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Living in Harmony with the Seasons - Winter
Winter is the season of the Kidney, a Yin season where we emphasize introspection.  External cold and darkness inspire us to seek inner warmth, physically and emotionally.  Winter is a time to rest, meditate even more deeply, refine our spiritual essence, and store our physical energy.  Even though we slow and internalize our energy, it is also important to keep the spine and joints flexible with gentle exercise such as T’ai Chi Chuan, Qi Gong, or Yoga.

The Kidney is the storehouse of Jing, our vital essence and the source of our vitality.  The Chinese say life begins and ends in the Kidney.  The Chinese commonly refer to a single Kidney as 5,000 years ago they practiced medicine without the benefit of autopsy and incorrectly believed there was only one kidney.  It is the only anatomical error they made in assessing the organs which correspond to meridians.  

According to 5 Element Theory, the Kidney controls the behavior of the Heart.  So Heart health is directly related to the strength of the Kidney Qi.  The Kidney meridian runs bilaterally, starting at the ball of the foot and running up the inside ankle and leg, through the groin, and up the front of the body, stopping at the clavicle.  The Yang pair to the Kidney is the Bladder, the longest meridian in the body, which traces the brain and spinal cord.  The element of the Kidney/Bladder pair is Water.

The Kidney is said to ‘open to the ears,” which means our sense of hearing is also related to the strength of our Kidney Qi.  

The tastes which correspond to the Kidney are Salty and Bitter – tastes which promote a sinking and centering quality, which heighten the capacity for storage.  Such foods also cool the body’s exterior and bring body heat deeper and lower.  With a cooler surface, we notice the cold less.

Please note:  it is important to use salt with care, as excess use of salt tightens the Kidney/Bladder, causing excess cold and also over-consumption of water, ultimately weakening both Kidney and Heart. 

Some bitter food choices are:  lettuce, watercress, endive, escarole, asparagus, and alfalfa.  Some salty foods include:  miso, soy sauce, and seaweeds.  These are preferred over standard table salt, which is damaging to the Kidney Qi.
The colors associated with the Kidney are Black and Dark Blue.  Thus foods such as Black Beans, Black Cherry Juice, Blackberries and Blueberries are nourishing to the Kidney.  If you are prone to feeling cold in the winter, especially in the lower back and lower extremities (signs of a Kidney Yang Deficiency), sliced ginger root boiled in filtered water for 15 minutes makes a warming tea.  If you have a heat condition, however, ginger might create too much warmth in your body.  If you are uncertain of whether you have heat or cold signs, it is best to have an assessment done by an AMMA Therapy® practitioner or Chinese herbalist.  

The Kidney rules water metabolism in Chinese medicine, and controls the Bladder, sexual organs, and sexual function.  The Kidney also rules the bones (and so it is important in the treatment of osteoporosis or osteopenia).  The Kidney rules the lower back as well, and so it is key in the treatment of low back pain, particularly chronic low back pain.
Emotions associated with the kidney are:  fear, panic, shock, or trauma.  Those who are excessively fearful or have a history of trauma should pay extra attention to tonifying the Kidney.

Conditions associated with Kidney imbalance in Chinese Medicine:

All bone problems, especially of the knees, lower back, and teeth

Hearing loss and ear problems

Hair loss, split ends, premature graying

Any urinary, sexual, and/or reproductive organ imbalance

Poor growth and development of mind and body

Excessive emotions of fear and insecurity

The Kidney has both warming and cooling aspects, which need to be kept in balance.  When an imbalance occurs, either of the following may be experienced: 
Kidney Yin Deficiency:  Kidney is failing to supply an adequate amount of cooling/Yin fluids.  Symptoms include:  warming signs in the body, dizziness, tinnitus (low pitch), dry throat, hot flashes, fever, lower back pain, spontaneous sweating, red tongue, and scant and dark urine.  Emotionally the imbalance can present as agitation, nervousness, and insecurity.  There can be a tendency to move from one problem, place, or relationship to another without addressing the root commonality in all of them.  If you have a Kidney Yin Deficiency, you should avoid the following:  coffee, alcohol, lamb, cinnamon, cloves, ginger and hot spices.

Kidney Yang Deficiency:  In this condition, the warming/Yang function of the Kidney is inadequate.  Symptoms include:  cold signs in the body, aversion to cold, cold extremities (especially legs, knees, and feet), pale complexion, weak knees and lower back, mental lethargy, poor spirit, lack of sexual desire, irregular menses, sterility, frequent and pale urination, lack of willpower and direction, enlarged, pale tongue, tendency to be inactive, indecisive, and unproductive.  Foods that warm the kidney include fenugreek seeds, walnuts, black peppercorns, ginger, cinnamon, black beans, garlic, onions, chives, scallions, lamb and salmon.  Avoid any foods that are raw or have excessive salt.  Use seaweed sparingly.

The Kidney is easily depleted by excess stress, overwork, poor sleep, and a lifestyle devoid of balance.  Here is a checklist to see how your stress levels might be affecting your Kidney energy:
Overwhelmed or easily panicked

Afraid, anxious, or timid

Frequent and pale urination

Scant and dark urine

Low back ache

Low sexual function

Dark circles under the eyes

Brittle, gray hair, or hair loss

Unusual cold signs or excessive warming signs

Ache in the lower extremity or knees

Swelling in the ankles

Night sweats or Hot flashes

Feeling exhausted, especially in the late afternoon.

Chinese medicine puts the Kidney at the center of our longevity.  T’ai Chi, Qi Gong, and Yoga are all excellent ways to tonify the Kidney and promote health and longevity.  Diet and balancing the emotions are also very important for Kidney health, as is getting a good night’s sleep.  Kidney imbalances, particularly Kidney Yin imbalances, tend toward being chronic and can be difficult to resolve, thus it is wise to treat them at early onset.  For a complete assessment of your Kidney energy and how to strengthen and balance your Kidney Qi, call for an AMMA Therapy® session.
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(Source: Healing with Whole Foods – Oriental Traditions and Modern Nutrition by Paul Pitchford)
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