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Introduction



WRITE THE VISION. MAKE IT PLAIN.


GROWING UP, SUNDAYS were for church. For my family, the day felt like a beacon of light, a source of restoration, and a reward for making it through the heaviness of the week. The heaviness came from us kids being “an only” at school and the microaggressions my parents experienced at work. They felt the taxation of trying to ensure their Black children would have as many opportunities as possible when they were older by signing them up for after-school activities in their youth: orchestra, dance, choir, and private piano lessons. The weight of the old adage “twice as good, half as much” motivated my parents to keep striving for the sake of their children in spite of their fatigue.


My mom shouldered most of the domestic responsibilities, even while working full-time. She made sure all the kids were fed, had finished their homework, and were excelling at their extracurricular activities. She rarely complained, but the heaviness of day-to-day life, managing all her responsibilities, and creating more opportunities for her kids than she’d had growing up was written on her face and carried in her body. She just needed to make it to Sunday. Then her cup would be refilled and her hope renewed for the week ahead, before the ins and outs of her daily life would empty her cup again.


Those early experiences showed me the power of spaces that act as a refuge for Black bodies. What we would feel, experience, and witness in church for those two-plus hours on Sunday mornings would affirm and encourage us in ways the world never could. Here, we were safe and seen. Here, we envisioned futures of brighter tomorrows, worshipped with joy, and had our hope restored.


The power of beginning each week with a ritual in a restorative space was planted deep into my psyche and Spirit long before I birthed black girls breathing.® I was practicing affirmations in church before I even knew to call them that; in church, these affirmations came in the form of call-and-response singing and reading scriptures. One verse that would fuel me with courage and faith to call forth things that didn’t yet exist was Habakkuk 2:2: “Write the vision; make it plain.”


If you grew up in the Black church, you’ve heard this affirmation before. It shows up often in hymns and popular worship songs. The lyrics would state the verse over mm-hmms and that’s rights. “Write the vision; make it plain.” And the choir or congregation would affirm the possibility with an it is so or amen. The pastor or choir would repeat this phrase over and over, and the church would emphatically affirm it until it was felt across the congregation—resonating deep in our bones. The feeling of assuredness that everything would be all right, no matter the tribulations of the week, would settle in my Spirit.


The internal pull to write a vision and make it plain led me to bring the breathwork that had been essential to my own healing journey back to my community after completing my breathwork training. Breathwork soothed my nervous system in response to emotional triggers, healed my body from the effects of past trauma, and eased the physical symptoms I was experiencing as a result of chronic stress and anxiety. I didn’t see tools like these commonly used in my community despite the clear need for them, given the well-documented physical and emotional ailments experienced by the Black community as a result of all the obstacles we faced in the world. So, I wrote the vision: a world where Black women could live full, thriving lives. And I made it plain: using breathwork as a tool to address their trauma and heal their bodies.


Black girls breathing® was born of that vision. Since 2019, we have gathered in person and virtually. Both the name and the intention were inspired by how restored I felt at church on Sunday mornings growing up; our sunday balm® community was launched to continue this work in deeper ways in 2023. We use the breath to surface the buried emotions and energy housed in the body while witnessing each other’s journeys and sharing our struggles and experiences in a world where we seldom feel safe. Through my work with black girls breathing,® I’ve provided free access to the tool of breathwork for tens of thousands (with a goal of reaching one million). With the breath, I’ve guided Black women to trust their bodies and all that they discover therein. I’ve witnessed the surfacing of harrowing traumas and the beauty of many women’s journeys as they come out of the darkness of their wounds to emerge on the other side. I’ve seen firsthand how stress shows up specifically in Black bodies and how our particular stressors respond to the breath. I’ve gained a wealth of knowledge from the many participants my work has touched, and I have made history bringing this work to global platforms and audiences, proudly representing Black women whenever I have the opportunity.


Those Sunday mornings at church continued to bear fruit in my young-adult years. The launch of black girls breathing® was my response to the deep need for Black bodies to find refuge from the world. If freedom wasn’t fully available to us, it was my intention that for those ninety minutes, or however long we were together, we would have a safe space to refill our cups and feel seen and heard, just as I’d experienced at church. This book is an offering that further extends that invitation.


As you read the words that have made it from my heart and mind to the page, I encourage you to engage with the topics and the journey of introspection and healing with an open heart and self-compassion. I hope that you emerge wiser and more self-assured and hopeful than you were before as you experiment with the many tools and exercises included within this offering—sinking deeper into your body and tapping in to the radical wisdom contained within.


I crafted each chapter to bring awareness to common themes I’ve observed in facilitating this work for many Black women. (But as Black women are not a monolith and we encompass many experiences and identities, it would be impossible to detail them all within one book. My intention is that these themes are a good starting point and catalyst for your healing so you can apply these concepts however they resonate for you.) You can start your own journey with this book on the first page or skip around to the themes and chapters that speak to your healing needs the most. There may be many moments when the content feels heavy, when it resonates but makes you feel triggered. I invite you to take a step back, offer yourself some nurturing, tender care (tuning in to a rest practice or soothing exercise in the book) as you navigate through the topic and reflect on your own truths, and then pick up the book again whenever you’re ready. Allow yourself to feel deeply and explore, while also caring for your body’s needs. Keep in mind that in spite of any resistance you might experience, your body is strong enough to feel, process, and witness any pain that’s ready to be released.


In case no one has already told you this today, I love you. And I am so, so glad you’re here. Thank you for entrusting me with being a part of your beautiful healing journey. It is an honor that I do not take for granted. And I hope that through your own healing, you will write the vision of the possibilities for your life and make it plain.






With the deepest breath,


Jasmine Marie





















Chapter 1



CHRONIC STRESS IS OUR CRISIS


IN EARLY 2014, my stress levels reached heights I had never experienced before. I was constantly at the doctor’s office with a new physical symptom that, after further examination, the doctor would affirm was due to stress. I was one year postgraduation from NYU Stern and working in global brand marketing as part of a fast-track leadership development program at the second-largest global consumer goods company in the world. The program was meant to take undergraduate graduates and, in three years, put them on the same career trajectory as an MBA graduate with five to six years of work experience. Along with the demands of the global projects I was leading and collaborating on as a twenty-three-year-old recent grad, I was also in a relationship with a narcissistic partner. My body was operating in fight-or-flight mode all the time, which was normalized in the culture of “success over everything” at a top business school and corporation based in NYC. Consistent sleep was hard to come by when my stress levels soared, and I always brought work home with me since my primary concern during the week was to stay on top of all my projects. I had no concept of boundaries when it came to my work or my romantic relationships, and my self-esteem and health suffered because of it. Chronic stress led to more bouts of depression and anxiety, creating a never-ending cycle. My personal story and experience with chronic stress is reflected in many other Black women’s experiences. I know I’m not alone in that. My personal and professional experiences to date have allowed me to bear intimate witness to the damage that stress has on our ability to have a thriving, full, and healthy life.


Throughout this book, you will be invited to deepen your inhales. This isn’t just a relaxation exercise or some kind of woo-woo experience. It’s a direct weapon against the high cortisol levels wreaking havoc in our bodies due to chronic stress. A symbolic call-and-response, if you will, urging us to address the stress that might otherwise build up and contribute to our early deaths.1 The stress doesn’t stop at spiking our cortisol levels, but causes other physical and mental ailments. In the United States, Black women are more likely to die from breast cancer, heart disease, stroke, and ovarian cancer than any other demographic.2 Underpaid, underresourced, and the sickest demographic in our nation, Black women are robbed of the quality of life that our ancestors dreamed we would have.


This likely isn’t the first time you’ve seen stats indicating that we’re more stressed out than any other demographic. But something tells me that in this particular season of your life, you picked up this book ready for change and seeking practical tools, a new outlook, and a healthier way of coping with traumas to create a new way forward. The first step to any long-term change is awareness of the problem. And though the realities presented in this chapter are hard to swallow, looking these truths directly in the face will give us the clarity to understand what we are up against and find the tools to combat them.


A LEADING CAUSE OF STRESS: THE STRONG BLACK WOMAN ARCHETYPE


What I witnessed while building the black girls breathing® community reaffirmed to me that at the root of much of our stress was the deeply ingrained belief, reinforced generation after generation, that we had to be strong. The Strong Black Woman, or SBW, is what I’ll sometimes call her. You may identify with her characteristics. The Strong Black Woman has to be perfect. She shows up for everyone in her life, including colleagues, family, and friends, and she does so cheerfully, without a complaint (at least not expressed directly to them). Notably, the Strong Black Woman doesn’t consider herself to be part of the equation when she makes many of the decisions in her daily life. To do something for herself would be considered selfish, not only by her, but also by her boss, her friends, and her extended family, all of whom have learned to judge her against an impossible standard. With those external environments shaping her life experience, she has internalized these pressures and expectations.


Deep, deep down, she believes things like It is selfish to consider myself. Saying no is selfish. Who do I think I am to prioritize myself? She knows that if she doesn’t meet everyone’s expectations, she will become the subject of familial gossip at the next holiday dinner, or she will be excluded from consideration for the next promotion. This deep-seated fear keeps her constantly showing up for others, no matter how badly she is neglecting herself. Even as we observe these thought patterns in our own lives, we need to extend grace to ourselves. After all, we didn’t learn to operate this way on our own. The SBW archetype was handed down to us Black women through societal and familial conditioning.


We can find the archetype’s roots in slavery, when Black women were expected to play the role of “the mammy”—the mother figure tending to her master’s children. She nursed and raised them, while her own children would never get the privilege of knowing her in that way. Her body was not her own. Survival depended on her ability to ensure that everything flowed with ease in the house during the day, while she was subject to the master’s lustful urges at night. Long after emancipation, oppression still grips the lives of Black women today.


The Strong Black Woman’s nervous system is taxed; chronic stress is her norm. The joy of bringing life into this world is coupled with the sobering reality that she is five times more likely to die while giving birth than her white counterparts.3 Her depression and anxiety make her irritable, fatigued, and angry. Growing up, she was not given any tools to address her mental health other than praying about it or recognizing that her concerns were “not that bad” compared to others who had it worse, implying that she should be grateful and push through any problems. Perversely, overextending herself brings her comfort. It reinforces the belief that if she can help others, then her problems aren’t that bad. She loses herself in the roles of employee, mother, daughter, sister, granddaughter, niece, family bank account, and breadwinner. However, the minute she begins to experience freedom of any kind, especially financially, she is burdened with the responsibility of reaching back and helping those around her. While her white counterparts may get to use their abundance to plant seeds for their futures, she is obliged to help others in her proximity—often to her detriment—because her community lacks the generational wealth (and infrastructure) for her loved ones to get by without her assistance. She is tired.


By the time Black women are introduced to my work, they are often at their wits’ end. They feel foggy and uncertain, and they know something has to change, but they don’t have the slightest clue where to start. They are executives, midlevel career women, and hourly workers experiencing similar workplace traumas regardless of their position and title. They are unemployed and weighed down by the belief that they are failing, coupled with the fear that if they fail, and fall, there is no safety net to catch them. Because the Black women I meet are often operating under the subconscious belief that their value is based on their performance, leading them to strive for perfection, they have become disconnected from their bodies and their somatic wisdom. They have become numb to their bodies’ cues for hunger, thirst, and sleep. They have locked away all of their innate wisdom in a box, and they are afraid of opening that box and discovering what they might find there.


I teach Black women how to better connect with their bodies and with their breath and to give themselves permission to rest and do nothing. It is a practice that saves lives. Women who’ve been coming to our black girls breathing® sessions share how long it took them to release the trauma and stress housed in their bodies and nervous systems, to become more attuned to their bodies and their needs and then take the brave next step of honoring those needs. They share how much practice it took to allow themselves to not be so strong. To unravel. To rest and feel comfortable doing nothing after intensive, active breathwork in our sessions. They admit how saddened they become looking at their former selves and how hard it was for them to rest, as rest feels foreign to bodies that have been conditioned to overwork, to bodies that have not belonged to us for centuries and that we still do not feel complete autonomy over.


Hopefully after you’ve been able to read, sit with, and incorporate the techniques offered in this book, you’ll be able to envision a life that doesn’t always require you to be strong and have it together, a life in which the idea of continuously operating under the weight of chronic stress feels foreign to you. I hope you give yourself permission to fall apart when life calls for it, knowing you have the tools to put yourself together again when it’s time, and to choose many occasions and seasons in life to center yourself and your needs.


SOCIETAL CAUSES OF STRESS


I would be remiss if I didn’t address the reality that chronic stress from our external environments permeates our lives as Black women; we would be gaslighting ourselves if we blamed our stress solely on our personal choices. Even when we take steps to reduce our stress, we continue to confront systemic injustices and daily microaggressions that drain our mental, emotional, and physical energy and make us feel as though there is no way out. For example, if you were raised in a neighborhood where a quality education, accessible childcare, and after-school support for youth were unavailable, you might have been exposed to recurring violence and traumatic events that undermined your sense of safety as a child. According to Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, safety is essential for healthy human development.4 Alleviating all those stressors would have required you to leave that neighborhood and seek a quality education elsewhere in order to have a good career. Given that Black women earn only sixty-seven cents for every dollar that white men make, it’s extremely difficult for those born into poverty or living on the edge of it to extract themselves from those circumstances.5 In our productivity-driven culture, where we’re told to pull ourselves up by our bootstraps, working to shift our situations while already chronically stressed is not a sustainable solution. Although many of us find ourselves in this predicament and muster the miraculous strength to pull ourselves out of these circumstances, this cycle of overwork is contributing to our early deaths.


We are often dismissed by the very systems that our non-Black peers have been encouraged to lean upon for support when they need it, and we are often told that we are overreacting when we speak up. Take our healthcare system, for example. Though so many of us have been conditioned to push through physical and mental pains, by the time we do muster the courage and energy to seek help from a physician, we are often met with disparaging comments that affirm our hesitancy to seek help in the first place. These are comments like “You’re probably overreacting.” “These symptoms are normal.” “I’m not going to refer you for testing. We can just monitor the issue and see what happens.” (Can you see how this experience would reinforce the “I’ll do it all by myself” Strong Black Woman trope?) Medical discrimination transcends class differences and zip codes. From Serena Williams to the average Black woman, so many of us have stories of not having our health concerns taken seriously or investigated when we bring them up.


This makes me wonder how much more chronic stress we experience because our symptoms are typically dismissed as normal until they can no longer be ignored. If my doctor had taken my stress-induced rashes more seriously, would I have been able to prevent the problem from escalating to a more serious health condition that got triggered by stress later in life? Would earlier testing have helped me take preventative measures against health issues to which I was predisposed? Unfortunately, our chronic stress often goes undiagnosed and undetected by our health system until it’s too late.


Predominantly Black neighborhoods are statistically more likely to experience industrial pollution, exposing us to unclean water sources (including lead contamination) and predisposing us to chronic respiratory conditions like asthma.6 We are also more likely to live in food deserts, where we lack readily available access to fresh food sources. Although we can learn techniques to manage our stress (like the breathwork exercises in this book), how helpful can those techniques be if the air we’re breathing is toxic and if we can’t find fresh, nonprocessed food within a five-mile radius to nourish our bodies and minds? These social determinants of health perpetuate chronic stress and illness in our society, with sparse public resources to address them. There are far too many factors contributing to the chronic stress epidemic to address them all in this book, but I’ll touch on many common experiences for Black women to raise awareness and provide you with the tools to understand and address the complexities of these issues.


ADDRESSING OUR CHRONIC STRESS WITH THE BREATH


When I experienced unexplainable health episodes, followed by multiple doctor’s visits, I distinctly recall an appointment during which a doctor said, “It seems like you’re stressed. How can you reduce your stress? Well, never mind—everyone’s stressed.” It was as if she were about to help me come up with some solutions until she remembered that making it in the city meant enduring, not curing, stress. It was simply a normal part of a New Yorker’s life. At that point, I knew I needed more than just my usual therapy sessions to help me deal with the stress that was wreaking havoc on my life. I knew exactly where my stress was coming from and could analyze its impact, but my mind was tired, and my body desperately needed relief.


The church I attended in Harlem helped ground me on the weekends, before the Sunday scaries took over, so I decided to get even more involved. Volunteering at the church’s new community center led me to my first breathwork class. It was taught by my pastor’s personal breathworker, who was an older Black woman. I vividly remember my experience after that session. It was the first time in a long time that I had space to think. My worries about work and my personal life no longer felt as pressing and urgent. There was space in my body to breathe. My chest didn’t feel so tight. My face relaxed. I was able to be more present in the moment rather than function on autopilot. After my first experience with the breath, I began to consider questions like these: What can I let go of because it is causing so much stress in my life? What duties and “other people’s stuff” have I been carrying as though they are mine to address? I began to incorporate consistent breathwork classes into my life and reflect more deeply.


Make no mistake—no major changes were happening in my external world amid these revelations. In fact, pressures at work grew even worse. I continued to experience the ups and downs of being in a relationship with a narcissistic partner. But I was experiencing noticeable changes within me. Those internal shifts would later expand into my outside world and influence how I related to others and set boundaries to bring forth my best self.


I describe breathwork as an active form of meditation, meaning that this tool requires your participation and is more rigorous than a relaxing, mindful meditation that focuses solely on calming your mind and observing your body’s resting state and thoughts. With intentional breaths, following various sequences and rhythms depending on the specific breathwork pattern, this tool activates your parasympathetic nervous system, which governs the “rest and digest” function and helps your body respond to high cortisol levels and stress. If your nervous system is constantly operating in fight-or-flight mode, it is overtaxed and does not have the capacity to calm the mind and body in response to daily stressors (much less traumatic experiences). With consistent breathwork practice, you can train your nervous system like a muscle to respond to triggers, and you can become your own best advocate in navigating stressful situations.




The vagus nerve is the largest component of the parasympathetic nervous system, the part of the nervous system that governs our “rest and digest” function.7





The history of breathwork can be traced back to American indigenous cultures and is also foundational to yoga and Indian cultures. Given the generational knowledge I’ve witnessed in my practice and the somatic tools used by my ancestors, I suspect that this wisdom is also part of African cultures. As many African cultures relied on oral tradition, there is not a lot of physical documentation of these practices. But our ability to use our bodies to heal ourselves is familiar to many in the African diaspora. As you explore and experiment with the various breathwork and somatic tools described in this book, know that this work is not entirely foreign to your DNA. You have the innate wisdom to heal your body.


THE TRUTH ABOUT UNRAVELING OURSELVES FROM CHRONIC STRESS


The mainstream message that’s been sold to us suggests that healing ourselves means that everything in our lives will be perfect. When this expectation of perfection is met by a harsher reality, we may feel that something is wrong with us or that we’re doing healing all wrong. But I want to be real with you: disentangling ourselves, our lives, and our beliefs from all that we knew when chronic stress was our norm will feel like experiencing a slow death many times on the journey of unlearning and healing. Your perception of reality will shift drastically and then begin to leak into your external actions. Your sense of self, your values, and your relationships—all of those foundational components of your identity—will be massively altered, and sis, it will feel unsettling. I want to affirm that it is normal to experience anger, regret, shame, and extreme sadness in the process. There is nothing wrong with you. When you allow yourself to unravel from the Strong Black Woman archetype and other limiting identities, you begin to reposition yourself in the world in ways that don’t require you to function in an exhausted state. It is an act of courage to challenge beliefs and deeply embedded patterns that are actually detrimental. I am so proud of you for embarking on this difficult but rewarding journey that few are willing to take, and I’m grateful to have the opportunity to accompany you down this path.


IDENTIFYING THE MAJOR STRESSORS IN YOUR LIFE


As you prepare to take a deeper dive into the healing practices in this book, I invite you to first reflect on the areas in your life where stress is taking a toll on you.


Work and Professional Stress


Whether you’re in the process of getting your undergraduate or graduate degree or navigating the complexities of climbing the corporate ladder, as a Black woman, you will experience microaggressions in the workplace and at school. The label “micro” is misleading, given that being on the receiving end of a microaggression is anything but small. As we continue to break glass ceilings when it comes to representation in various industries and obtain certain positions, we occupy spaces that aren’t prepared for our brilliance and often haven’t addressed the discrimination lurking within office politics and procedures. Something as seemingly minor as what is considered an appropriate hairstyle in the workplace can be discriminatory. Yes, we are breaking barriers, but oftentimes being among the first or one of the only comes at the expense of our overall health. If you can recount a time when you were subjected to a micro- or macro-aggression by a non-Black person in the workplace, I’d wager that the impact on your mind and body outlasted the moment it happened. Maybe you didn’t even realize it was an offense until afterward, when you were able to sit with your discomfort around what transpired. The uneasiness you felt in your body lingered, and you likely replayed the episode over and over again in your mind, trying to make sense of it all. And you likely engaged in this mentally exhausting activity while continuing to interact with the same people who caused the offense, doing your best work, and perhaps outperforming everyone else on your team. Can you see how that stress that our society describes as micro has compounding effects? We generally encounter more than one microaggression in the workplace per day, but each one has a multiplying effect like an ongoing trauma that needs to be addressed (more on trauma in the next chapter).


Downplaying the effects of this kind of stress can lead you to pile on more to your schedule than is actually healthy for you and to convince yourself that “it’s not that bad” and that you don’t need to look for employment elsewhere (perhaps in a hybrid office environment or hourly gig-economy position that limits microaggressions). Dismissing these incidents entirely can lead to burnout that impacts your ability to work. When I’ve seen this happen to other Black women, I always encourage them to take whatever time off is possible to just rest and/or leave that environment behind, even temporarily, to give them the space to come up with a plan, as not retreating from these offenses will have a serious impact on their health.


Home and Environmental Stress


Whether you’re in a relationship, married, or single, whether you live by yourself or with roommates in the city or suburbs or on a farm, decreasing the stressors in your home life is important because your home is your “safe space.” We retreat to our homes to pour into ourselves, find our footing, and recenter before we go back out into the world. While the outside world can be full of surprises, the ideal home environment contains as few stressors as possible.


Observing how you feel in your home and your neighborhood and investing in making them a safe refuge is important. Do you like where you live? Do you feel safe? If not, what can you do to improve your environment if moving is not possible right now? Can you spend more time getting to know your neighbors and finding a trusted few who can check in on you or look out for your space? If you live in a predominantly non-Black neighborhood and feel othered, can you minimize the potential for unpleasant encounters by getting recommendations for grocery stores, restaurants, and social spaces from people you trust or opting to order online? If you live with others and experience stress because of an unequal distribution of labor in the home, have the necessary conversations to divide the work more equally, creating a schedule and assigning tasks. If household chores are a source of stress and you can afford to outsource the work from time to time, perhaps you can order groceries online, hire a cleaner, or pay for a laundry service. I’m not advocating that you become a hermit, but I want you to know that just because many of the older women in our lives have accomplished these tasks day in and day out, and just because we’re used to doing them, doesn’t mean that they don’t add to our stress levels. We also don’t live in the same society as our elders. As we seek to reduce stress in our day-to-day lives, it’s imperative we make the necessary adjustments in our places of refuge.


Financial Stress


Money and the stress around it are not just individual problems but also generational ones for our community. As Black women’s earnings increase, rarely are we able to enjoy the fruits of our own labor. Due to the financial disparities and a lack of generational wealth in the Black community, when we advance, we tend to have to reach back to pull up our families and those around us, unlike many of our peers whose parents’ and grandparents’ privilege have enabled them to create generational wealth. Few in the Black community know the peace of having someone in our family to catch us if we make a financial misstep. As a result, the perceived and actual lack of money in our community creates a wealth of stress. Shouldering not just our own financial burdens but also those of the people closest to us may lead us to stay in unhealthy work environments and overwork because we are concerned about how our financial standing or lack thereof will impact those around us. Although we may be accustomed to offering financial support to our families, it is essential that we set clear boundaries around how we spend money on ourselves (spending more on higher priorities) and how we share our resources with others (having clear guidelines on how much we’re willing to loan, who we choose to loan to, etc.) in order to decrease financial stress. This reflection may lead you to a new lifestyle that reduces stress. Maybe you no longer enjoy living in the city because it is causing you unnecessary headaches. Maybe a longer commute is worth the savings on living expenses. Maybe your shopping habit is causing more stress than happiness so you begin to develop more of a minimalist lifestyle. These are just some examples of where your reflection may lead you as you choose to center your peace over a lifestyle that may be more externally influenced than tied to your personal happiness and values.


As we do this individual work, I want to reiterate that while we can take responsibility for our own actions, we continue to experience inequalities that are beyond our control. Black women continue to be paid less despite being the most educated demographic in the US.8 These societal factors compound our stress and adversely affect our ability to live healthy lives, so we do what is within our control on an individual level and work collectively to move the needle forward on systemic changes.


Personal and Familial Stress


The people closest to you have a direct impact on your well-being. Decreasing relational stress requires you to remove yourself from codependent relationships that may have felt like the norm and prioritize relationships with family, friends, and partners that are characterized primarily by peace, harmony, and mutual support. (We’ll talk more about fostering community care in chapter 5.) Do your closest relationships fill your cup and make you feel seen and heard? Or do you spend a lot of time with people simply because of a sense of obligation—for example, with a childhood friend or cousin you grew up with? You may experience a sense of dread when you spend time (or even think about spending time) with these people. If this is the case for you, how have you normalized pushing through dread and dis-ease? How has investing in unhealthy relationships cultivated a familiarity with, and perhaps an unconscious attraction to, more relationships like these? Examine your closest bonds to locate any major sources of stress.


Identifying those stressors doesn’t automatically mean that you have to end those relationships. But if a relationship is unbalanced—perhaps in ways that the other party might not even realize because you’ve shared this dynamic for so long—practice leaning out in ways that create more ease. This may mean that you’re no longer the first person they turn to when they’re struggling. Creating a more balanced relationship could also mean doing more things together that bring you joy rather than simply offering them a shoulder to cry on.


Take time to examine your closest relationships and identify where you can implement immediate, practical changes that lessen stressful dynamics.


GO-DEEPER EXERCISE: PRACTICAL WAYS TO DECREASE EXTERNAL STRESSORS


After considering potential sources of stress in this chapter, take a deeper dive into practical ways to begin alleviating these burdens. As we discussed, not all external stressors can be immediately remedied, but it helps to be aware of where your stress is coming from so you are better prepared and consider any changes you might be able to make in the future. Feel free to use the following chart to jot down some of the revelations that surfaced while reading this chapter. I also encourage you to return to this exercise to create a practice of continuously evaluating any major stressors wreaking havoc in your life. Once you’re aware of any energy leaks, you can enact a plan to combat them.






	Reflective Prompts

	Work & Professional

	Home & Environmental

	Financial

	Personal & Familial

	Other Sources of Stress:






	I notice my body tense when:

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	Other mental and emotional indicators that are not helping my overall well-being are:

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	In the next week, I can begin moving these things off my plate:

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	I may have normalized [image: image], but I’m willing to unlearn and create a new normal that reduces my daily stress levels.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	I cannot immediately change but will work toward improvement in this area.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	I will aim to improve the above in [image: image] days / weeks / months / years. [circle time metric]

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 








SITTING STILL: A REST PRACTICE FOR DOING NOTHING


As we explore several somatic practices in this book, with breathwork being the main tool, there will be many opportunities to try active modalities to address the chronic stress housed in your body. However, an equally powerful practice, especially for those of us who are overworked and underappreciated, is the practice of doing nothing. We’ll explore several ways for you to indulge in rest in the next chapter, but to prepare, I’d like you to attempt setting aside fifteen minutes of “nothingness.” Whether it’s when you first wake up in the morning, before you begin an evening routine at night, or right before you take your lunch break or a midday nap, set a timer for fifteen minutes and find a quiet space where you can do absolutely nothing. What I want you to also explore with this exercise is what “doing nothing” means to you. What does doing nothing look and feel like to you? I won’t give more instructions than that, as this is an opportunity for you to collect data on where the state of your nervous system might be. This information will help you identify any areas for improvement as we explore and detail some of the difficulties we Black women have with rest in the upcoming chapters. Once you allocate time for this exercise, get curious and answer the following questions. (There are no right or wrong answers. You are responding to these questions in order to use them as data points later on. So, tuck your answers in your back pocket to keep in mind as you continue reading.)




• How did you define “doing nothing” for this activity?


• What were the thoughts that surfaced for you during these fifteen minutes?


• On a scale of one to ten (one being extremely uncomfortable and ten being extremely comfortable), how comfortable did your body feel during this exercise?
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