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To our wise planet that breathes out the sun each day making color shine






Respect yourself and others will respect you.

—Confucius








PREFACE

In a fast-paced world flooded with trendy products designed to reduce stress, it’s easy to get overwhelmed just trying to find simple ways to be well. However, through my own personal experience, I have come to believe that the key to sustained wellness has always been within reach through practices that have truly stood the test of time. There are hundreds of ancient rituals that help us achieve balance and wellness, yet they have been forgotten or left behind because many people think they aren’t relevant anymore.

This became my hypothesis after joining a talented group of people who were all on a path to becoming certified holistic health counselors. In this group, we welcomed people from all walks of life. We were massage therapists, fitness instructors, athletes, designers, medical professionals, yogis, dancers, scientists, electrical engineers, mothers, retirees, and financial analysts. All of us were highly credentialed in our respective fields, but we were also so much more. We were soulful, humorous, courageous, generous, humble, wise, gracious, gentle, sincere, patient, and resilient humans, who showed up to expand our knowledge of old worlds and ancient practices. We were curious about the teachings of the great seers and sages who studied the science of living a healthy and balanced life, and we all sought answers to the same question: Why does “being well” today always end up feeling like an impossible task?

I came to this group as a formally trained innovator and inventor with a master’s in nutrition and a doctorate in food science who passionately believes that “stress”—both visible and hidden—is killing us and demanding that we rethink how we live our lives. Over the course of my career, I’ve spent decades translating science, trends, and human behaviors into new products and services in order to improve health and overall well-being. In the 1990s, I began translating health claims and nutrition profiles into more compelling nutrition labels. Twenty-five years later, translating ancient practices into a narrative for modern living was a natural and timely task to undertake. For the past fifteen years, my effort has focused on strategies for improving the lives of people living with obesity and diabetes. I became knowledgeable about these chronic conditions, and the wide gap between scientific recommendations and practical solutions. I observed time and time again that what really works is easy to say, but harder to do. By this I mean that we often think, If I accept who I am today and commit to just one healthy practice every day, I will reach my goal. But when it comes to acting on this commitment, we find that difficult.

The first step to fulfilling this commitment requires accepting who I am today. The dictionary definition of “accept” is to receive willingly, to give approval, to endure without protest, and to regard as normal. Accept me, not except me. Accept every lovely, ugly, delicious part of me. Accept how I look, what I feel, how I think, what I know, what I do not know, how I show up, what I believe, and how I choose to live my life. I pause on this idea of accepting because generally more attention is paid to picking and choosing the “one thing” to do in order to achieve the goal. This could be celery juice, a retreat, a smartphone app, a ClassPass membership, a new wardrobe. (You can probably think of a few other things that you thought were the answer to a whole new “well” life.) Glossing over acceptance held me back in the past, but unpacking it alongside changing up my daily routine has helped me soar. I call it the real work. Along the way, it has certainly raised a lot of questions for me, given the choices I made on my career path, my expertise, and all that I’ve learned from hundreds of experts in the health and wellness field over the years. Questions like: Has wellness become a commodity at the expense of well-being? and Why are mental health care costs really skyrocketing?

Let’s start with the question about wellness and well-being. According to the Global Wellness Institute, there is a $4.2 trillion global wellness economy that is comprised of markets like anti-aging, beauty, wellness tourism, healthy eating, fitness, mind-body, personalized medicine, alternative medicine, and workplace wellness. Their report defines wellness as the active pursuit of choices and lifestyles that lead to a state of holistic health. Holistic health is commonly defined as a wellness approach that addresses not just the physical body but also the mental and emotional aspects of an individual. While there are thought leaders bringing forward an integrated approach to our well-being that can transform our lives, not enough is happening to ease the hectic pace of making a living, which barely allows for time to hear about new solutions, much less time to take action.

On the flip side of wellness, the rates of chronic diseases have continued to rise in the United States. According to the American Heart Association, one person in the U.S. has a stroke about every forty seconds. Moreover, not only are obesity rates not improving the way experts believe they can, but obesity-induced cancer is also on the rise. Every five years, the U.S. Departments of Agriculture (USDA) and Health and Human Services (HHS) work together to release Dietary Guidelines for Americans (DGAs), and while reducing added sugar and frequency of eating is still high on their list of preventative, “don’t eat this” recommendations, my hope is that our government is moving toward providing more accessible holistic advice for all of us. After all, we know that our bodies are very much connected to our minds, and it is my belief that focusing too much on food and exercise without also acknowledging the benefits of slowing down and allowing ourselves to be more mindful in our daily lives may even factor into our society’s skyrocketing mental health care costs.

Regarding these skyrocketing mental health care costs, part of the issue may be found somewhere in the space that exists between a crazy, unexpected, or tragic thing that can occur in one’s life and the stark reality of having to rejoin the workplace or so-called “real life” afterward. This “in-between” space rarely gives us enough time to adequately deal with these major moments in our lives, and we are usually not well equipped to manage their impact if they turn our world upside down. The effects of floods, fatal heart attacks, overdoses, suicide, gun violence, limited cash flow, panic attacks, fires, and tragic loss are real and can be incredibly disorienting. But as a response to these events, we often self-medicate. We numb out.

I remember the “in-between” of being a few days from beginning a new job and the tragic death of my sister, Jaime. Although the company kindly suggested that I take more time before starting, I didn’t trust that gesture as true as it might have been, so I began the job and slogged through the days. Fourteen months later, Konner, her daughter (my niece), passed away at age six. I remember wanting to be at the hospital with my parents and feeling disconnected from all of it. There is so much more to this story, but the point is that over a ten-year span, I have slowly shed the many layers of pain and grief that piled up as my family dealt with the twists and turns of even more pain and loss. For so long, I was in a fog and didn’t know it. I can see now how I got lost in that fog because it’s since lifted, and I finally feel clear again. Much of it was brought on during and after 9/11, while my own kids were quite young, and living in New York City at the time pushed me to armor up. Often, I just wanted to hide, so I buried myself in work. But unexpressed anger began leaking out of me all over the place, and I ended up battling my own demons. Ultimately, this experience allowed me to see how we put on different “faces” over our mental health, especially at the workplace. Although our society has made progress in how we manage depression, suicide, and life counseling, we desperately need to rethink and retool, given how foundational the problem really is. It will persist if we do not give it the proper care and required attention.

Have we truly forgotten what it means to care for ourselves and other human beings? In 2011, as part of a TedxOrangeCoast experience, I posed the question “How can we create a society addicted to health?” I am still wondering about that in light of all the data that shows the unintended consequences of our 24/7 habits of being “on.” I wonder how we can effectively bring wellness to everyday living in ways that allow everyone to benefit, rather than just the few who have the means to pay for it. This effort should include improving the experiences around us when we are not well. Hospital experiences, in particular, shock me—not necessarily the people you encounter there, but the overall context for how a person and family experiences unexpected trauma, care, and, ideally, a path to healing. I know this is not universal, but it has been my experience. When my mom was undergoing major cancer surgery, for instance, it seemed at times that we humans were just part of the machinery. I had my own personal experience in high school, too, after spending weeks in the hospital due to a mono-induced coma. I remember lying wide awake for hours wishing that all of the piercing sounds and disgusting smells would go away. Confusing lights, disturbed sleep, crash carts rattling around creating panic. Acronyms that made no sense. And, oh, the lovely Mrs. X, who died on the other side of my curtain wall. She let out one loud, last gurgling breath that I can still hear. I was terrified. This is not how a human life should end.

With that being said, I want you to imagine yourself in the mix of that diverse group of people I described earlier who, along with myself, were studying ancient wisdom to achieve better health and be able to counsel others. In this group, we curiously immersed ourselves in hands-on learning with experts in areas such as energy management, essential oils, and color therapy. Comforting aromas of a weather-based tea recipe greeted us whenever we entered our gathering space down on Manhattan’s Nassau Street. Compassionate instructors grounded us with breathwork and gentle movement. Delicious meals and mindful eating awaited us after we dissected recipes and interrogated ingredients and their sources that reflected other cultures. We observed and practiced techniques on each other, including pulse readings, tongue inspections, and touch therapy. We created a shared community of learning that far extended our time in the makeshift classroom. More than that, being a part of this group inspired us to reconsider all of those complicated, trendy, and costly wellness practices and instead “come full circle” and return to the ancient practices that still benefit us today.

Ayurveda, which literally means “the science of living,” is one of these practices. Having originated in India more than five thousand years ago, it is considered to be one of the oldest healing modalities that focuses on the integration of the mind, body, and spirit. Practitioners of Ayurveda utilize all of their senses—touch, sound, sight, smell, and taste—to observe and bring the body back into balance with nature. They also hold the profound belief that we are all connected to each other as well as to our breathing planet, and they emphasize the importance of nature in our daily lives. I will never forget the full weekend of cleansing and rejuvenating I participated in with my holistic health counselor certification group, during which we placed a special focus on Ayurvedic rituals and retuning our body clocks to the natural rhythm of the sun. A fog was lifted from my head that weekend that I did not realize was there. It was not hard to remove this fog; it just required me to accept being a tad uncomfortable and to make different choices and a commitment to stay present, no matter what.

Over the course of this weekend, I experienced a number of unexpected positive benefits and personal insights. I noticed that I had been living in my head and making up stories that were not actually happening. I had no real sense of time, and I would easily disconnect from what was happening around me. Essentially, I was not fully present in my life. Now I know how it feels to be present, and that it’s not okay to not make changes. Ultimately, being a part of this group motivated me to change up my routine and dig deeper into how I could redesign my life using the ancient rituals we studied to simply feel better every day.

Of course, a weekend of cleansing and rejuvenating is not a simple ritual, and I recognize that most people have busy schedules and do not have the time to slow down or the tools to intentionally focus on the state of their body-mind connection. But what I have come to believe through my group experience is that there are a number of easy ways to improve one’s overall well-being using simple ancient rituals that can be done in just minutes a day. We don’t need to constantly chase the “shiny new thing” or trend, only to be disappointed and disillusioned when it leaves us feeling depleted or drained. When we commit to the one small thing, and then another and another, positive change does happen. We don’t need to overthink it; we just need to commit to it. Today I am on a mission to translate ancient practices—which at first glance may seem complicated—into easy and practical ways to jump-start care for your whole self. My goal is not to convince you of the benefits of these ancient rituals and healing techniques, but to address the bigger barriers of inertia by making them easy and worth your time to try.

I turned my holistic health counselor certification into an innovation lab. I listened, observed, and sketched concepts for easy ways to feel better. I asked classmates and colleagues about new rituals that created a tipping point for shifting their daily routine. I stripped away the foreign words to simplify the instruction. I honed in on the core component that was often overlooked and misjudged for its potential to spark positive change. Most innovation is so obvious that we miss it, and I don’t want you to miss it. By simply adding minutes-long rituals, like the ones included in this book, to your daily routine, you too can get on the path to positive change and feeling better. Stay with them long enough, and they will seep into the way you live, help you manage your emotions, and create space for the things in life that truly matter. Over time, they may even change the stories you tell yourself and how you relate to others.

Whatever fog is hanging over you will lift. You can “live full circle”—continuously coming back to you, the whole you—just like I learned to do by studying and adopting these simple ancient rituals.






INTRODUCTION

There are tons of quick and easy rituals, deeply rooted in ancient wisdom, for you to practice every day, but in this book you will find just over fifty of what I consider to be the most effective rituals, ones that require little preparation, address diverse needs, and can have a visible and positive impact, as witnessed by many of my friends and colleagues. The way in which I’ve organized the rituals tells its own story, which will be described in greater detail in the brief introduction to each section, and my hope is that these rituals will not only enable you to reconnect with your five senses but also improve your overall sense of self. For example, I found that adding some of the liver-cleansing and joint-care rituals into my evening routine increased my motivation to exercise, gave me more energy, and helped me bounce back more quickly after long runs or intense workouts. They also helped me become more emotionally balanced. Before I turned to studying these ancient wellness rituals, I didn’t realize I was relying so much on my diet and exercise routine to obtain my personal health goals—and unintentionally leaving behind the needs of my mental and emotional state. Now I have a collection of go-to self-care practices that enhance all of me.

Among the rituals featured in this book are the practices of ancient Chinese qigong masters—who focused on balancing the body, mind, heart, and spirit with movement, sound healing, and visualization practices—and Ayurvedic rituals, as well as yoga and meditation breathwork and gestures that can help calm the mind, increase energy levels, and awaken our inner voice. All of these rituals are meant to help you slow down and be more present for the undoing of whatever is making you unhappy, and they will also allow your mind to become a creative force for what you need and want. My intention for sharing them with you is to provide a field guide that allows you to discover a diverse range of practices that can benefit your overall well-being. With that being said, it is not my intention to minimize the immense work that has been done by those who have devoted their lives to master and preserve these rituals and their rich history.

Finally, as a researcher, I know that developments in science distinguish our modern technology-driven world from the analog treatments of ancient times. New ideas and proofs of concepts continuously shift what we think we know, especially about how to eat or manage our health. For instance, eggs are good for you, then suddenly they are bad for you. And if eggs are turning your world upside down, then I suggest we talk. We are constantly learning and unlearning—and yet we know in our gut when something is just true. We know that resistance and negativity can undo the other supposedly good things you are doing for yourself. While it cannot always be quantified, I know that negativity is more detrimental to my health than eating less-than-healthy foods. When I was growing up, good health was simply defined as eating right, staying active, and getting plenty of sleep, probably because a lot of the rest of the good stuff was included in our everyday lives, like the positive impact of playing outdoors. Back then, I didn’t understand that our body was layered with energy circuits and that simple hand gestures could enhance my energy flow, but I knew when I was in the zone.

We instinctively know that our body requires consistent care and attention, yet we need to pay as much attention to our mind and ensure it is connected to our body. I often hear people say they want tried-and-true practices, but the shiny new thing or method always seems to win out. This book is an attempt to outline the steps to these simple ancient rituals, in order to enhance awareness and acceptance of their possibilities and ultimately help you rethink what wellness and living holistically can be for you.
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