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INTRODUCTION


How to Use This Book


More and more, we are learning that stress, poor diet, and an inactive lifestyle are major contributing factors to a rapidly increasing number of lifestyle diseases (obesity, diabetes, heart disease, high blood pressure, and depression) in our busy and constantly connected world. It as if we’ve forgotten some basic programming, like eating clean, exercising, and meditating—simple tools for disease prevention that we can use in our daily lives. We are shocked when we visit our doctor and learn that we have been diagnosed with a lifestyle disease, even though our lifestyles largely reflect choices that create stress, exhaustion, and a lack of connection with our body.


Understanding how our mind and bodily functions react to stress, and understanding how disease and illness are linked to diet, lifestyle, and the reduction of stress, are the foundations of Ayurveda. This ancient and complex medical system encompasses specific guidelines that are designed to prevent disease and illness and encourage us to live more healthy and balanced lives in accordance with the ebb and flow of nature. Ayurveda provides us with clear guidelines on how to live our lives with the innate understanding of our unique mind and body types (called doshas) and how to keep them balanced through the journey of life. In this book, you will learn that the principles of Ayurveda are relatively easy to comprehend, start to understand your own unique mind and body type, and see how this 5,000-year-old system is still highly relevant in modern society today.


First and foremost, this book is not to be used to diagnose or replace any medical or pharmaceutical protocols you have already been prescribed by your doctor. It is to be used to start the conversation of change from disease management to disease prevention and, in some cases, treatment. A Little Bit of Ayurveda will help you understand the different body/mind types, (doshas), as well as understand how untreated stress keeps us in the cycle of disease. It will help you learn effective rituals and remedies specific to your unique body/mind type and how to stay healthy through the cycle of the seasons and throughout the cycle of your life.


For many health seekers who are looking to Ayurveda or any alternative or CAM (complementary and alternative medicine) therapy for a “magic pill” or “magic treatment” solution, I have some unfortunate news: there is no magic pill—if there were such a pill or treatment, we would all be taking it. Ayurveda is truly personalized medicine that requires an individualized approach for each of us. Even if your diagnosis is similar to many other people’s, your physiology and pathology (path to disease) are unique to you. By that, I mean that if you have a room of twenty people who have been diagnosed with breast cancer, there will be twenty unique physiologies and pathologies in the room.


The treatment for this disease may be similar, but each case is unique to the individual and will be different based on the patient’s lifestyle, diet, and willingness to undergo the treatment.


We are all on our own health journey, and what may work wonders for one person may not be the best fit for another.


Ayurveda helps guide us to an understanding of the uniqueness of our own body and how to keep it healthy and disease free. Ayurveda has a strong focus on measurable and long-term results because of its emphasis on getting to the root of the disease or imbalance, rather than simply managing the symptoms of the disease.


We really only truly learn when we filter our knowledge through our own experiences. As this book starts to unfold, I invite you to look at the knowledge of Ayurveda as more of a framework than a collection of hard and fast rules for how to balance your mind and body. Approaching Ayurveda as a framework of knowledge allows more room for you to tailor it to your own body and lifestyle.


My journey to understanding started in 1988, shortly after I moved to the United States from the United Kingdom. I was pushing 275 lbs., with terrible cases of eczema and asthma. In the first year of living in the US, I gained an additional 60 lbs. I was tipping the scales at 330 lbs., and it was my friend Virginia (who I affectionately call my stepmother) who took me to my first yoga retreat and introduced me to Ayurveda. Just by changing my diet and lifestyle, incorporating yoga, and starting meditation (I practice Transcendental Meditation), I was able to lose half my body weight (I was 160 lbs. at my lowest), and my symptoms of eczema and asthma cleared up. I was hooked, and I knew at some point in my life, I would help people like me get well through this system.


Naturally, my journey is unique, as it will be for you. It’s my intention that A Little Bit of Ayurveda will help you better understand what may seem to be a rather complex system that, until recently, was often relegated to the New Age movement. In reality, Ayurveda is fairly simple once you understand its principles along with your unique constitution and how to apply the knowledge of prevention. Consider this book as somewhat of a “user’s manual” for your body.


It’s also my intention for this book to help bridge the gap between Ayurveda and modern medicines, as we cannot have one without the other.






















1


5,000 YEARS OF KNOWLEDGE ON HEALTH AND WELL-BEING
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Sometimes known as the “grandparent” of modern medicine, Ayurveda was created and codified in India more than 5,000 years ago. It is frequently referred to as “the sister philosophy” of yoga and is different in its approach from the modern medical model because its focus is on the whole patient (mental/physical/emotional) and the patient’s unique bodily constitution, rather than just examining and managing the imbalance or disease the patient is experiencing.


In a nutshell, Ayurveda is personalized medicine.


The root of Ayurveda comes from the hymns (Slokas) of the Upanishads—sacred scriptures of Hinduism that were cognized and written by rishi (sages). Although part of a much bigger body of knowledge, it is thought that Ayurveda was born in the Indus Valley of North West India (now known as Pakistan) as part of the Vedanta philosophy of Hinduism.1


Within the scriptures of the Upanishads are the four Vedas (knowledge bases): the Rig Veda, the Yajurveda, the Samavada, and the Atharvedaveda. Each of the Vedas contain “applied sciences,” or concepts for living in accordance with nature known as Upavedas. Upavedas include applied sciences such as government, architecture, art and music, and medicine.


Ayurveda comes from the Rig Veda and focuses on keeping the mind and body healthy and balanced through diet, lifestyle, and detoxification programs to prevent illness and treat disease. Ayurveda is not passive; it requires us to be proactive in managing our stress, eating seasonally and moderately, staying active, and engaging in self-care.


DEFINING AYURVEDA


The word Ayurveda is a combination of two words: Ayur (Ayus) meaning “life” and Veda (Ved), meaning “knowledge.” Translated, Ayurveda means “knowledge of life” and, most specifically, knowledge of you and how to understand your own mind and body type, stress triggers, and what to do when you get sick. Ayurveda provides a vast body of knowledge on the specific needs of our body and mind. The notion of “self-referral” guides us to sustained and balanced health and helps prevent diseases.


The term self-referral is commonly used to describe a person’s understanding or point of reference to their own mind and body type and if an experience will bring them into or take them out of balance. For example, you may love the summer, but you know that if you don’t wear sunscreen and you’re out in the sun for more than ten minutes, you’re guaranteed to burn. This is because your particular body type is more sensitive to the sun than others. Ayurveda gives us the knowledge of the traits of our unique mind and body type (dosha) and reminds us how important it is to refer back to that knowledge to prevent disease and stay balanced.


Ayurveda has two main goals:




	To preserve the health of the healthy—keeping you balanced throughout the journey of your life.


	To eradicate disease and imbalances in the sick—focusing on reversing the disease process and removing toxins and pathogens from the body to “cure” the physiology of disease.





Ayurveda has influenced many other medical systems, including Traditional Chinese Medicine, Greek and Islamic medicine, and even modern medicine. Ayurveda was the first system to categorize medicine into eight branches: internal medicine, surgery, pediatrics, psychology, ENT (ear, nose, and throat), toxicology, gerontology, and fertility.2 In more recent history, Ayurveda has been classified as a complementary and alternative medicine (CAM) to modern medicine.3


However, more and more health-care providers are finding that their patients and clients are experiencing sustainable results when it comes to their overall health and well-being by incorporating techniques such as stress reduction (like meditation or breathing exercises), more moderate and “cleaner” diets (reducing processed foods and eating more seasonally), movement programs (like yoga), and lifestyle edits such as getting better sleep, being more active, and being part of a community.


These cues are essentially the Ayurvedic approach to living, and in my ten years of experience, I’ve seen my clients and patients experience a reduction in pharmaceutical use (in partnership with their Western doctors), a reduction in gastrointestinal inflammation (GERD, diverticulitis, IBS, and others), a reduction in lifestyle diseases (obesity, high blood pressure, type II diabetes) and chronic pain, and in some cases a reduction in anxiety and depression.


With Ayurveda, prevention is the name of the game. Although Ayurveda does provide purgative protocols for “curing” chronic and long-term disease (called Panchakarma—Ayurveda’s version of surgery), it cannot be used allopathically. By that, I mean Ayurveda is more effective when used preventively. Modern medicine provides us with emergency care, intervention, and management of disease when we are in urgent need of it. Ayurveda provides us with disease prevention by identifying what may be causing us ill health before it gets worse.


I believe that there is a place for Ayurveda (and any other integrative or CAM therapies) to work in harmony with modern medicine. All paths to health!


Remember that your journey to balanced health is exactly that—your journey. Your body is as unique as you are. Although I've provided you with some guidelines about each of the Ayurvedic mind and body types, it is with the intention that you will research and discover more about your unique health and well-being needs through Ayurveda and yoga.


I encourage you to avoid the “all or nothing” approach as you start seeking balance and changing your habits. Start where you feel most comfortable, making changes that are easy for you, and over time begin to include better habits. Small victories lead to sustainable results.
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MODERN USE AND PRACTICAL APPLICATION OF AYURVEDA
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I would like to present you with a rather simple saying that one of my early teachers always used, that stuck with me when I started my journey into Ayurvedic medicine in my late teens: “Water the root to enjoy the fruit.” This notion resonated with me so deeply, it continues to be my mantra in my clinical practice as I work with my clients; the root of the problem is where we start—not at the leaf, flower, or fruit.


In Ayurveda, when a person is not well, we don’t look at a skin rash, bad temper, or acid reflux in treatment; these are symptoms of the cause. Instead, we learn what sort of foods that person is consuming, what his stress levels look like, if he is sleeping well, and if he is using substances (food, alcohol, recreational or pharmaceutical drugs) to cope with stress. Once we can understand the root cause of the problem, we can start to solve it and thereby reduce the skin rash, bad temper, acid reflux, or any other issue. Otherwise, all we are doing is managing the patient’s symptoms.


In modern medicine, however, we don’t typically start at the root of our problem; rather, we typically seek medications and treatments that often simply mask or reduce the symptoms of our problem. This allows us to cope and just “get on” with our busy lives, rather than fix the problem at the root. We are too busy to get sick!


THE STRESS FACTOR IN GETTING SICK


Unless we are gravely ill or going through a major health crisis, we prefer to “power through” an illness and regard it as an inconvenience, rather than a chance to rest and truly get better. It’s only when we encounter a true health crisis (stroke, heart attack, or something else) that we start to reconsider our overall well-being, and even then, we tend to rely more heavily on the prescribed protocols from conventional doctors, rather than really and truly changing our lifestyle habits and evolving our diet. It’s almost as if we have been made redundant and do not need to be an active participant in understanding our body as it relates to taking care of our own health and well-being.


The challenge with not being thoughtful about treating the root of illness is that we don’t know how the illness started in the first place. We aren’t tuned in to the little warnings and notifications our body may be sending us: a skin rash, tension headaches, loose bowels, anxiety, and others. We often don’t understand how our own mind and body work together in order to be effective at preventing disease—instead, we are pushed into a reactive state of mind when we get sick, and I mean REALLY sick. If we only knew how to read the subtle warning signs as we are about to get sick, we could be more proactive. We need to find our “check engine” light, so to speak.
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