of energy is the cause many physical and mental problems in life.‖  During 

this process of internal alchemy the three treasures (Essence, Energy, and Spirit) are 

transmuted and transported to various channels of the body.  The mystical state of meditation 

(alpha or theta brain wave pattern) can be described through a few lines from Chuang Tzu‘s 

poem (see www.taoism.com) 

During the act of meditation…. 

Sky is so clear, there is no cloud flowing, looking down it is so 

Quiet, expanding without limit,  

Lucid… 

Within it a wave of Qi (Ki) begins to circulate… 

Something in it begins to move… 

The Qi (Ki) begins to move…. 

Great voidness…  

In the Chaos the boundary between the interior and the  

Exterior disappears… 

A Great Harmonious state… 

Something up and something down disappears….  (Chuang Tzu) 

The Concept of Tancheon Breathing Meditation  Self-Healing Wheel Model 

In the Taoist philosophy, the goal of the human being is to harmonize with the 

universe in that the purpose of healing is to re-build, maintain balance, and harmonize the 

five elements of the human body, which are mind, body, emotion, spirit, and balance - 

balance being the normative state.  Traditional Asian Medicine (TAM) asserts that the natural 

condition is an intricate and graceful dance whereby Yin and Yang (blood and ki) and the 

organs and the channels complement, support and counterbalance one another. It is in the 

http://www.taoism.com/
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disruption of this systemic equilibrium, or of the harmonious relationship between the body 

and its environment, that disease emerges (Kapke, 2003).   

Taoists contend that the human body does not fight diseases but rather the objective is 

to regain the Yin and Yang balance whereby the human body possesses the ability to 

maintain and regulate the structure and function of life unto harmony.  The Five Element 

System demonstrates the ―Five Activating Forces‖ operating not in a mechanical way but 

with mutual interactions and feedback mechanism (see www.taoism.com Theory and 

Doctrine of Yin and Yang).  

Pregadio, F. (2008) provides the Five Agents and their main correlations.  The 

author’s design of Tancheon Breathing Meditation Self-Healing Wheel model shows the 

interrelationship of the five elements naturally embedded in the human being in which 

“Tancheon Breathing Meditation” (see Fig. 8), as the element that acts as the Balancing 

Agent, the fulcrum that enables the body to balance its structure when it is experiencing 

the various cycles of stress.  For instance, in relation to the vital organs the “stomach 

and spleen” act as the balancing agents for the vital organs.  All the five agents (see 

Table 1) and human elements are deemed interrelated and interdependent of each 

other.  For instance, if the body is physically injured or afflicted with a debilitating 

disease, the mind, emotion, and spirit will simultaneously be affected or become 

unbalanced without the efficient functioning of the vital organs. 

Table 1.  Five Agents and Natural Elements (to list a few) 

NATURE  Wood Fire EARTH Metal Water 

VISCERA  Liver Heart STOMACH Lung Kidney 

RECEPTACLE Gall Bladder Small Intestine SPLEEN Large Intestine Urinary Bladder 

EMOTION Anger Joy CALM Sorrow Fear 

YIN-YANG Minor Yang Great Yang BALANCE Minor Yin Great Yin 

SEASON Spring Summer ALL SEASONS Autumn Winter 

DIRECTION East South CENTER West North 

COLOR Green Red YELLOW White Black 

 

As far as the stressors, I have categorized them to be:  

a) Survival Need Stressors (threat to basic human needs:  food, shelter, clothing), i.e. 

lost of job can lead to homelessness starvation, and the like.  

http://www.taoism.com/
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b) Social Stressors (threat that has to do with love, relationships, and sense of 

belonging)  i.e., divorce, separation, break-ups, family conflicts, conformity, etc. 

c)  Health Stressors (threat that has to do with physical and mental functioning), i.e. 

physical injuries, debilitating illnesses, major health problems, such as cancer, 

heart disease, hypertension, and other health related risks.  

d) Environment Stressors (threats brought about by natural forces) 

 i.e., pollution, natural disasters, traffic jams, accidents, and similar events.  

During the practice of Tancheon Breathing Meditation, Internal Alchemy (Ki 

circulation) is induced and this activity revitalizes the vital organs and unblocks channels of 

the body (see Fig. 9).  Occurring simultaneously are altering of the brain waves to alpha/theta 

state, altering the person‘s perception of the stressor(s), thus allowing for the alignment of the 

three treasures (ha-tancheon, sang tancheon and jung tancheon), heightening of awareness, 

centering (focus), and grounding (Balance) 

In my view the impact of stress is akin to the ―domino effect‖ pattern.  The stress 

brought about by one stressor is likely to impact all five human elements simultaneously as 

well as impact the normal flow of ki in the vital organs.  As previously discussed, stressors 

come in different forms at various stages of life (temporary or long-term).  People respond to 

stress differently, dependent factors, such as their perception of a threat and the intensiveness 

of a threat, their perception of their ability to handle the situation or event, and the 

effectiveness of their coping skills.   

The purpose of the self-healing wheel is to realize that human beings are equipped 

with a built-in tool in the body called the “tancheon,‖ which can be used to help alleviate or 

manage their stress through the practice of the Tancheon Breathing Meditation that can be 

performed sitting down, lying down, standing, (Fig. 10) or even when walking.  This type of 

meditation influences the alignment of the three centers (lower, middle, and upper tancheons) 

as well as to gain awareness, grounding, and alignment (Kim, 2002). 
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Fig. 8  Tancheon Breathing Meditation Self-Healing Wheel Model 

(by Gracia Del Rosario, PhD) 

 

Fig. 9.  Effects of Tancheon Breathing Meditation 

(by Gracia Del Rosario, PhD) 
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Figure 10.  Standing, Sitting, & Lying Down Postures 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CONCLUSION 

Interestingly, breath and the act of breathing is life enhancing.  Stress is all part of the 

human experience and its natural occurrence in daily living cannot be avoided.  When our 

minds are busy, we often forget to take care of our bodies.  We frequently forget how to 

breathe properly, or are not aware of the pattern of our breathing.  Usually, when confronted 

with stressful situations our breathing becomes shorter, faster, rough, or uneven without 

awareness.  Unfortunately, we may become distracted with daily living and not pay attention 

to the fact that breathing is life.  Moreover, we forget to enjoy the air that we breathe.   

However, it seems that nature has provided the human body with innate tools to heal 

naturally.  If we know how to breathe correctly with ease through our tancheon (lower 

abdomen/belly) the mind, emotion, body, and spirit would naturally come to equilibrium.   I 

believe the Tancheon Breathing Meditation is the balancing agent that can enable individuals 

to cope with the stress of life as well as to reap the benefits of awareness, vitality, and 

calmness.  If one desires to learn and incorporate this art of self-healing in daily life, stress 

can be managed in a very positive and healthy way.   

In closing, I hope that this Tancheon Breathing Meditation Self-Healing theory will 

open avenues for future studies on other related methods of self-healing. 
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