
There is a famous passage from The Theory of Qi Wu written by Zhuangzi (sometimes 
spelled Chuang Tzu), a Chinese Taoist master second only to Lao Tzu in fame and influ-
ence.  It goes like this: 

Once upon a time, I, Zhuangzi, fell asleep and dreamed that I had become a butterfly, 
floating here and there through the air, for all intents and purposes a true and actual but-
terfly. I was aware only of my sense of happiness being a butterfly. I had no memory of ever 
being a man named Zhuangzi.  Presently I woke up and was myself once again. But now I 
did not know whether I was a man dreaming I was a butterfly or whether I was now a but-
terfly dreaming I was a man. Certainly there is a distinction between a man and a butterfly. 
The transition between them is called the transformation of material things. 

Reading this unsettling parable it is interesting to note how Zhuangzi’s butterfly 
dream and Stephen Hawking’s quotation above reach a similar conclusion: the impos-
sibility of using ordinary thought and reason to understand the true nature of being.  
As both authors imply, one must first attain a state of higher consciousness before the 
distinction can be made between illusion and non-illusion – between the dream of life 
and life itself.  

Over the centuries there have been many interpretations of Zhuangzi’s famous fable. 
Simply to read it is to feel a kind of queasiness and uncertainty. For a moment readers 
are forced to question whether what they see and hear and taste and smell is actual or 
simply an invention of their minds – what the Buddhists call samsara or illusion. Does 
what we perceive each day with our senses represent the highest form of certainty? Or 
is the material world, as Plato maintains, simply a dance of shadows cast on the wall of a 
cave that we, sitting chained to our places in front of this wall, convince ourselves is the 
one and only reality? 

Over the years I have shown Zhuangzi’s story to many well-informed friends and 
colleagues. One person told me that for her its meaning is that everything in the world 
is equal and harmonious. Butterfly and man, the dream and the dreamer – all the same 
and all is one.

Another colleague insisted that the butterfly represents freedom. It is yin – soft, emp-
ty, infinite, constantly changing and in the process producing the most beautiful, myste-
rious unpredictable forms. The dreamer, on the other hand, is Yang, the doer, the force 
of the dream, the power. Put the two together, said my colleague, and you have a perfect 
symbol of the Tao.  

As for myself, I have mused over the interpretation of this story many times and 
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have several different ways of looking at it. Like any good parable it has multiple layers of 
meaning. The one that is foremost in my thinking, however, and the one that is the most 
significant for this book as well is an explanation that centers around Zhuangzi’s use of 
the words “transition” and “transformation, which in this case, I believe, both refer to the 
passage between one life to another. 

We are born a human being. We fall asleep; that is, we die. We are then reborn as 
a butterfly. In this state we have no memory of our previous incarnation. And yet our 
human state and our butterfly state are inextricably linked together in a series of births, 
deaths and rebirths that extend to the horizon and beyond.  For me the butterfly story is 
a theory of reincarnation. And that is what this book is about as well.



Introduction

A four-year old boy makes a prediction
High on an isolated mountain plateau a four-year-old boy named Apo lives in a sheep-
herder’s tent with his father, mother, six sisters and three brothers. The year is 1985 and 
the place is Eastern Tibet. 

On this particular morning a blinding snowstorm is in progress. Despite the weath-
er, the boy’s father has important business with a colleague and must brave the elements 
in his broken-down truck to get it done. Shortly after he drives away Apo and his sister 
Monlam are playing quietly when Apo looks up and announces in his child’s voice “Oh 
look, father’s fallen down!”

In Tibet negative talk of any kind is discouraged. His sister chides him, saying “Don’t 
make bad omens by saying such things.” 

But the boy is undeterred. Speaking as if he is actually witnessing the event he replies 
that his sister should not worry, that their father had gotten up, is unhurt, and will soon 
be returning home.  Several hours later, sure enough, the father pulls up to the tent in his 
battered truck, announcing that he has skidded off the road and that a load of wood had 
fallen on him. Though shaken up he is unharmed. 

Several years later the four-year-old boy who made these predictions will be found 
by a group of lamas who after a long and frustrating search believe they have finally 
found who they are looking for. They have been searching for this boy for over 10 years.  

The 900-year-old man
If a friend tells you he has driven a car non-stop every day and every night for 90 straight 
years you would roll your eyes in disbelief. But if the same friend told you he knows a 
74 year old man who has been driving a number of different cars since he was 16 years 
old, you would have no trouble believing him. This man, you are also told, has been 
driving in the same way all his life. He has memorized many routes around town and has 
acquired a great deal of information about the places he’s seen.  Such memories change 
very little over time. 

Now imagine that I told you I knew of a man who is 900 years old?  
This man, rather than operating many different cars throughout his life has inhabited 

a number of different bodies during his 900-year tenure on earth. With his memories of 
these past lives clearly in place he thinks, feels and behaves like the same man each time 
– the same driver –no matter what physical form he currently occupies. 



This notion rouses skepticism in many people, of course, especially Westerners un-
familiar or unfriendly to the idea of reincarnation. Yet, a majority of the people who 
live in one of the oldest, wisest societies on earth and who practice one of humanity’s 
most revered religions believe in this man and his reincarnated spirit with all their heart. 
The society I am speaking of is Tibet and the religion is Buddhism. The name of the 
900-year-old man is Karmapa.

The ultimate act of human compassion
There are two major schools of Buddhism: the Hinayana or Lesser Vessel and the Ma-
hayana or Greater Vessel. 

The Hinayana is primarily found in Thailand, Burma, Sri Lanka and Indochina. The 
Mahayana is practiced further north in Tibet, China, Japan, Korea and Mongolia. 

Theologically speaking, monks of the Hinayana sect devote themselves to achieving 
nirvana or full spiritual illumination in this particular lifetime. Once attained, they re-
main in this state of joyous liberation without need for further incarnations. Their real-
ization has allowed them to be free of the laws of karma, which means they are now no 
longer bound to the wheel of birth and death. 

 The Mahayana school, on the other hand, takes a more long-term approach to the 
attainment of Buddhahood. Reaching a point of spiritual awakening where the door to nir-
vana is open to them if they so choose, Mahayana devotees opt to postpone entering this 
blessed state, instead returning to earth time after time to save suffering beings. A person 
showing such compassion is known as a bodhisattva – a man or woman who has taken the 
bodhisattva vow to serve as a teacher and guide for the unenlightened and to be reborn as 
many times as necessary until “all sentient beings are freed, down to the last blade of grass.”  

Looking at death and rebirth from this point of view it is clear that reincarnation is 
not the same process for all human beings. Because of their ignorance of the dharma and 
their attachment to the world, most of us have no choice but to pass from body to body 
a countless number of times.   

On the other hand, due to their devotion and high spiritual attainments a select few 
are free to determine their post-death destiny, while among this group an even smaller and 
more elite group exists, a lineage of living reincarnated Buddhas founded centuries ago in 
Tibet.  Every lama who is part of this lineage is known as a Karmapa; that is, a man who has 
acquired the highest spiritual station through merit accumulated over countless lifetimes. 
In his position as head of the Kagyu Karma or Black Hat sect in Tibet, the Karmapa ranks 
as the third highest lama in Tibet directly behind the Dalai and Panchen Lama.

Choosing spiritual leaders in Tibet
In Tibetan culture the method used to choose a new Dalai Lama is highly formal and 

at the same time deeply magical. 
Before a Dalai Lama dies he sets aside a packet of information that records the names 



of his successor’s parents and describes the auspicious signs that will accompany his 
birth. After his death he is then cremated and during the ceremony his followers observe 
the direction in which the smoke from his funeral pyre blows, an indication of whether 
his successor will be born in the north, south, east or west.

 In the months and sometimes years that follow many directive dreams and visions 
will be reported by monks, and prayers will be said night and day at the sacred La-Tso 
lake, asking for clues to the new lama’s birthplace.  Once a substantial number of omens 
is collected a hand-picked group of high lamas begin their search throughout Tibet, not 
stopping until a likely candidate, ordinarily a very young boy, is found. 

Once discovered, a number of spiritual tests are administered, some secret, some 
open to outside witnesses. One of the most important of these calls for placing a series 
of objects in front of the young candidate, some of which once belonged to the former 
Dalai Lama, and then observing the child’s reactions. If he recognizes the particular 
items that belonged to his predecessor, picking them up and playing with them while 
ignoring the rest, this sign is considered conclusive. The newcomer is then brought back 
to the Potala Palace in the city of Lhasa where for the next several decades he is trained 
to become the spiritual leader of all Tibet. 

This notion that a chain of reincarnated holy personages exists, that its members in-
tuitively know of each other’s lives, recall each other’s traits and activities, and are linked 
together almost as one person is a remarkable idea, though commonplace in the Tibetan 
belief system. 

A case in point is mentioned by the writer and Tibetan traveler, Marco Pallis, in 
his book The Way of the Mountain. In a footnote Pallis recounts a story of a mid-20th 
century Panchen Lama, the second highest ranking spiritual leader in Tibet, who when 
meeting a British diplomat greeted him with the remark that it was wonderful to see him 
again after all these years. Never having met his welcomer, the diplomat was at a loss 
for words. Unfazed, the Lama went on to mention that he was referring to his guest’s 
predecessor, one Captain Bogle, presumably the present diplomat’s former incarnation. 
After a bit of research it turned out that a Panchen Lama did indeed meet with a certain 
Captain Bogle. The meeting, however, took place several hundred years earlier, in 1774.

The story of the 17th Karmapa 
In Tibet the ritual for locating a new Karmapa is similar in many ways to that of identi-
fying a Dalai Lama. 

A Karmapa, as mentioned, is considered a living Buddha who has acquired the high-
est spiritual station through merit accumulated in innumerable past lives. The first Kar-
mapa, Dusum Khyenpa, was born in 1110. Since his death in 1193, successive Karmapas 
have been reborn for 16 lifetimes, each playing a significant role in preserving the Tibet-
an Kagyu lineage and in promulgating Buddhist teachings throughout Tibet. 



Every Karmapa, in turn, is believed to be an incarnation of Guru Padmasambhava, 
the great sage who brought Buddhism to Tibet from India in the 8th century, and who 
predicted that one day far in the future a lama named Karmapa would be reincarnated 
numerous times. In one of those incarnations, Padmasambhava maintained, a Karma-
pa’s spiritual and personal influence would be felt throughout the entire world, a bold 
prediction given the remoteness and political insignificance of Tibet at the time.  

As in the search for a reborn Dalai Lama, before his death each Karmapa prepares 
a packet of information telling his followers where and when he will be reborn. This 
packet includes the names of his future Tibetan parents and the auspicious signs that will 
accompany his birth. 

Using this system through the centuries, members of the Karmapa lineage have usu-
ally been able to locate the next incarnation without difficulty.  However, on November 5, 
1981 the 16th Karmapa passed away in Chicago before he was able to make clear where 
and when his next incarnation would occur.  Thousands of his disciples and monks of 
the highest rank immediately began praying for clues.   

Finally, a revered lama named Guayin Guru had a dream in which the 16th Karmapa 
suggested that his followers search for his next incarnation in a highland valley in Tibet 
located by a stretch of grassland near a beautiful river that runs to the south. That was all. 
And since Tibet is a vast region with highlands and rivers everywhere, these clues were 
not enough to pinpoint a time and place. 

It was not until ten years after the 16th Karmapa’s death that a monk named Tai Situpa 
remembered that a month before he passed away the 16th Karmapa had given him an amu-
let. The amulet, the 16th Karmapa told him, would bring protection and also provide some-
thing useful. The Karmapa’s instructions were to look inside the amulet on a certain date. 

When the time came the amulet was opened. Inside was a letter containing instruc-
tions that neatly complimented the pastoral vision seen in Guayin Guru’s dream: “There 
is a valley in the highland,” it read, “in front of which is a stretch of grassland and a 
beautiful river located to the south. There is a herder family in a nomadic village named 
Lhatok. The father in this family is named Karma Döndrub and the mother is Loga. (The 
incarnation) was born in the year of ox. On the day when he was born the sound of a 
conch was heard in the sky above the town. This is the birth place of the 17th Karmapa.”

A team of monks was quickly assembled and sent out on the search.
After spending several days in various vehicles and several more on horseback the 

search team arrived at the small town of Lhatok. Here they asked the local people if they 
knew a man named Karma Döndrub and his wife, Loga, and if a special event had hap-
pened here seven years ago.                   

Everybody answered yes. Yes, they knew Karma Döndrub and his wife Loga. And 
yes, seven years ago they had heard the sound of a conch ringing in the sky for at least a 
half an hour.  Being pious people, they took this as a sign that a great lama had been born 
somewhere in the area.



The team kept searching and soon found a valley fronting a beautiful field of grass-
land with a river to the south, just as described. With the help of a local herdsman they 
were brought to the nomad’s tent of Karma Döndrub and his wife, Loga. 

Having been told in advance by some of the villagers about young Apo’s special abil-
ities, members of the Karmapa search team were not totally surprised when entering the 
family’s humble dwelling they found a young boy waiting for them, his face, voice and 
expressions so similar to those of the 16th Karmapa that the two could have passed as 
identical twins (see illustration ? – side by side picture of the two Karmapas).  His few 
possessions were neatly packed and he announced that he was ready to make his journey.

 The first thing the search team learned was that Apo Gaga was not the boy’s formal 
name but a nickname given him by his sister one day when she heard a magpie call to her 
brother using that name. The lamas also learned that several days before their arrival Apo 
Gaga had told his parents that men on horses would be coming to take him away very soon.

Immediately the team knew that they had found what they were looking for. After 
administering the prerequisite tests, which the boy easily passed, and with the parent’s 
permission, they quickly brought him back to the Tsurphu Monastery where his prede-
cessor had once lived. 

Not long after the new Karmapa was settled in his home a monk named Akong 
Rinpoche approached him with the following request. When His Holiness the 16th Kar-
mapa was still alive, Akong announced, he had asked to have one of the Rinpoche’s teeth 
as a holy relic after he died. His Holiness promised that it would be given to him. Soon, 
however, the Karmapa began traveling the world to promote Buddhism , and eventually 
he died in the far off city of Chicago. Akong Rinpoche never got his promised tooth.  

 Now years later Akong visited the 17th Karmapa, both to pose him a question 
and to test his authenticity. “Your holiness,” he asked, “do you remember the thing you 
once promised me?” 

The 17th Karmapa smiled, then turned to one of his followers and asked him to fetch 
a small bag. He handed the bag to Akong who opened it. Inside was the promised tooth. 
With tears streaming down his face Akong Rinpoche clutched the tooth in both hands. 
“Your holiness,” he wept, “I now deeply believe that you are my Guru without a doubt.”

Despite such miraculous events controversy still lingered. Another young man 
named Trinley Thane Dojer had recently been found by a group of monks and was being 
honored as the true 17th Karmapa. One of these men must be authentic, everyone knew. 
But which one? 

As it turned out, years earlier a Rinpoche who lived in India had visited the 16th Kar-
mapa to pay his respects. When the time came to say goodbye the 16th Karmapa took out 
a string of prayer beads and handed them to the Rinpoche, saying: “I’m giving you this 
string of beads to keep for a while. I will ask for them back at some time in the future.” 

The Rinpoche respectfully accepted the gift and brought the rosary to his temple in 
India where it was enshrined. When the 16th Karmapa died the beads stayed in the safe 



keeping of the Rinpoche who assumed that since the Karmapa had passed away without 
asking for them back, the beads would remain in his keeping indefinitely.  

Years later the 15-year-old 17th Karmapa Ogyen Trinley Dojer traveled to India to 
pay this same Rinpoche a visit. The moment he saw him Karmapa asked, “Did you bring 
my string of prayer beads? The ones I gave you to keep in my last life? I wanted you to 
keep them temporarily, not forever. Do you think I forget about all that?” 

This exchange dispelled any confusion the Rinpoche had harbored in his heart about 
the Rinpoche’s genuineness and he kneeled before the young holy man, asking his bless-
ings.  Word soon spread of this wondrous event, and Ogyen Trunley Dojer was soon 
honored by the Dali Lama as the undisputed 17th Karmapa. Today he continues his 
work around the world not only as a spiritual representative of Tibetan Buddhism but 
as a painter, musical composer, scientist, linguist, playwright, poet and dedicated envi-
ronmental activist.  Just as Guru Padmasambhava predicted, a Karmapa would one day 
become an important leader throughout the entire world.

Definition of the Jingmais
My many years of research and practice as an acupuncturist have led me to create a new 
definition of Jingmais based on Buddhist theories of consciousness, modern biology and 
a three-level theory of life force. This new definition of Jingmais can be stated as follows:
Jingmais is a complex but well-organized energy system that not only controls the inner 
organ systems but that also regulates the central nervous system, thus influencing  the 
entire body on a physical, mental and spiritual plane.

Important to note is that the network of Jingmais in the human body is fundamental-
ly energetic rather than somatic, and that it functions on an etheric rather than a physical 
plane.  Human organs and tissues are consequently not a directly an operative part of the 
Jingmai system even though many Jingmais bear their names (i.e., the kidney Jingmai, 
the heart Jingmai and so forth).

At the same time, the Jingmai system operates from a root level, controlling the workings 
of the physical body including the nervous system, blood circulation, the excretory functions, 
the immunological and the reproductive systems.  In a sense, the Jingmai complex energizes 
the body in the same way that electricity illuminates and powers a modern city. 

Inheritance and Transmission through the Jingmais
According to the theory of the Medicine of the Three Times, Jingmais in a human body 
do not die after the death of the physical body. 

Rather, they are condensed in the form of a single tiny vibrant Jingmai that is trans-
mitted from one life to another via the process of reincarnation; or phrased in Western 
terms, they are transmitted through inheritance.  



Biologically speaking, fertilization is the process by which this condensed Jingmai is 
transferred into a new physical receptor, the egg. There the positive animal and the neg-
ative vegetative poles of the egg function as power centers,” energizing the single Jingmai 
and as the fetus develops helping it differentiate into a network of Jingmais across the 
body. At the same time, physical embryonic development is directed by the information 
encoded in this Jingmai system.  This means that after fertilization the egg continues to 
be energized, this time by the so-called “eighth consciousness,” a term that is central to 
our discussion.

The Eighth Consciousness
The “Eighth Consciousness,” or “seed consciousness” as I will sometimes refer to it, is  an 
umbrella term much employed by Mahayana Buddhists.  Over the years the many schools 
of Buddhism in both Hinayana and Mahayana have all agreed that there are six primary 
forms of consciousness, known in Sanskrit as vijnana. These six modes include our ordi-
nary five senses (hearing, touch, smell, taste, sight) plus our mind or mental consciousness.  

With the advent of the Yogacara school of Mahayana in the fourth and fifth century 
A.D., two further modalities were added to this list.  The “seventh consciousness,” is 
variously translated as “self-consciousness,” “deluded awareness,” “grasping,” and “dis-
turbing emotion and attitude” – in other words, the ego or false self.  And the “Eighth 
Consciousness,” known in Sanskrit and Tibetan Buddhism as alaya-vijnana, is loosely 
interpreted as “the storehouse of all consciousness.”  For this reason I refer to the Eighth 
Consciousness throughout this book with capital letters.

Why storehouse? 
Because as the repository of the first seven modes of consciousness, the Eighth Con-

sciousness constantly receives impressions from all the sensory faculties – seeing, hear-
ing, thinking, remembering, etc. – storing them as potential karmic energy or “seeds” 
which in Sanskrit are known as Bija. 

Over the duration of a lifetime these seeds are, to use a Buddhist term,  “perfumed” 
by the karmic influences of the first seven forms of consciousness in the way that fumes 
from an incense stick perfume a piece of cloth.  After death the activities of these functions 
cease and are transformed into the Eighth Consciousness.  The Eighth Consciousness 
then continues to exist in a kind of holding pattern known as the “intermediate-shade” 
or “negative body,” eventually “ripening” into future lives.  The Eighth Consciousness 
is, in effect, the storeroom of all karmic thoughts, words and deeds, and the part of the 
human entity that is reincarnated from birth to birth on time’s wheel.  To quote Tripitaka 
Master Hsuan-Tsang (Trans., Ronald Epstein):

The eighth consciousness contains seeds, karmic potentials created by 
previous karmic activities.  The seeds ripen and become actual dhar-



mas as they are “perfumed” by the karmic activity of the first seven 
consciousnesses. The image here is built on an analogy of sesame seeds, 
which take on the fragrance of the sesame plant’s flowers or of any fra-
grance with which they come in contact.

Pathology
According to modern biology/neurobiology, the five senses and the activities of the cen-
tral nervous system control the body’s feelings and movement, while the inner organ 
systems are controlled by the autonomic nervous system.  In the new theory that I ad-
vance, the inner organ systems are fundamentally controlled by the Jingmai complex 
rather than the nervous system.

According to this theory, genetic codes contained in DNA do not cause physical 
development but rather create conditions for it to take place.  The Jingmai system is the 
primary cause of this development, differentiation and morphogenesis in the human 
organism. Using modern electronics as an analogy, genetic material is akin to a TV set 
receiving electromagnetic waves, while the Jingmai system contains the actual programs 
– in this case, different types of quantum energetic information. Only when cause and 
condition meet do certain results appear on the screen.

Seen in this light, disease is the result of a blockage or imbalance in the Jingmai sys-
tem between the central and the autonomic nervous system. This disjunction, usually 
produced by feelings of stress, illness, disease or a combination of the three, can be re-
moved by the standard healing modalities of Chinese medicine.

Modern Western pathology and medical therapy emphasize external causal factors 
and internal physiological factors in the development of disease, while the Eastern ap-
proach sees illness as a product of internal energetic factors, i.e. the energy blockag-
es that occur within the Jingmai system.  The Jingmai system, moreover, possesses a 
self-healing ability, and illness results when this ability to self-regulate is impaired by 
internal or environmental factors. 

Thus, traditional Chinese medical therapy aims to eliminate any obstructions in the 
Jingmai system and to assist the Jingmai in recovering its self-regulation and self-healing 
ability.  This is accomplished by means of herbal medicine, Qi gong exercises, the stimu-
lation of acupuncture points along the Jingmais and sometimes all three.  Since Chinese 
medical therapy uses these and other minimally invasive healing techniques, it produces 
minimal side effects as well.



Functions of the Jingmais
As explained in the chapters that follow, the new theory of Jingmais is based on the fol-
lowing principles: 

1) Human Jingmais generate a subtle energy that is dynamic and holistic.  It is con-
tinuous, unchanged and unchangeable as it passes from life to life. 

2) The Jingmais system encodes and provides energetic information, thus con-
trolling the differentiation, morphogenesis and development of the physical 
body. In this capacity the Jingmais is the true source of all sickness and health.

3) The Jingmais system possesses its own self-regulatory and self-healing abilities.

4) Illness is triggered by en

5) ergy blocks or imbalances in the Jingmais.  The healing methods and material 
medica of Chinese medicine can be used to remove these hindrances.

6) There are alternative methods for treating illnesses using the Jingmais without 
having recourse to toxic chemical drugs or invasive surgical procedures.  These 
methods include acupuncture, acupressure, moxibustion, herbal therapy, Qi 
gong exercises, dietary regimes and many other possible modalities. 




