What is Reiki?

Frequently Asked Questions About an Ancient Healing Art

Energy healing has roots as old as humanity itself. In every society, in every time and in every spiritual tradition, there have been people who could induce calm in the frightened and even healing of the ill through touch and other “energy” practices. 

Recently, scientists focusing on the exploding new science of psychoneuroimmunology have explored how the mind, nervous system and immune system influence each other, to promote or retard our health. 

Reiki was discovered in the late 19th century and early 20th century by Dr. Usui and Dr. Hayashi. The latter, a medical doctor, formalized the early studies into the form of energy healing that we know today. Dr. Hayashi created a clinic where he treated people with medical problems as well as stress associated with illnesses. Today, reiki is used for both purposes, primarily for stress reduction. Of course, stress reduction promotes healing as well. 
Those who discovered reiki started experimenting with hands-on healing because they theorized that life force energy flows through all living beings. Logically, if our life force energy levels are low, we are more apt to become ill, so replenishing this energy is a priority for maintaining and improving mental and physical health. They also posited that it would be beneficial to dissolve blockages in the body’s energy channels, allowing the energy to move freely for optimal health.
Is reiki a religious practice?

The word reiki comes from two Japanese words – rei (spiritual guidance or wisdom) and ki (in Chinese, chi; life force energy). So reiki means Wisdom Life Force Energy.  Purely secular users as well as more spiritually-oriented people recognize that the universe is filled with the energy of trillions of life forms and visualize this vibrant life force flowing into them and strengthening them. The idea of life force flowing from practitioner to client is not unique to reiki; many types of modern energy healing as well as ancient spiritual thinkers and saints wrote about this phenomenon as well. In this way, Reiki is part of the secular healing tradition as well as being part of an ancient spiritual tradition.

How does it work?

Clinical studies suggest that it stimulates the immune system. Natural killer (NK) cell levels are higher; these are the immune system cells that kill cancer and other tumors at a very early stage. The cancers that cause us problems are the ones that for some reason got past the body’s natural defenses; most cancers are gobbled up before they can do any harm. Clinical studies also show similar increases in the numbers and activity of other immune system elements that go after bacterial and viral invaders. Since reiki masters frequently look much younger than their ages, it’s likely that reiki also boosts anti-oxidant activity, but I don’t know of any clinical studies on that. I have a graduate degree in biology and teach Amatomy & Physiology at a local college, so I stay abreast of a lot of the developments in medicine. No one can keep track of all of it – the daily digests are many pages long – but I do my best. It’s an exciting time.

Many people report feeling filled with relaxation and deep peace following a reiki session. In many cases, it has a positive impact on health problems. Some hospitals offer reiki options for post-surgical and medical patients for the reduction of side effects and to promote faster recovery. 

Reiki is administered by a trained practitioner. The practitioner may or may not touch the client during the administration, as the client prefers, but no disrobing ever occurs. Reiki is NOT massage and does not resemble massage except inasmuch as they are both healing arts.  Both reiki and massage promote the immune system.
I’m sorry, but that just doesn’t make sense, especially since I know that reiki masters claim to send energy over a distance? I just can’t believe in that. 

I routinely tell people, “I don’t believe in anything. It is either demonstrably true or it isn’t. Belief has nothing to do with it.”  That is the Buddhist approach to truth. It also is the scientist’s approach to truth. I have two graduate degrees in two different sciences. I don’t approach ANYthing from an a-priori stance; that is, I don’t accept any point of view without examining it, free of prejudice. To uncritically accept something (blind faith) seems foolish. Including, by the way, blinding rejecting things because they don’t fit your existing worldview. Some scientists fall into this trap. They don’t approach questions with a truly open mind. Some conclusions just can’t be true, because they clash with an established habit of mind.  

There is a trap that your question highlights: we reject clear evidence because we don’t yet know the “how.” If you study the history of science, you will notice that we frequently discover phenomena decades and centuries before we have the “how” figured out. Copernicus proposed a heliocentric system because it made sense to him. He didn’t have Brahe and Kepler’s full observational data and even if he’d had, he still didn’t have the theory of gravity to really explain how the planets stayed in their orbits. The how was further refined by Einstein and quantum mechanics. Knowing what’s going on, even when you don’t have the exact mechanism of how nailed down, is still extremely valuable. In medicine, we don’t know the exact how/causation of many of the diseases that we deal with every day. We think it’s a combination of this, that and another thing, but we don’t really know. We DO know how to manage or cure it and that, after all, is all the sick person and their loved ones really care about.  We can be dedicated and effective healers even of the diseases whose exact causation is unknown or murky. 

When I was eight years old, we had a science test. One of the questions was where did the blood get oxygenated. The teacher had said the lungs but I didn’t believe it because my left brain logic said “gosh darn it, if my lungs were full of blood, I’d be breathing up blood all day long. Clearly, I’m not, so I can’t be having blood in my lungs. The oxygen must be exchanged in my heart.” I got the question wrong. I refused to accept reality – that blood is oxygenated in the lungs – because I didn’t have the how nailed down. It took me twenty years before I let go of my death grip on the need to have HOW answered (my need to control) and I accepted the evidence in front of my face. Today, I let myself evaluate evidence and let “how” catch up when it can. That’s the way it is with reiki. It worked to help people get well for 2500 years. Now we are finally zeroing in on the mechanism and we understand part of it as the immune system elements I listed earlier. Do we need to 100% understand the mechanism before we take action to get well? No, of course not. 
I admit that I thought hypnosis and reiki was a bunch of nonsense when I first heard about it. But I had a painful medical condition that had not responded to multiple rounds of surgery and drugs. So I faithfully followed my hypnotherapist’s instructions for three months and my doctor was astounded – the mass was completely gone on the ultrasound. He wanted to write a paper. The pain wasn’t entirely gone though and so I tried reiki, again with no expectation of success, and was shocked when it worked. The master practitioner I was seeing was out of town one week and promised to send me a treatment at a distance. She picked 8 PM on a night when I was teaching at the local college. “Uh-huh,” I answered and forgot about it. Six days later, I was in considerable pain but soldiering on. There was a moment when I felt a rush of energy through my body and the pain eased. I was thrilled and continued my lecture. A bit later, one of my students raised his hand and asked, “Professor Leo, could we take a break now? It’s 8:15.” I turned around (the clock was behind me) and realized that sometime between 8 and 8:15, the pain had drained away and I felt wonderful. Well, if you hit me over the head with a 2x4, you can get my attention, even as stubborn and skeptical as I am. 

Bottom line: I didn’t know how it worked, but it demonstrably worked. I decided then and there to train as a reiki practitioner myself. Clinical studies have shown that reiki increases the NK and beta leukocyte counts (the immune system), which makes sense; reiki is helping your body to heal itself. I don’t need to know exactly how reiki works, in order to see that it does work. People get well. People who don’t “believe” in it get well as quickly as those who do. It doesn’t require belief. Remember Galileo? His sotto-voce comment [but, it still moves] to the Inquisition reminds us that whether we believe in it or not, the earth moves around the sun and Jupiter has moons. Whether we believe in it or not, people get well. 
I am free of the last lingering remnants of my awful disease, due to a new surgical technique and the power of reiki – modern medicine and ancient medicine together did what neither of them could do alone. 
The US Catholic Bishops recently denounced reiki and said that people cannot be given reiki in Catholic-controlled hospitals. Why was that? 

The report cited two main allegations: that reiki is an unproven technique and that it is a Buddhist religious activity.  Wrong on both counts. The people tasked with studying reiki did not collect information from clinical studies (consult any issue of the professional journals of psychoneuroimmunology plus US government websites] and they did not talk to anyone nor even collect information from the websites of reiki professional organizations. What they did – incredibly! – is collect information from websites of individual practitioners. 

Now I work hard to maintain the accuracy of my website, but I would never expect a major organization like the Catholic Church to make policy decisions effecting millions of people’s health based on it. Holy cow! 

Until around 2000, there was a fair amount of misinformation on individuals’ websites. A recent burst of historical research in Japan has cleared up a lot of misconceptions about the early history of Reiki in Japan. Now we know that Dr. Usui did not find reiki in Buddhist texts (which I used to think was true). He had a visionary experience while meditating during a Buddhist retreat, but he always said that reiki was something entirely new that he had discovered.  As a side note, one reason that Reiki’s origins have been obscured until recently is that laws passed after WWII made it illegal for Japanese Reiki Masters to practice unless they were also MDs or massage practitioners. So they went underground and practiced secretly. 
What is a session like?

The first time you have a reiki session, I will ask you questions about your general health and lead you in calm breathing exercise. You can lie on a reiki table or sit comfortably in a chair, as you prefer. You will not disrobe. Reiki is not massage, or similar to massage. In my practice, you will not be touched in any part of your body except your head and feet, and then only if this is acceptable to you. If you prefer hands-on, that’s your choice. My hands hover over various energy centers of your body, bringing life force energy (ki/chi) into your body, and opening up the channels that allow energy to move. After a session, you may feel very relaxed or you may feel very cheerful and energized. You may also find that emotional issues have come up to the surface to be experienced. Your body knows what you need and will give it to you.  You should drink plenty of water for the rest of the day.

I have a health problem and I don’t want surgery. Should I consider reiki?

Sounds like you have a serious health problem, so not taking advantage of the best medical advice you can get, absolutely NO! You should only consider reiki in addition to, never instead of, the best medical or psychological advice you can get from a licensed health professional. If you have a serious health problem, research your health problem at reputable medical websites; research local experts in your problem; find a professional who respects your wishes and whom you can trust, and you can use reiki to help you in your healing and in keeping you calm and centered as you work your way to resolution. Reiki is a recognized part of complementary and alternative medicine (CAM) and most doctors today understand the need for CAM for the best possible outcome. 

What about health issues that aren’t so serious – or are chronic rather than immediate?

Nearly every recognized and admired medical center has nurses and specialists who focus on the chronic care of specific illnesses. So the smartest thing to do is to take advantage of everything that your health insurance offers you in terms of traditional medical care, and also take charge of your health by getting as much reiki and other CAM as you can.
Will my health insurance pay for reiki?

Insurance companies frequently have programs that allow subscribers to quality for discounts. Some insurance plans reimburse outright. If you have a Medical Savings Account through your employer, reiki from a Master (Level III) practitioner qualifies as a medical expense according to the IRS rules if it is used for the management of a specific medical condition. For stress relief, I’m not sure – check with your plan administrator.

Can I try it out and see whether it works for me?

I routinely do free samples at various medical facilities and at my office. Call and get a schedule!

Victoria C. Leo, Reiki Master/Teacher

253.653.5995
www.soaringreiki.com
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