6
The Kidneys and Urinary Bladder

T HE KIDNEY-BLADDER pairs of meridians and organs in Chinese medicine
are the foundation of Yin-and-Yang balance for all the other organs. Like
primordial parents, they are fundamental for birth, metamorphosis, and
reproduction. The Kidney meridian flows up the interior and center of the
body, while the Urinary Bladder meridian flows down the entire back of the
body, and the kidney organ opens into the bladder. They are a storehouse of
vital energy and need to remain balanced for all the other organs to function
well. Tt is for this reason that I have begun the discussion of organ health
and Yin yoga with them and recommend that you begin your practice with
the kidney poses and come back to these sequences often throughout your
life. In Chinese medicine, the kidneys are considered the officials of the
energetic work. Although the yin/yang teams of organs in the following
chapters on specific organ-meridian pairs have different anatomical
functions, most of their energetic and mental qualities are so similar that I
have only described their unique physical characteristics separately, while
the remaining characteristics listed in each chapter refer to both
kidney/bladder energetic qualities or spleen/stomach mental qualities, and
SO on.

Physical Qualities

Kidneys

The kidneys are located at about waist height, behind the lower ribs. They
filter fifteen gallons of blood an hour, purifying it and breaking it down into
nutritional elements for the body. They are in charge of balancing bodily

fluids and regulating blood pressure and glucose metabolism. When this
function is interrupted, we see high blood pressure, hypertension, and



toxicity in the body, as well as an achy lower abdomen, swelling and
bloating, and difficulty in urinating. Lower body circulation will also be
poor.

Bladder

The kidneys open up into the bladder, which is the complementary yang
organ. It is the storage site for urine through which we eliminate fluid
waste. The bladder is quite flexible and can contain a little or a lot, a
function that relates not only to a physical capacity but mental flexibility as
well. The Urinary Bladder (UB) meridian is the longest in the body and has
sixty-seven acupuncture points along it, making it a superhighway in the
meridian system. Most notably, it is the only meridian of the fourteen main
channels, besides the Governor Vessel, that flows through the brain.

Energetic Qualities
Kidney-Bladder Organ-Meridian Pair

The Kidneys are the mansion of Fire and Water, the residence of \ L §d
\ D Q.dhe channel of life and death. They link the past and the future. —
Francesca Diebschlag

According to Chinese medicine, the kidneys house our essence energy, or
jing. It is considered the substance that pervades all organic life and is the
essence of growth and decline. It is connected to our ancestry, our inherited
constitution, and our capacity for differentiation into yin and yang. It is the
underlying material of each organ’s substance, bestowing the capacity for
life activity.

Jing rules the production of bone marrow as well as bone development
and repair. Bone marrow is a soft, fatty material that is lighter than actual
bone and fills the hollow bones in the skull, vertebrae, and ribs, as well as
those in children’s extremities. It is in the bone marrow that we produce
blood cells. The red blood cells are generated within our round bones and
carry oxygen, while the white blood cells produced in our flat bones assist
with immune response. If kidney jing is deficient in children, their bones



may become soft, whereas in adults, we see problems with the skeleton or
poor immune functions.

While the kidneys are the storage containers for our essence energy, their
energetic health rules the general health of the lower back, the reproductive
organs, the urinary system, the lower intestinal tract, and all the fluid
systems of the body, including the joint lubrication. If we suffer from a
fragile back, have had back injuries or weakness, or feel pain coming from
this area even when the muscles are not engaged, we can be sure we have
kidney issues. We may repeatedly injure our lower back and hope that the
simple remedy is to strengthen our abdominals and back muscles, but the
deeper cure is to strengthen our kidney chi.

The kidneys also act as step-up transformers when our energy is low,
working overtime when we are stressed, overcommitted, or continuing to
push on even though we are exhausted. Learning to cultivate appropriate
rhythms and live a life in balance is essential for the health of our kidneys
and all our other organs as well.

In the five-element theory, the kidneys are closest to the element of water
and are connected to all the systems of flow within us. Since the body is
composed of approximately 60 to 70 percent water, fluid bathes the entire
cellular system, and the health of the kidneys directly impacts the moisture
content of all of our fluid systems. This includes the blood and circulatory
system, lymphatic system, endocrine system, urinary system, perspiration,
saliva, tears, sexual secretions, and lactation.

If we have a lot of upper body heat as a result of our constitution or
lifestyle, the heat of the fire energy will weaken the kidneys, breaking down
our energy balance, and causing health problems. The more heat in the
stomach, the more the kidneys are weakened. This means someone with a
lot of inner fire who also eats spicy foods and does a hot (Yang) yoga
practice with lots of poses for the upper body will compromise the kidneys’
ability to balance the body with cool moisture. The circulation in the lower
body will also be poor if there is excess heat in the stomach, causing the
energy of the kidneys to be overpowered.

Passive, Yin-style straddle splits (dragonfly pose) that pull on the inner
thighs and long-held backbends that lengthen the anterior (front of the)
spine and compress the posterior side, stimulating the chi through the



longitudinal ligaments, are a wonderful way to nourish kidney chi. This
helps diminish excess heat in the body, while also enhancing the cooling
capacity of the kidneys. The kidney chi is connected to our sense of hearing
and corresponds to the ears.

Emotional Qualities

Staying still in various poses will undoubtedly bring up lots of emotions. As
we surrender into the sensations, we have the opportunity to acknowledge
all that arises within us, allowing ourselves time to fully inhabit our
emotions, without the compulsion to act out because of them.

We may experience disappointment in a tight hip or fear as we settle into
a long-held backbend. The longer we practice, the more we notice how
varied our feelings are, how we can feel agitation one minute and elation
the next, exuberance followed by despair. Inside the cocoon of long-held
poses, we can turn toward these various nuances, and track our passing
states of being. This breeds an emotional flexibility and resiliency.

Often, our uninvestigated habit may be to feel defeated or oppressed by
disturbing emotions, immediately identifying with them. With practice, we
can instead learn to soften into the resistance or anguish and truly examine
its momentum. Whatever the content, we train ourselves to open to the
experience. This capacity to remain attentive and nonjudgmental toward
what we are experiencing naturally transforms the experience from one of
struggling with difficulty to one of opening up to challenges. What results is
not an increase in suffering, as we may initially fear, but more openness.

There is a common misconception that we should be able to control or
eradicate pain. Although yoga poses do often bring some relief to blocked
areas of the body, we will still have to endure discomforting pains as long
as we are in this body. Instead of expecting to miraculously become pain
free from a yoga practice, we can utilize the poses to help us fully inhabit
our bodies with dignity and care, whether we are experiencing pleasure or
pain.

If we want to learn how to come home to our bodies, we have to take up
residence in every corner of ourselves, no matter how sick, injured,
decrepit, or immobile we are. Each Yin pose is another opportunity to crawl



into ourselves and stay a while. While remaining still, we allow ourselves to
breathe into our feeling tones without the burden of expecting to feel a
particular way or create a particular result.

Some days I notice feelings of discontent and restlessness. Time and time
again, I am amazed that even a few moments of letting myself open up,
without judgment, to however I am feeling has a therapeutic and refreshing
effect on my body and mind. I have learned these moods are like passing
clouds that needn’t be pushed away or clung to.

[ particularly remember the afternoon of 9/11. My sister lived very close
to the twin towers, and I was full of disbelief, anger, anxiety, and anguish.
Having listened to the news commentators all morning, I was feeling both
overwhelmed and exhausted. By afternoon, I felt a bit numb and depleted. I
needed to retreat from all the information filling the airwaves. I plopped
down in the sun in my living room and started holding various Yin poses.
Even as I swirled in incredulity, raged and wept, I felt a healing capacity
emerging the longer I practiced. Abiding in a soft practice while
experiencing all the shifting emotions felt like the most loving act I could
perform at that moment. I emerged after an hour sobered, strengthened, and
surprisingly prepared to go out that evening and teach the beginning of a
course on yin and mindfulness. I do not think I would have had the physical
or emotional strength to provide a supportive atmosphere to allow others to
grieve and digest their emotions that day if I had not had a practice that
affects the confluence of the body, emotions, and states of mind.

In Chinese medicine, the emotions are simply an expression of chi and
are not considered good or bad. It is less important which emotions are
present and more about whether they are able to flow without impediment,
whether they are blocked or repressed. Every prolonged disturbing emotion
affects the heath of our organs and meridians, and every imbalance in our
organ-meridian system is tied to a propensity for certain emotions. When
the kidneys are out of balance, the main emotional flavor is fear. We may
hold on to things and people with a marked fear of letting go or an overall
lack of trust, both in ourselves and in others. Kidney chi imbalance is
associated with all kinds of fears, such as a fear of heights, water, people,
new places, sexuality, being taken advantage of, and death. As these are
fears common to us all, it is helpful to know that when we are consumed by



a constricting presence of fear, we tax our kidney energy, and if our kidney
chi is deficient, we will feel fearful more easily. It works both ways.

Conversely, when our kidney chi is balanced, we will experience an
emotional capacity to access our innate gentleness, openness, and
ultimately, our primordial wisdom. But just to be clear, the organs do not
cause emotions, as all emotions stem from the heart and are drawn to
different organs, which can damage them.

If we are trying to determine which organ an emotion comes from, the
answer will always be the same: all emotions originate in the heart.
Chapter eight of the 6 X: H @ates, “The heart holds the office of
monarch, whence the spirit light (V K H Q ) Brigi@ales.” If we think of
this “spirit light” as consciousness, we can say that all of our emotions
originate from within our consciousness. So long as the heart and its
consciousness are functioning normally, the emotions will remain
peaceful, like a well-governed country.
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When we experience an energetic ease of being, the Yin sessions can
help maintain and build on these intrinsic capacities. When we do not feel
this way, settling into these long-held poses can allow us to identify our
reactive emotions, such as fear, and investigate them in a nourishing way.
We learn that we can relax our resistance to strong sensations and emotions,
turning toward—rather than away from—what is arising within us. This
classic mindful approach neutralizes the destructive side of an emotion by
observing an emotion’s movement without compulsively acting it out. This
is simply called participatory observation.

For example, while holding a backbend, we may experience alarm as the
minutes progress and we feel the sensations of compression in our lumbar
spine. As we rest the mind on the sensations in our back and allow the
feeling of trepidation to move through us, we literally give our inner life
more space to be just as it is, without mental constriction. As a result, a
curious thing occurs. The original feeling of something like fear is now also
permeated with attention, producing a feeling of alert allowance.



From this vantage point, we can authentically investigate the anatomy of
any emotion. As we develop a keen sense of witnessing our patterns of
behavior, we can examine the whole mechanism that occurs within us. Fear
is not a static thing we can label. Under scrutiny, we may notice fear is
supported by a collage of sensations rising and falling, as well as streams of
inner dialogue left uninvestigated, often hardening into assumed truths. The
generous time we spend in each pose allows us to penetrate these emotional
blocks with care. Since we have no agenda to uphold during these five-
minute intervals, our inward-drawn attention allows them to simply move
through us.

When we question the stories we are telling ourselves and stay with the
process of naked observation, intuitions and insights that have been
shrouded by our fears are given the opportunity to filter through. While
continuing to relax into the pose, we create what Buddhist psychiatrist
Mark Epstein calls “a holding environment” inside ourselves. Like an
understanding parent relating to a difficult teen by neither abandoning them
nor antagonizing them, we create space for our fear to exist, free of the
harness of resistance. The habit and strong compulsion to defend, deny, or
act out from these feelings is what causes the torment, not the feelings
themselves.

As we quietly observe our feelings rise and fall inside us, we begin to
relate to them like the breath, giving them space to move. As a result, we
feel them like waves on the ocean, rising up, peaking, and eventually
subsiding. We may start our session with a cacophony of difficult emotions
pouring through us, but as our moments unfold and we neither repress nor
react from states such as fear, we learn to live in the direct experience of
meditative awareness of the body, heart, and mind. Awareness is our
greatest security and foundation for emotional maturity.

Mental Qualities

The kidneys are associated with short-term memory, willpower, and healthy
ambition. If our kidney energy is deficient, we have trouble completing
tasks, have less energetic and sexual drive, and feel less enthusiasm to
follow through on our plans. We may experience ourselves with a



diminished sense of personal power and feel disconnected inside. As our
energy is already depleted, we do not feel that we can pull ourselves out of
this malaise. We haven’t the energy to do so, and our thoughts may spiral in
circles of confusion. As studies at the National Institutes of Health have
determined, when we have a negative thought and don’t challenge it, our
minds believe it and our brains react to it. This causes a whole
psychosomatic spiral that can lead to despair, anguish, and ill health.

Yin practice can be very helpful in these times because it does not require
energetic effort to get our body into these shapes. As we let go into the
poses, we have an opportunity to view the content of our minds from a fresh
perspective. We can then begin to acknowledge the voices that come from
our reactive patterns and believe in them less. We learn to watch our
thoughts come and go, relaxing our assumptions that what we tell ourselves
is the incontestable truth. To develop this capacity of inner listening, we
simply need to come to the floor and be willing to turn our attention toward
our physical and psychological experience with care.

Just as stated for the kidneys, an imbalance in the UB channel is
connected with an inability to cope with life and fear of change, two serious
impediments to well-being. The Kidney and UB meridian organs’ influence
on our body-mind is connected with the limbic system housed near the
center of the brain.

The limbic system performs a number of crucial functions, including
controlling sleep cycles, appetite, and libido; promoting bonding;
modulating motivation; and setting the emotional tone of the mind,
providing a filter through which external experiences are integrated into
emotional states. It marks specific events as internally important and
accumulates our intense emotional memories. Problems with the limbic
system are indicated by excessive moodiness, irritability (also connected
with heart meridian-organ functions), negative thinking, and clinical
depression, as well as an inability to make plans, solve problems, or
organize (also connected with liver chi function).

The limbic system’s power to control mood and attitude adds both the
positive and the negative emotional flavor that is considered critical for
survival. The total experience of our emotional memories is responsible for
our emotional tone of mind, so the more steady positive experiences we



have, the more optimistic we are able to feel. Emotional traumas such as
abuse, accidents, and catastrophies are also stored in the deep limbic
system, and these experiences tend to color our capacity for future ease of
being.

Neuroscientists suggest that the limbic system needs to be kept cool and
underactive in order for us to feel emotionally stable. When it is inflamed
and overactive, negative emotional shading results. With a heated-up limbic
system, we are more likely to interpret a neutral or even a positive event in
a negative way. Studies have shown that the deep limbic system becomes
more active and inflamed during women’s hormonal cycles, including
puberty, menstruation, pregnancy, childbirth, lactation, and menopause.
This time of overactivity is associated with depression and anxiety.

Having a meditation and Yin yoga practice that allows us to relax
muscular tension and observe our inner atmosphere by diving into a
contemplative attitude can begin to calm the central nervous system and
cool the limbic system during these times. If we also take poses that
stimulate the nourishment of the Kidney and UB meridians (that flow
through the brain), we accelerate the chemical and attitudinal balance we
need. Our practice can be a place where we create positive experiences to
store in the limbic system’s emotional memory by inviting challenging
circumstances (holding a yin pose) while we relax our struggle with
whatever emotional difficulty we are facing. This quality of allowance
increases our capacity to stay compassionately attuned to our sensations and
feelings without insisting any improvement occur, diminishing our tension
within. In Yin practice, we are carving out neural pathways of loving-
kindness toward ourselves as we learn to feel deeply into our bodies just as
they are.

What follows in chapter 7 is an effective combination of useful poses to
boost kidney chi and organ health. As you may be quite drained at times
when you come to do this practice, please remain extra-sensitive and
respect your natural limitations. You need not impose an ambitious agenda
on yourself with regard to how much sensation you should be able to
tolerate or how long you think you ought to be able to stay in each pose.
The Yin practice is a time for revitalizing your depleted chi. There is no
need to force, strain, rush, fix, or in any way struggle with yourself right



now. It is the attitude of relaxed attention that begins the process of
renourishing your being on many levels.

Yin Yoga and Pregnancy

Once upon a time it was thought that pregnant women were fragile. They
were discouraged by doctors and concerned fathers from doing any exercise
or exerting themselves in any way. It is now understood that pregnant
women are capable of doing nearly everything that every other woman is
capable of, and in some cases more. Today, pregnant women are
emphatically encouraged to do yoga as it has shown to ease the physical
and emotional rigors of labor and increase the overall sense of well-being
through the many transitions of motherhood.

Yin yoga can be geared toward pregnancy quite easily as long as the
expectant mother is guided to stretch conservatively to take into account
that she has an increased amount of the hormones elastin and relaxin (joint
laxity), which causes more elasticity in the joints. This can be a danger
because she might not feel discomfort even when overstretching and she
could strain her joints as a result. We all need to listen to the feedback from
our body, and that feedback might feel different during pregnancy. As with
any physical practice, it is important that a pregnant woman consult her
healthcare practitioner before beginning an exercise program, including Yin
yoga.

Among the many benefits to doing a Yin practice while pregnant is that
the poses stimulate the tissues to help create more fluid mobility throughout
the system, increasing the comfort in the body as it grows and changes.
Stimulating the meridians in this way also contributes to a healthier organ
system, another plus, because the organs are working harder during
pregnancy and lactation. Because the practice serves as a needleless
acupuncture session, it can help balance a woman’s overall energy and
emotions, which are naturally destabilized by the hormone infusion during
this time. Last, but perhaps the most important reason to practice this style
while pregnant is the meditative atmosphere it creates. I feel that learning or
continuing to deepen into mindfulness meditation during pregnancy is of
utmost importance. In pregnancy as in motherhood, we are called on to ride



the erratic emotions triggered by hormones. We need to be able to flow with
difficult circumstances without enduring prolonged inward rigidity and
tension, which have a direct and immediate impact on the fetus and child.
We can’t prevent this reactivity from arising, but we can temper it by
relating to difficult emotions consciously in our daily practice. With a
mindfulness meditation practice, we learn to suspend the compulsion to lash
out when we are triggered, upset, or just plain tired.

I am immensely grateful to my committed yoga and meditation practices,
as they have been utterly invaluable to me throughout my pregnancy and
motherhood.



