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Consider This:

Many women of color will go to church all day Sunday, choir rehearsals, bible study, missionary meetings, and cakewalks every week of every year, but won’t take one day out of the year to get their Pap test and mammogram done.

Obesity is a leading cause of life-threatening heart disease, diabetes, and stroke. More than 60 percent of African-American women are overweight and over 40 percent are obese, more than any other ethnic population.

Stress causes the release of stress hormones in the body. Prolonged stress severely affects the immune system, diminishing its ability to protect one from life-threatening cardiovascular disease, cancers, and infections. A strong prayer life and spiritual base have been shown to decrease stress.

Black American women are still dying from diseases that many other women are being cured of.

Learn how you can guard your health.
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Introduction

. . . . . . . . . . . . .

ARE YOU one of the millions of sisters out there who never has time for herself? If it’s not the kids, it’s your man. If it’s not your man, it’s the job. If it’s not the job, it’s your relatives. The list could go on and on. You find yourself tending to so many other people that you never have time to tend to yourself. You constantly think, I need some balance in my life, but sister-friend, it goes much deeper than that. Sure, leading a hectic life is a juggling act. But, truth be told, the dozens of balls you’re trying to keep in the air are just the surface of the problem. Forget those deadlines, the dishes in the sink, the laundry piling up in the hamper. What about you? Are you at peace with yourself? Do you feel energetic and full of life? Are you in touch with your inner spirit? Are you in good health? These are the things we’re talking about. The sad fact is that too many sisters never take stock of their lives, never stop long enough to truly reflect on their own well-being.

If this is you, Blessed Health is here to help. Far too many of us never give our physical or spiritual well-being the attention each deserves. What you may not realize is that one nourishes the other. When your spiritual self is cared for and nurtured, it helps to replenish, rejuvenate, and safeguard your physical self. And when it comes to health, we sisters can use all the help we can get. Just consider these alarming statistics:

• African-American women are 38 percent more likely to suffer a fatal heart attack than white women.

• One in four black women age 55 and older has diabetes, and we are more likely to develop complications from it than are our white counterparts.

• Sisters have the fastest-rising rate of increase for contracting HIV, and we are dying of AIDS at a rate ten times that of white women.

• Nearly a third of all African-American women have high blood pressure.

• Sisters are three times more likely to die of a stroke than are Caucasian women.

• Black women have the highest mortality and lowest survival rates for breast cancer. In fact, we are twice as likely to die from it as are white women.

• Black women are more likely to give birth prematurely than are Caucasian, Asian, Hispanic, and Native American women. Worse still, our infant mortality rate is more than twice that of white women.

When it comes to health, sisters fare very poorly. In practically every medical category we carry the worst prognosis for conditions that are often curable or manageable. Clearly, our lives are not in balance, and we are suffering because of it. Something is out of sync, and it goes far beyond putting off that doctor’s appointment or not paying attention to your body’s aches and pains. Yes, these factors are certainly part of the reason why too many of us are in poor health, as are heredity and, often, insufficient medical coverage. But two other factors play just as important a role: lack of information and lack of spirituality.

Many sisters may ignore their body’s creaks and twinges out of fear. None of us wants to hear bad news about our health. But the more likely reason is lack of knowledge. We don’t mean that as a slight, but the fact remains that many sisters simply don’t know how to read their body’s messages. A little pain in the chest? Some of us are quick to chalk it up to heartburn. A recurring headache? How often have you attributed it to pressure at work? Feeling tired and run-down? Many black women would blame it on a busy schedule and leave it at that. While all of these explanations may be valid, there’s a chance that a more serious health condition is the real culprit. You simply may not know how to recognize the symptoms, or are finding it more convenient to ignore them. Arming yourself with knowledge is the first step, and Blessed Health will give you the tools to do so.

The second step is resolving to do in-depth spiritual work on a daily basis in order to boost your overall health, and Blessed Health will act as your guide on that journey as well. Some may scoff at the connection between spirituality and physical well-being, but studies show a solid link between the two. In fact, as part of their ongoing health and spirituality research at the Center for the Study of Religion/Spirituality & Health, under the direction of Dr. Harold G. Koenig, Duke University recently studied 4,000 people age 64 and older, black and white, and found that those who attend religious services every week tend to live longer. According to the researchers, churchgoers have a healthier immune system than those who don’t attend services regularly, and women appear to benefit even more than men. In another study at the Mind/Body Medical Institute in Boston, founder Herbert Benson, a Harvard researcher, found that patients who practiced the technique of repeating a prayer many times and disregarding all other thoughts that came to mind saw significant improvements in a host of ailments, from insomnia and PMS to migraine headaches and cancer.

Although the evidence of spirituality’s positive effect on health is clear, many sisters don’t always use their faith as a means to better health. Yes, we are a deeply religious people who have a history of relying on inner work to see us through difficult times. But do we really use it to bless our health on a daily basis? African-American women recognize and rejoice in the power of prayer, calling upon God when a serious illness strikes. But you don’t have to wait for a health emergency to occur before turning to your faith. Do spiritual work in the name of good health every day, and you will be witness to all kinds of “mini miracles.” You will feel better than you have in years. Why? Because spirituality not only improves your immune system, enabling your body to better fight disease, but it also acts as a buffer against the ill effects of stress.

If you don’t make time for yourself each day, to do inner work, to care for your soul, this can adversely affect your equilibrium and cause physical and biochemical changes that may result in illness. Blessed Health will show you how to keep such damage from happening. Within these pages you will learn how to achieve optimal health by combining solid medical information with increased spirituality. By the time you turn the last page you will truly understand the connection between how you feel physically and how you feel spiritually. And you will be empowered to make that relationship stronger, richer, and more life-affirming. All the tools you need are right here, and we’re not just talking about learning facts and figures, although you’ll find those here, too. Girlfriend, within these pages you will also discover how to find the right doctor, one who ministers to both your physical and emotional needs. You’ll learn how to successfully cope with illnesses from a faith-based perspective. You will gain wisdom about preparing yourself spiritually for motherhood, menopause, and other health milestones. You’ll learn important information about breast care, medications, and what to expect if you ever need surgery—all coupled with soul-nourishing guidance that will enable you to shore up your health for the long run.

The Bible tells us “I would that ye prosper and be in health even as your soul prospers.” It’s time for sisters to heed that message. God has made us stewards, or caretakers, of our physical selves, and we need to protect that temple. We can’t afford to be complacent. After all, your physical self is the only true thing you possess. Material goods may be lost, people may come in and out of your life, but your body and soul are with you always. Without your health and a spiritual foundation, what do you really have? Resolve to nurture both, and each will fortify the other. Everything you need to live a healthy, spiritually fulfilling life is right here. So take this time for yourself. Turn the page and discover enlightenment, empowerment, and total well-being. It’s all within your hands. For once you experience good health, you will feel truly blessed.



. 1 .


What Makes Sisters Unique?

. . . . . . . . . . . . .

An African-American proverb correctly asserts that you can’t know where you’re going if you don’t know where you’ve been. But let history and past experiences instruct rather than determine your destination.

—Johnnetta B. Cole, president of Bennett College, president emeritus of Spelman College, and author of Dream the Boldest Dreams


NEWS YOU CAN USE

· Black women carry the highest risk for heart disease, diabetes, certain cancers, stroke, hypertension, fibroid tumors, and HIV/AIDS.

· Health care facilities in many African-American communities are understaffed, underfunded, and overwhelmed.

· Research shows that African Americans feel more of a participatory role in decision making when receiving health care from black doctors.

· Many black women fall prey to a “superwoman” mentality, which prevents them from making their health a priority.



WE ARE a resilient people. One need only look at history to see just how true this is. When our African foremothers were brought to this country in shackles, who could have imagined that generations later the women who share their strong characters, their beautiful features, and their spirited hearts would have risen so high? From the brutality and back-breaking hardship of slavery, to the continued struggle and persistent fear of freemen following emancipation, to the indignity and cruelty of Jim Crow, to the powerful battle cry of the civil rights movement, to the dissemination of affirmative action—through all of this we have persevered. As sister-poet Maya Angelou proclaims, “And still I rise!” That we do. Sisters, we have really come into our own over the years. Black women are more highly educated. Many of us own our own businesses or successfully compete in corporate America. We are doctors, judges, elected officials, dot-com entrepreneurs. We are bringing up our youngsters, caring for our elders, nurturing our men, tending our communities. We are carving out lives our great-great-grandmothers may have only dreamed about. Yet amid all of these strides, we are still miles behind in one very crucial area: our health.

As a physician, I am constantly reviewing medical literature and the most current studies, taking continuing medical education courses, and attending medical conferences and seminars. What I have found is that, in general, sister-patients are usually the ones in poorest health. Statistics bear this out. Black women carry the highest risk for heart disease, diabetes, certain cancers, stroke, HIV/AIDS, hypertension, and fibroid tumors, just to name a few. Though I risk sounding like Brother Job, this harsh and painful reality often makes me question God. Lord, what is going on? Why do my sisters suffer so?

Unlike Job, who had done everything perfectly right, African-American women often fail to do the right thing, namely taking the necessary steps to safeguard their health. Sadly, sisters are not alone in their lapse of responsibility. Statistically, many women of color fall victim to poor health, most notably Hispanic, Native American, and some Asian women. But black women fare the worst by far.

The question often arises: Is it nature or nurture? Is there some genetic predisposition to certain illnesses that causes African-American women to always pull up the rear when it comes to health? Are black female infants destined from conception to be burdened with an unhealthy life?

Or is it lifestyle? Diet? Apathy? Fear? What is it? Is there some definite anatomical or physiological difference in black women’s bodies? Do certain conditions truly “run in the family,” or is it that certain lifestyles are passed down from generation to generation—lifestyles that lead to obesity, diabetes, hypertension, and the like?


HEALTH CONCERNS


As a physician and surgeon specializing in obstetrics and gynecology, I have counseled, examined, treated, and operated on thousands of women of many colors—African-American, Hispanic, Caucasian, and every ethnicity in between. As a result of my experience, I can say with reasonable certainty that the normal human female—regardless of race—is the same anatomically (structure) and physiologically (function). Her hair may be a different texture, her skin may be a different tone, but the inner workings are the same, when normal.

So, if structure and function are the same, why is the outcome terribly different in many cases? Why are sisters still carrying a poorer prognosis and higher mortality rate for many conditions that others are readily cured of, in astounding numbers? Take a look at some numbers from the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services’ Office on Women’s Health and I think you’ll start to see just how alarming the state of black female health really is (see page 4).

Obviously, all women need to be concerned about their health. But as the statistics make clear, heeding that message is especially important for African-American women. The big question is, why don’t more of us do it? Why don’t we make our health our top priority? There are various reasons, some rooted in the history of our society, others spurred by our own fears and traditions, and still others linked to our lackadaisical consideration of our health.
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REASON #1—DISTRUST OF HEALTH CARE PROFESSIONALS


Whenever you hear a story on the news about an unnecessary surgery or a mistake made on the operating table, a chill runs up your spine. This is true of anyone. All of us fear surgery; it’s human nature. We imagine something going wrong and it leaves us nervous and afraid. So is it any wonder that stories of mistakes that actually happened cause that much more anxiety? When you can see and hear folks on Dateline and 20/20 talking about their frightful experiences, it’s not imagination anymore. It’s reality. It doesn’t matter that these sorts of incidents are rarities. When you can put a face on it, it becomes 100 times more scary and feeds our distrust of our nation’s health care system and health care professionals.

For African Americans, this sort of public distrust is coupled with a more deeply imbedded personal distrust, the origins of which span scores of prior generations. When hundreds of thousands of slaves arrived on these shores, an African woman’s body was no longer her possession. It belonged to her master, and as such, its care was in his hands, not hers. If her temple was broken, beaten, and abused, if it was plagued by illness and disease, its tending was at her master’s discretion. Yes, our people did what they could to tenderly nurture one another’s physical selves back to health, relying on the spirituality and root-based remedies used in our Motherland. But access to medical care was tendered as necessary maintenance of valued labor, not as a protection of life itself. We, as black women, were viewed as commodities, not as human beings.

After slavery, this inferiority mentality continued and affected every aspect of life, including health care, especially in the South. Many hospitals refused to admit us. Those that did housed us in segregated wards with lower standards of care. We would have eagerly turned to black physicians, but we would have been hard-pressed to find one in those days. Since African Americans were denied access to medical training through the trajectory of medical school and residency until the 1840s, most black women had to rely upon white male doctors for their health care services.

While many white doctors of the time upheld the Hippocratic oath, some freely violated that oath by performing numerous unnecessary procedures, including countless hysterectomies, on African-American women. Only later, often after many years had passed, would a black woman come to know that she had received a procedure that she may never have actually needed.

As blacks migrated to the North and West, they took with them a belief system shaped by years of medical mistreatment, disrespect, and indifference. As a result of this long history of distrust, many African Americans still don’t seek the medical care they need, even if they can’t really articulate why. The legacy of our ancestors speaks volumes.


REASON #2—POVERTY AND LACK OF INSURANCE


It’s no surprise that financial security equals better health care. We all know that the more money you have, the more health care options you have. However, for those of us who are struggling to make ends meet, quality health care is often a luxury we can’t afford. In fact, the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services’ Office on Women’s Health has found that low income is strongly associated with decreased use of health services and poor health outcomes. And as government research shows, minority women are more likely to have lower incomes and to live in poverty than white women. Even when sisters have levels of education similar to their Caucasian counterparts, they still earn less money and have fewer assets, according to the Office on Women’s Health.

In many respects, it all comes down to employment—not just having a job, but having a job with good benefits. If your workplace offers comprehensive medical insurance, you can at least feel secure in knowing that you are covered. But if you are under-insured, work at a job with no medical benefits, or are unemployed and cannot afford private insurance, then you are at risk. Often, sisters in this situation do not get routine preventive care. If they do fall ill, they wait until the symptoms are severe before seeking medical attention. And then it’s usually at the emergency room rather than with a private primary care physician.

What’s worse, the health care facilities serving African Americans in many of our country’s inner cities and rural outposts are understaffed, underfunded, and overwhelmed—when they are available at all. And many sisters who are eligible for Medicaid can look forward to long waits at crowded public clinics. Not the most reassuring setting, to be sure.

Poverty also forces far too many sisters to choose between paying for regular routine tests such as Pap smears, breast exams, and annual physicals, or paying the rent and putting food on the table. If black women are feeling well—and sometimes even if they are not—the necessities of life (like food and shelter) will take priority.

Even when sisters are well insured and can afford the best care, we are less likely to receive “quality” treatment than our white counterparts. According to studies conducted at Johns Hopkins University in Baltimore, race and gender significantly affect the quality of doctor/patient relationships. Their study found that (1) African-American patients rated their visits to doctors as significantly less participatory than whites, (2) black patients felt they had more participation in decision making when receiving care from African-American doctors and health professionals, and (3) patients of female physicians had more participation in their visits than those with male doctors.


REASON #3—LACK OF KNOWLEDGE


As a patient, it is your responsibility to understand fully any medical procedure or course of medical action suggested by your doctor. Seems like common sense, doesn’t it? It’s your body; you need to know what’s going on with it. But too many of us don’t. Worse still, we don’t ask. When I see patients, I routinely ask about prior care. Of course, I can get this information from their medical records, and I do. But I find it helpful to talk to my patients about their health as well—to get their take on things, to hear about it from their perspective. Also, a one-on-one conversation will often tell me so much more than what’s written down on a medical record. Talking to patients in depth helps me fill in the gaps. I want to know all about any operations they may have had, any medications they may have taken (or are still taking), anything at all—and I want to know why. Why were you on that medication? Why did you have that procedure? I’ll tell you, I am often surprised, pained, and frustrated when sisters say they don’t know. They never asked their doctor probing questions. Now, I know you may feel a bit uneasy about quizzing your doctor in order to clearly understand your illness and treatment. After all, this is a person who has gone through years of schooling and medical training. You don’t want to appear ignorant or rude by asking a barrage of questions. Who am I to give a doctor the third degree? you might think to yourself. You’re the patient, that’s who, and you have every right to fully understand your condition and your doctor’s prescribed treatment, even if it means having him or her explain it to you three times. Without having all the facts, how can you make an informed decision about your health?


REASON #4—FAMILY TRADITIONS


Because ours is a history steeped in self-healing, spiritual practices, and reliance upon the herbal cures of our African ancestors, when we are feeling sick, we often try the home remedies that have been passed down from our mothers, grandmothers, and great-grandmothers. Certainly, many of these therapies work wonders, but they should not be implemented to the exclusion of traditional medical care.

Sometimes what may seem like a simple cough, a slight fever, or a bit of fatigue may actually be a symptom of a more serious problem. Relying solely on home remedies that ease the symptoms may make you feel better in the short term, but if something else is going on with your health, you might not realize it until later—a delay that could do you great harm.


REASON #5—THE HEALTH CARE SYSTEM ITSELF


As much as personal barriers such as fear, lack of knowledge, family traditions, and poverty play a part in sisters not making good health a priority, some of the blame also rests with the health care system itself. The U.S. Department of Health and Human Services pinpoints several key issues within the health care system that limit access and adversely affect black women.

One is problematic medical practices. As government research makes clear, there are an inadequate number of primary care physicians serving African-American women. Doctors tend not to practice in the poor, rural, and low-income urban areas in which many sisters live. What’s more, because sisters are apt to receive care in community health centers, clinics, and other high-volume facilities, they are not able to spend as much time with the physician and thus receive less preventive care counseling than is common in other medical practices.

Another failing of the health care system, according to government research, is the lack of cultural training physicians receive during their medical education. A doctor who possesses cultural understanding and sensitivity is more prepared to treat patients of diverse backgrounds, not just in terms of bedside manner, but also regarding communication, diagnosis, and treatment. As Dr. Gary C. Dennis, former president of the National Medical Association, an organization of African-American physicians, points out, doctors must know enough about the culture and lifestyle of their patients, as well as about the disease itself, in order to provide competent diagnoses and treatment. Simply put, having a wide breadth of knowledge about different cultures makes for a better physician.

The state of medical research also poses problems for black women. Few minority women take part in research studies, which translates to inadequate or inaccurate medical data on these populations.

Finally, a lack of female and minority physicians and health care professionals is yet another issue that negatively impacts sisters. This shortage leaves many health providers insensitive to the needs and preferences of minority women, according to the Office on Women’s Health. Just as we like to see ourselves reflected in the movies and television shows we watch, so it is with our doctors. Sometimes it takes a sister to understand a sister. At the very least, black women deserve not to have their choices limited.


IT’S TIME FOR A CHANGE


Certainly, our legacy colors the way we view the health care system today. On the one hand, we don’t always trust our doctors, but on the other, we don’t feel we have the right to question their recommendations. Too many of us lack sufficient medical coverage, and we don’t always have access to the best facilities. Worst of all, we allow our strength, tenacity, and endurance—all blessings of character that have seen our people through unbelievably difficult times—to compromise our health. How can that be? Think about it. Every time you shrug off a cold, or work right through a blinding headache, or keep on keeping on when your body feels as if it’s running on empty, you put your health at risk.

It is time for sisters to become truly empowered. Letting go of the “superwoman” mentality is the first step. African-American women have historically carried a heavy load, often at the expense of our own well-being. No more, my sisters. Your strength, tenacity, and endurance—those magnificent attributes that keep you on course in the face of racism, sexism, and every other “ism”—will multiply tenfold if you simply start taking better care of yourself. You don’t have to forge on if you’re feeling ill; doing so will only adversely affect your long-term health. Take the time to tend to you. Still not convinced? Then consider the statistics we told you about earlier. Compared to white, Hispanic, Asian, and Native-American women, you, my sister, are at the highest risk for everything from high blood pressure to diabetes to heart attack—and even death. The time is now. Black women need to implement a new plan of action if we are to safeguard our health. Keep reading and you will learn everything you need to do just that.


RX: A PRESCRIPTION FOR YOUR SOUL


As women, we have long had to rely on our faith to see us through unimaginable hardships. From the shores of Africa to the Atlantic coast of the United States, from the slave plantations to the streets of Selma, from washboards to boardrooms, our belief in a higher power has sustained us.

Sisters’ belief in faith is evidenced by our commitment to the church. Over the past fifty years, the number of African-American men in congregational life has decreased. In fact, churchgoing sisters generally tend to outnumber the brothers. Just look around your own congregation. What’s the ratio of women to men in your church? It’s not unusual to find a black woman in church on Sunday, at choir rehearsal on Tuesday, bible study on Wednesday, night service on Friday, and the missionary board meeting on Saturday—all while maintaining a home and a job. Each of us knows sisters like this; it might even be you. And even if we are not quite so diligent in our divine service, we still make it a priority to praise His name come Sunday. Indeed, 43 percent of all African Americans in this country attend church on Sunday, according to a 2001 study by the Barna Research Group, a marketing research company that provides information and analysis on cultural trends and the Christian Church. What’s more, a whopping 93 percent of blacks pray every week, and 52 percent read the Bible weekly.

Today, as we make our way in the new millenium, our faith will continue to help us face any challenge and any trial head-on. It is what keeps us moving forward while always remembering our past. It is what gives us strength when we feel our most fragile and vulnerable. It is what lets us know that we are never alone. It empowers us. But sisters must realize that the grace that assists us in daily living is not one-dimensional. Our spirituality is not used solely as a means of successfully coping with external problems and pitfalls. It is also a method of internal healing, a salve that can soothe us physically. We simply have to begin viewing it that way on a daily basis. And it all starts from within, from our relationship with God.

How Can We Know God?

Easily, for He is everywhere at all times. He lives within each and every one of us. Knowing God does not mean you must follow the same path as everyone else. The souls of black women traverse every faith: Baptist, Muslim, Protestant, Catholic, Jehovah’s Witness, and many more. Some sisters view God as Spirit, or Allah, or Creator, or their Maker. Some of us think of Him as a Higher Power or Higher Being. Some of us attend regular religious services, while others find divinity in less formalized settings. Some of us find the spirit of God in shared worship, and others are blessed through solitary ritual. And some sisters simply invoke spirit anytime, anyplace—whenever they feel the need for guidance, serenity, strength, comfort, validation, or love. That’s the beautiful thing about spirituality. No one can dictate your relationship with it. Your spirituality is truly a unique experience.

For our people, however, spirituality does flow from a common ancestral source. When our forebears brought ancient religions from the Motherland, the sharing of that faith through our oral tradition during enslavement—mingled with American Christianity—helped form the concept that we now call the Black Church. Despite the different denominations, the collective Black Church continues to be the mainstay of the African-American community. It is from this collective experience that we find our faith, whatever our current individual incarnations of it happen to be. The belief systems of old have trickled down and shaped our lives, touched our souls, and given us a sense of spirituality that manifests in each of us today. As the Reverend Dr. Wyatt Tee Walker, senior pastor of New York City’s Canaan Baptist Church, so eloquently affirms, the Black Church is the American fruit of an African root. History truly is a powerful thing. Those centuries-old ancestral influences have passed from one generation to the next to the next. How can we not be visited by spirit in some way, shape, or form? It is inherent in us as a people. How we choose to bring spirituality into our lives is up to us. It may lie dormant for years, but it is within us nonetheless.

Isn’t that a comforting thought—to know that you can tap your inner divinity whenever you need to? Let us put it to good use, sisters. Maintaining our unique spiritual connection and making it a priority in our lives helps us stay grounded, focused, and strong for any battles that lie ahead. Our faith enables us to encourage one another to remain on course as we deal with the daily issues of Black life. But my sisters, let us rely upon our faith as more than a source of strength during difficulty. Let us call upon it to shore up our physical selves as well, to protect our health, to strengthen and sustain us inside and out.

The Unique Healing Power of Spirituality

Whenever you are out of touch with your spiritual side, it can adversely affect your equilibrium, leading to physical and biochemical changes that may result in poorer health. A little skeptical? Then think about this: Research shows that being stressed out can wreak havoc on your health, suppressing your immune system and leaving you susceptible to a whole host of ills, including heart disease, hypertension, stroke, and ulcers, to name a few. But faith, spirituality, and prayer can act as a buffer, boosting your immunity and enabling your body to better protect itself.

And Lord knows, black women are nothing if not vulnerable to stress. We have so much on our plates, it’s a wonder we get half of it done. Many sisters feel overworked, overwhelmed, and overloaded. It’s so easy to let the demands of life take control. We feel we have to do so much for everyone else, we never have time to do for ourselves. There’s no room for inner work and meditative pause in this superwoman scenario. Why do you think you hear so many stories of people leaving the fast track for a simpler way of life? The pressure becomes too much to bear, and rather than continue to feel stressed, harried, and sick, these folks choose to walk a less congested path. But African-American women aren’t apt to go that route; the truth is, many of us simply can’t afford to. We have too many responsibilities and too little help.

Racism adds yet another layer of stress. The day-to-day slights we encounter simply because we are black can build up a seething anger. It makes us feel powerless, and therein lies the problem. Experts agree that people who feel that they have control over their lives experience less stress. However, if you feel you have little or no control, then your stress level rises. Suppressed anger contributes not only to stress but also to high blood pressure and heart disease. Consider all of this as a whole, and you can see why sisters are in desperate need of relief.

The good news is that you don’t have to look far to find peace of mind—and better health. That’s what’s so wonderful about getting in touch with your spirituality. Inner work can be done anytime, anywhere. As I’ve said before, God is within you. You simply have to call Him forth to receive His healing grace. However, inner work should be done every day, not just when serious illness strikes or a personal crisis develops. This is where so many sisters stumble. We fail to realize the true power of our faith 24/7. We don’t do spiritual work to bless our physical health as a daily ritual, as routine. If we did, we’d be so much more successful at keeping illness at bay.

Our ancestors knew the healing power of spirituality well. They understood that the mind, body, and spirit work in tandem as one, and that environment plays a crucial role in poor health. When illness occurred, our African kin believed some “force” was at work and they used ritual dance and conjuring of spirits to help get rid of it. Our ancestors considered the physical symptoms to be only one piece of the puzzle; to truly uncover the cause of poor health they looked at every aspect of a person’s being and beliefs. Simply put, this history lesson implies that illness is never just about illness. How we live our lives plays a vital role. Unfortunately, as we have come to rely on the advances of modern medicine, we have lost touch with that age-old link between spirituality and health, even as religion and faith continue to be driving forces in our lives. Our foremothers used whatever they had to improve their health. Today, we have so much more available to us, yet we won’t take advantage of the blessings we’ve been granted. To truly be at our best, we need both modern medicine and spirituality. They go hand in hand, involving caring, knowledgeable medical professionals who can administer the regular tests and screenings we need to stay healthy, and a strong sense of faith and spirituality to bolster our overall well-being.

It’s a balance black folks want to achieve. A recent study by the Barna Research Group found that 94 percent of African Americans want “a sound spiritual life” and 93 percent want “good health.” Obviously, we recognize the importance of each in our lives. However, as George Barna, founder of the Barna Research Group, notes, people seem to be less concerned with the means than with the ends. In other words, sisters say they want deep spirituality and good health, but are they really willing to do what it takes to get there?

The key is to attain both in balance. The first step to achieving this equilibrium is having the right outlook. Make good health a priority: Don’t put off doctor’s appointments, pay attention to your body’s aches and pains, get regular checkups, take a personal health inventory, do inner work every day, reconnect with faith’s unique healing properties, allow spirituality to bless you physically and emotionally. Read on for step-by-step guidelines on how to do all of this and more. In the end, you will be so much better off because you will have achieved true total health—body, mind, and spirit.



. 2 .


Understanding Your Body and Soul

. . . . . . . . . . . . .

I couldn’t care less whether people remember me as an athlete. I just want them to remember me as a genuinely good person.

—Marion Jones, Olympic gold medalist


NEWS YOU CAN USE

· Your brain and your internal systems are inexorably linked. They work in concert to keep the female body functioning smoothly.

· Just as your physical self relies on the circuitry between your brain and your internal functions, your spiritual self relies on the circuitry between you and God.



WHAT MAKES you marvel? For me, it’s the wonder of nature and the brilliance of technology. How the stars, moon, and sun hang in the sky. How the petals of a flower unfold to reveal such delicate and perfect beauty. How cruise ships keep from sinking to the depths of the oceans. How the click of a computer mouse can instantly connect me to the other side of the world. All of these things, whether created by God or by man, hold me in awe.

But, to my mind, nothing will ever surpass the wonderment of God’s greatest creation: the human body. Especially the female body. If ever there was a true marvel, this is it. With our temple we give nourishment. We give sustenance. We give life. My sisters, if we marvel at anything, let us marvel at God’s majesty in us, because the female body—its form and its function—is truly a work of art. The more you appreciate and understand it, the better you’ll care for it.

Imagine a masterful orchestra. Every musician performs in perfect combination with the others, blending and melding to create a wonderful fusion of sound. A woman’s body functions in much the same way. Its internal passages and movements work together to form a beautiful symphony in motion. Some may say that’s overstating the case, but the reproductive system is a lot more amazing and hardworking than people might think.


A BRIEF OVERVIEW OF THE FEMALE
REPRODUCTIVE SYSTEM


Exactly how does the female body work? What are the basic structures and functions? What are its rhythms? Let’s take a closer look.

The Vulva

The vulva refers to the outer genitals. The first part of the vulva is the mons pubis. This is the fat pad, or the plump outer folds, that covers the pubic bone and leads to the outer lips, known as the labia majora. The mons pubis and the labia majora are both covered with pubic hair. Beneath the labia majora is the labia minora, the inner lips. These flaps of hairless skin directly cover the vagina.

The Vagina

The vagina is a long, tubular part of the female reproductive tract that has a great capacity to expand. The vaginal opening is separated from the internal reproductive organs by a thin circular membrane called the hymen. Once a woman has intercourse, the hymen is broken. However, the hymen may also be torn by other sexual activities or by strenuous activities such as horseback riding.

[image: images]

The vaginal walls are muscular and are lined with glands that secrete lubricating fluids during sexual excitement and intercourse.

[image: images]

The Uterus

Also referred to as the womb, the uterus is the centerpiece of the internal female reproductive system. It is located behind the bladder and is shaped like an upside-down pear. It has two parts: the body (the wider upper section that opens into the fallopian tubes), and the cervix (the narrower lower section, also known as the neck of the uterus, which opens into the vagina).

Normally, the uterus is only three to four inches in length and weighs about two to three ounces. But once a woman becomes pregnant, it expands in size to accommodate the growing baby.

The outer surface of the uterus, called the serosa, is shiny and smooth, similar to the inside of your mouth but thicker. The middle layer of the uterus, the myometrium, is all muscle. Finally, the innermost layer of the uterus is the endometrium, a lining of cells that sheds each month unless conception occurs. This shedding process is called menstruation.

The Fallopian Tubes

The two fallopian tubes, also called oviducts, are connected to either side of the uterus at its uppermost corners. Fertilization takes place in the fallopian tubes. Each tube extends from the uterus to the ovaries. After an egg is expelled from an ovary it is swept up by the fingerlike projections (the fimbria) at the end of the fallopian tube, drawn into the tube, and propelled toward the uterus. After intercourse, sperm swim up the fallopian tubes from the uterus. If the egg connects with a sperm in the fallopian tube and is fertilized, it will travel to the uterus, where it attaches to the womb’s lining and develops into an embryo. If fertilization does not occur, the egg is expelled during menstruation.

The Ovaries

The two ovaries are situated on either side of the uterus. They are relatively small, each one about half the size of a small strawberry, yet they house numerous egg-producing follicles. During various stages of a woman’s menstrual cycle, the ovaries may undergo a slight enlargement. In menopausal women, the ovaries shrink in size.

In addition to producing eggs, the ovaries also produce the female sex hormones estrogen and progesterone.


The Breasts


Because our society is so preoccupied with breast size, some women seek implants for purely cosmetic reasons. But our breasts’ real purpose has nothing to do with physical appearance. Their function is to provide nourishment for our babies. Breasts are made up mostly of fatty tissue, with milk ducts and glands coursing through them. The milk ducts come together at the nipples. After birth, your hormones activate these milk glands, allowing you to nurse your child.


THE BRAIN/BODY CONNECTION


As amazing as your reproductive system is, it does not work solely by its own impulses. Much of the stimuli that get the ball rolling, so to speak, come from the brain, which houses the glands that produce, secrete, store, or respond to chemical messages called hormones. For many of us, making sense of how hormones work (a field of study called endocrinology) is confusing. While some of it is indeed intricate and complex, it really isn’t that hard to understand the basics. Perhaps the best way to get a handle on how hormones, your brain, and your reproductive system all link together and work in concert is by taking a step-by-step look at your menstrual cycle. Before we begin, it’s important that you keep three points in mind:

1. From the time menstruation begins (menarche) until the time it ends (menopause), your body prepares itself for pregnancy every month.

2. Always refer to the first day of your menstrual bleeding as “day one” of your cycle.


FEMALE REPRODUCTIVE ORGANS



	STRUCTURE

	FUNCTION




	Vulva

	protective covering for the vagina




	Vagina

	passageway for infants; portal for intercourse; menstruation outlet; secretes lubricating fluids to aid in intercourse




	Uterus (cervix)

	passageway for sperm from the vagina to the uterus; dilates during labor to allow a baby to be delivered; secretion of lubricating fluids




	Uterus (body)

	storage place for the developing fetus; builds the lining to prepare for implantation each month




	Fallopian tubes (oviducts)

	place where sperm fertilizes the egg; ends of a tube grasp an egg from near the ovary to make it available to the sperm




	Ovaries

	secrete and produce hormones; grow and release an egg for fertilization




	Breasts

	organs that produce and secrete milk to nurse infants







3. The number of days from the beginning of one period to the beginning of the next is generally twenty-eight. However, the number can vary from woman to woman, from as few as twenty days to as many as thirty-five.

Days 1 to 4

You may think that your “period” signals the end of your reproductive cycle, but the truth is that monthly bleeding is actually the beginning of the cycle. Here’s how it works:

The lining of the uterus (the endometrium) thickens during the menstrual cycle in preparation for a fertilized egg. However, if no pregnancy occurs, your levels of the hormones estrogen and progesterone decrease, and the endometrium breaks its hold from the wall of the uterus and begins to shed, producing the menstrual flow.

While all of this is going on, your brain gets the message that hormone levels are low and that more follicle-stimulating hormone (FSH) is needed to promote the growth of egg follicles.

Days 5 to 13

Menstrual bleeding comes to an end by approximately day five as the endometrium completes its shedding and is at its thinnest. (Although five days is the average length of a woman’s period, it can be a few days shorter or longer, depending on the woman.) Having received the signal to produce more FSH, the pituitary gland, located at the base of the brain, springs into action and releases the follicle-stimulating hormone. FSH levels increase, causing the development of many follicles in the ovaries. Each follicle not only contains an egg but also produces estrogen. As the follicles grow and mature, more and more estrogen is made and secreted.

The lining of the womb—the endometrium—begins to grow again as well, thickening in anticipation of a fertilized egg; this is called the proliferative phase of the cycle.

The increase in estrogen eventually signals the brain that the egg follicles are mature, estrogen levels are high again, and FSH is no longer needed. What is needed, though, is the hormone that will cause the egg to emerge from the ovary—luteinizing hormone (LH). The pituitary gland in the brain responds by sending a surge of LH, which causes an egg to be released from one of the ovaries and travel to the fallopian tubes. This process is called ovulation.


Days 14 to 28


After an egg is released, its follicle—now called the corpus luteum—produces the hormone progesterone, which helps the endometrium thicken even more. If the egg has not been fertilized by the time it reaches the uterus, LH levels drop and the endometrium breaks down and sheds, along with the unfertilized egg, through menstrual bleeding. And so begins day one of the next cycle.


RX: A PRESCRIPTION FOR YOUR SOUL


As you’ve just learned, the connection between your brain and your reproductive system is truly remarkable. The brain receives and sends out certain signals and messages to different parts of your body, and suddenly hormones are flowing and internal functions are activated. The circuitry that keeps our physical selves humming really is amazing.

The same holds true for the “circuitry” between you and God. The connection you have with Him needs to be just as strong. When your spiritual self isn’t as it should be, the circuit linking you and God is disconnected. Messages do not flow and are not received. The result? A life out of balance.

Sisters not only need to do all that they can to keep their mind/body connection strong, they must maintain their spiritual circuitry as well. Begin to think of the mind/body link in a broader sense. It really is a threefold connection: mind, body, and spirit. We shouldn’t focus only on one or two parts and neglect the other. All three work together. The goal here is enlightenment. You’ve gained a better understanding of how your body works. Isn’t understanding your soul just as important? Fine-tuning and maintaining your spiritual circuitry will give you strength and a sense of empowerment. You will feel at ease knowing that the signals and messages that flow between you and God will always come through loud and clear.

Sisters need that sense of ease and assurance, given all the demands we juggle. Stress knocks on our door daily, and without divinity we’d be hard-pressed to face it down. I talked a bit about the pressure put upon black women in Chapter 1, but it’s a message that bears repeating. Some people say that life is hard. Others say it’s only as hard as you make it. As Jack Kornfield notes in Buddha’s Little Instruction Book, most of the sorrows of the earth humans cause for themselves. When you combine that truth with the fact that we as human beings are not perfect, that trouble and turmoil can come our way, that bad things sometimes do happen to good people, that a kind heart may be met with a harsh word, then it becomes clear that daily living can, at times, take a toll on our souls.

For African-American women, the added burden of racism can chip away at the psyche even more. Thankfully, many of us have a respite, a place to turn to for solace, fortification, and renewal: our faith. It is what helps us proclaim, “I am strong!” even when we are at our weakest. It is what keeps us going. Knowing that a Higher Power dwells within your heart empowers you to dig deep and come up with a heaping scoop of fertile soil for your life.

The Blessings of Spirituality

When sister-diva Patti LaBelle advised, “Don’t block the blessings,” she was right on target. We must allow God’s love to wash over us if we are to truly rejoice in our lives. We need to recognize that He touches us in many ways, not just when we’re sitting in the pew on Sunday. You know the saying “God is in the details”? Well, it’s true. Don’t just give praise for the big events that fill your heart with joy; relish the small moments as well. Take time to outwardly cherish the people in your life. Are there folks you might be taking for granted? Tell them you love them. Do it every day. Look around and see all of the ways in which you are blessed. Give thanks and resolve to strengthen your connection with God. Deepen it. Enrich it. Fine-tune your spiritual circuitry.

Doing so allows you to walk by the word of God—that is, to walk by principles, not by popular behavior or pop culture. It’s easy to get caught up in what we see on television, or hear on the radio, or witness in others. It’s easy to be turned around by what other folks are doing, how they are behaving, and what they are thinking. If your conduct is based on what you see or how you feel in the heat of the moment, you may take a wrong path. But if you base your activities on the word of God, you will be victorious in all that you set out to do, be it making career choices, building a stable and happy home with your spouse, being a wonderful parent, being a good friend, or being physically healthy.

A strong spiritual base and constant spiritual circuitry to God also enable you to recognize and find security in the fact that God always has your best interests at heart. You are His child and He loves you beyond compare. So even when you are faced with difficult times, it is by His permissive will. He will give you only as much as you can bear. Rely on your faith, your trust in Him, and your knowledge of His innate love and goodness, and you will overcome hardship. Look upon life’s trials as an opportunity to see God—not literally, but figuratively. By virtue of your navigating life’s rough waters with faith, He reveals Himself to you and proves His power to see you through anything.

The most wondrous gift God has given us is life itself. To be able to rise each morning and draw breath each day is the greatest blessing of all. We owe it to God—and to ourselves—to take care of that divine gift. To honor and safeguard our health. And God has blessed others with the gift of knowledge to help us in our quest for good health—doctors, nurses, and various health care professionals. With their skills, your own spirituality, and a commitment to do right by your health, you can rise above the devastating statistics about African-American women and disease. Does that mean you’ll never get sick or face a health crisis? Of course not. But you can make sure that you are well equipped to fight back should illness strike. That means having a bolstered immune system, getting regular medical tests so that you can catch any abnormalities early, and knowing what symptoms may be indicators of disease. Forewarned is forearmed, as they say. And as long as you are here on this earth, each day offers you a new beginning. It’s not too late to do better, to make a new start, to change your approach to your health and well-being. Having a strong spiritual foundation and healthy circuit to God will help you take those necessary steps.

Maintain Spiritual Stability

In early 2000, an Alaska Airlines jet crashed, killing everyone on board. The National Transportation and Safety Board and the FAA determined the cause of the crash to be a faulty “stabilizer.”

Everyone who knows me knows that, in general, I like to fly, but I still get a bit anxious about it. Before every trip, I always say, “Well, if the plane doesn’t crash, I’ll see you when I get back.” It’s sort of my little public mantra (in addition to a definite preflight private prayer). I say it with a smile and some humor, but deep down I’m thinking, You never know.

Recently, I flew from my home in Atlanta to San Diego to attend a medical conference, and for some reason, I didn’t say my mantra before leaving. The plane was cruising along nicely at 33,000 feet and the cabin service was halfway done when the FASTEN SEAT BELT sign flashed on. Then I heard the pilot’s voice. There was “rough air” ahead and, “just as a precaution,” all passengers and flight attendants should return to their seats. He didn’t expect the rough air to last long. Nonetheless, cabin service was suspended.

For most frequent fliers, such comments and actions are fairly common and unalarming. A little turbulence, a few bumps and rumbles, then it’s over. No big deal, right? Not this time. This was the worst turbulence I’ve ever experienced in many years of travel. The plane was losing altitude. Every time the pilot gained a bit of incline, the air pockets would beat us back down, jolting and tilting the plane like a roller coaster. With each sudden descent and thrash, people would gasp and whisper or cry out pleas to God. In between, there was absolute silence; no one said a word.

The pilot informed us that he was getting clearance for a higher altitude in an effort to rise above the turbulence. But as we climbed to 39,000 feet it was no better. Minutes later we heard the pilot’s voice again, this time telling us that we’d reached a maximum height and we’d have to descend in order to try to find a smoother altitude. After twenty-two minutes of sheer terror, we were eventually able to continue the flight relatively smoothly at an altitude of 24,000 feet. Thankfully, we landed safely in San Diego three hours later.

What would have happened, however, if the stabilizer for that plane had not been working properly, as was the case on the Alaska Airlines flight? We almost certainly would have crashed. But because the stabilizer was in sound condition, we were able to weather the turbulence and make it through just fine.

The purpose of this anecdote? To drive home the point that, just as on that plane, your internal stabilizer must be in order at all times because you never know when life will throw severe turbulence in your path. But if your stabilizing force, namely your faith and spirituality, is intact, you can weather the storm as well. Always remember, when your spiritual life is out of balance and the depths of your soul are lacking, it can leave you depressed, distressed, and oppressed—basically, in a mess.

Nurturing a Neglected Soul

Perhaps your circuitry to God has a disconnect, a spiritual “short.” Perhaps your soul isn’t as perfect as you’d like it to be. Maybe you have neglected it, or only looked within during times of crisis. Or it may be that you simply had no idea your soul needed any tending at all. Don’t fret, sister. You can restore your soul, bring more spirituality into your life, and reestablish your connection to God. Each upcoming chapter will show you a variety of ways, both obvious and subtle, to do just that. The first thing you should do right now, however, is to rejoice in the fact that there is a Higher Power greater than yourself. This is your first step on the path to increased spirituality. Remove “self” from your thinking at this very moment. What realization are you left with? Remember when I talked about the things that make me marvel? High on my list is the wonder of nature. If we truly ponder our glorious environment we can’t help but realize that we are but a small part of God’s magnificent creation. How is the earth held in the sky? What keeps the planets aligned? How is it that our hearts continue to beat second after second? It is God. When you can see beyond yourself, you can see Him in everything.

The next step you can take to restore your soul and prepare it anew for more spirituality is to find time to appreciate God’s creations. Run your fingers through the rich, fertile soil. Breathe deeply and take in the air that gives you life. Sit by the ocean or a lake or a pond and revel in the power and glory of the water. Appreciate the beauty and divine workings of nature. Becoming one with nature brings you so much closer to God.

The third step on your journey to heightened spirituality is reflection. Sit quietly, still your mind, and think of the many times God has given you assistance, shown you His love, cleared the right path. Remind yourself that He will always be there for you, no matter the situation. Keep in mind, too, that “normal” to God is a state of wellness, wholeness, and holiness—not just spiritually, but physically. If you want to lead a normal, balanced life, your spiritual and physical selves must always be attuned. Your journey to attaining both is just beginning. As you read on you will uncover more methods by which you can rejuvenate your body, your mind, and your spirit. The key to successfully utilizing these methods is to be in touch with God and with yourself. In the next chapter, you will delve more deeply into reflection, examination, and evaluation, learning avenues that lead to better knowledge of yourself and of God. You will come away truly knowing yourself physically and spiritually.



. 3 .


Take Time to Take Stock

. . . . . . . . . . . . .

There are spiritual parts of ourselves that play a critical role in health and healing. Listen to your heart, for it’s in your heart where that feeling tells you, “I’m not quite complete, not quite where I want to be.” Once you hear that, honor it. Then you can begin to do something.

—Dr. Marcellus A. Walker, founder of the Center for Lifelong Health, and medical director of Wayne Woodland Manor


NEWS YOU CAN USE

· Taking a “health inventory” on a periodic basis helps you stay in tune with your body.

· Make regular checkups, tests, and screenings a consistent part of your life. These should include pelvic exams, Pap smears, breast exams, vaccination updates, and bone density tests, to name a few.

· For total and complete well-being, your physical self and your spiritual self need to be in balance.

· Stress, anxiety, depression, and anger can all stem from spiritual deficiency.

· When you are under constant stress it can wreak havoc with your health. Stress lowers immunity, making your body less able to fend off illness.



ARE YOU, like so many sisters, caught up in a routine that never seems to stop? Imagine this typical day: Early to rise, rouse the kids for school, give your husband a quick kiss good-bye as you both head off to work, commute for an hour (each way) in heavy traffic, chauffeur the kids (yours and others) to various activities after work, get dinner going, help with homework, ready the kids for bed, straighten up the house, spend time with your man (if you can). Now, if you’re active in church or in your community, you’ll need to squeeze a few choir practices, committee meetings, and bible study classes into the mix. Sound familiar? I bet it does. Many of us are leading lives filled to the brim with responsibilities and demands. With this type of schedule, it’s amazing that women keep standing, let alone get it all done. And they call us the weaker sex. Ha!

We get it done, all right—because we have to. Sisters seem to live life by the motto If I don’t do it, who will? But the sad truth is, that’s a health- and spirit-sapping maxim to live your life by. We have no problem taking stock of what or who needs tending to, then stepping up to the plate. But amid all this rippin’ and runnin’, have you ever stopped to take stock of yourself? The needy people in your life, the poor state of your house, the projects piled up on your desk—all of those things are peripheral. They are not you. You don’t define yourself by those things, do you? If you do, you shouldn’t. Girlfriend, the true essence of you has to do with your health—spiritual, physical, and emotional—the vital aspects that make up the core of your being. That’s what I’m talking about. So let me ask again. Have you stopped to take stock of you? Have you asked yourself Have I tended to me? As Janet Jackson might say, what have you done for you lately?

Too often we put others first and ourselves last. We don’t feel entitled to self-care. We feel guilty about self-nourishment. But the truth is, all of the other stuff we spend so much time worrying about and taking care of is secondary. You—your essence—comes first. It has to. That’s not being selfish; it’s not indulgent. It’s self-preserving. Whatever your schedule, lifestyle, religious commitments, or personal obligations to other folks, the reality is that you won’t be able to do anyone any good if you’re in poor or failing health.

So right now I want you to honestly ask yourself, What have I done for me lately? Have I taken care of myself? Ponder beyond the occasional hot bath or precious moments spent alone reading a juicy book or catching a nap. Those are worthwhile pursuits, to be sure. But I want you to really focus your mind on your health. As a physician, I see your health as my number one concern. So my question to you is, Are you taking time to care for your health? In fact, when was the last time you really thought about your health in a serious, deliberate, and comprehensive way?

If it’s been a while (or never!) you may feel inclined to beat yourself up about it. I know I should take better care of myself, you might say. Or maybe you feel as though you should just give up on the notion of getting started. Well, it’s been so long, why start worrying about it now, you may think to yourself. Sister, please run those negative thoughts right out of your mind. They serve no purpose other than to distract you from the real goal, one that is worth pursuing and definitely possible to achieve: the goal of good health. In Buddha’s Little Instruction Book, Jack Kornfield wisely reminds us that “each morning we are born again and what we do today is what matters most.” Truer words were never written. Kornfield goes on to tell us that “if compassion does not include one’s self, it is incomplete.” So rejoice! With each new sunrise you are blessed with another opportunity for self-care. Look at each morning anew. See the possibility of the day that lies ahead. And resolve to make your compassion whole by having some for yourself. The fact that you are reading this book shows excellent promise. It proves that you are now motivated and moving in the right direction.


GET IN TOUCH WITH YOU—A HEALTH INVENTORY


Rather than continually taking stock of what needs to be done at home or at work, start taking stock of your health. By that I mean take a “health inventory.” Think of it this way: Before you go grocery shopping you spend a few minutes taking inventory, right? You check the fridge and the cupboards to see what needs replenishing. Then you make a handy checklist. A health inventory follows the same basic principle. Because you use your body every day, you also need to take time to make a checklist. Then go about the business of replenishing your physical stores by stocking up on healthy habits.

Taking a health inventory is easy. First, find time to be alone for at least an hour. No kids, no husband. Just you. Next, create a calm, relaxing mood. Light a few aromatherapy candles, put on your favorite soothing CD, and take a warm, spirit-easing bath. After drying off, begin your head-to-toe personal checklist while you are still nude. Have a mirror on hand for close examination (preferably a full-length mirror) and a pen to jot things down. As you answer the following simple questions, check the appropriate line. Be sure to answer honestly.

Skin

Your skin system includes your hair and nails, too. Look at all three carefully. Check for thinning hair and for any changes in your skin. Don’t forget to also check your back, in any skin creases and folds, and the skin of your feet.



	 

	Yes

	No




	Is your hair thinning?

	______

	______




	Are there any new or changing moles?

	______

	______




	If so, do they bleed?

	______

	______




	Do you sweat under your breasts?

	______

	______




	Do you have any rashes, scaliness, unusual itching?

	______

	______




	Does your abdomen hang low, near your pubic hair?

	______

	______




	If so, do you sweat beneath your belly? Do you have sweat marks?

	______

	______




	Do you have any scars that won’t heal?

	______

	______




	Any new skin discoloration?

	______

	______





Head and Neck



	Have you been to the eye doctor in the last year to have your eyes examined?

	______

	______




	Do you need a new eye prescription?

	______

	______




	If you wear contact lenses, check the expiration date on your contact lens solution bottle. Has it expired?

	______

	______




	Do you visit the dentist every six months for cleanings and X rays?

	______

	______




	Do you have trouble keeping your balance?

	______

	______




	Do you get dizzy frequently?

	______

	______




	Is your hearing seemingly normal?

	______

	______






Breasts




	All women should perform monthly breast self-examinations. Do you do monthly breast self-exams?

	______

	______




	Have you had a professional breast exam and a mammogram in the last year?

	______

	______




	Have you noticed any lumps or bumps in either breast?

	______

	______




	Any indentations or puckering in the skin overlying your breasts?

	______

	______




	Any discharge from either nipple? If so, state the color, and other characteristics: ______________________





Lungs



	Have you ever smoked?

	______

	______




	Do you currently smoke?

	______

	______




	Do you have asthma or other lung conditions?

	______

	______




	If you take medication for a respiratory condition, check your prescription bottle. Is your medication current and stocked?

	______

	______




	Have you had any unusual coughing?

	______

	______




	Are you coughing up blood?

	______

	______




	Do you have any shortness of breath?

	______

	______




	Do you live in a city with frequent smog alerts?

	______

	______






Heart




	As we age, heart disease becomes more of a factor. Heart disease can kill—both men and women. Are you having any unusual chest discomforts?

	______

	______




	If so, do you tend to think it’s gas?

	______

	______




	Have you ever had an EKG (electrocardiogram) or other cardiovascular tests?

	______

	______




	Is there a history of heart disease in your family?
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