














Praise for
Dog as My Doctor, Cat as My Nurse


“Dog as My Doctor, Cat as My Nurse is a beautifully written book filled with healing insights and heartwarming stories which compel us to look at our relationships with our dogs and cats in a whole new way. For those who seek out alternative therapies, or for those who are just curious, this engaging, informative, and entertaining read will have you marveling over the healing powers of dogs and cats. If you love animals you will love this book. If you don’t live with an animal, you will want to adopt one so you too can live a healthier, happier, and more extraordinary life.”


—MARIA JACQUEMETTON, Emmy Award-winning Executive Producer and Writer, Mad Men


“Loved it! Everything that Carlyn shares in her book is the truth about the benefit of pets and your health. I know people who are alive today due to their pet’s attitude, influence, and love. So read, learn, and get a pet!”


—BERNIE SIEGEL, MD, author of Love, Animals & Miracles, and A Book of Miracles


“A truly masterful and inspiring work. Reading Carlyn’s words felt as though I was embarking on a journey of healing wisdom from over the ages. Her powerful message for humans and their animal friends is a must read for all animal guardians if we are all to thrive in our modern world. It is a great honor and pleasure for me to recommend this absolutely wonderful book.”


—ELLIOT M. KATZ, DVM, Founder and President Emeritus, In Defense of Animals


“What an eye opener! Get ready to go on an insightful journey as Carlyn Montes De Oca reveals the unexpected healing powers of cats and dogs. An animal’s ability to heal our body, mind, and spirit is for real—it doesn’t get any better than that.


—SHERYL MATTHYS, Founder of FetchaDate.com, author of Leashes and Lovers


“A beautiful, hopeful, sensitively written guide for living compassionately, drawing inspiration from the best of world’s citizens: our fellow Earthlings.”


—COLLEEN PATRICK-GOUDREAU, bestselling author of several books, including The 30-Day Vegan Challenge


“Even for the most well-versed animal lovers, Carlyn Montes De Oca takes us on an engaging and insightful journey unveiling the marvelous and unexpected healing powers of cats and dogs. With sound science and heart-warming anecdotes, this is a book you will not want to miss!”


—NEAL BARNARD, M.D., Author, and President of Physicians Committee for Responsible Medicine


“A beautiful book, written straight from the heart. Dog as My Doctor, Cat as My Nurse captures the true essence how our animal companions can be our very best teachers when it comes to our health and happiness. Thank you, Carlyn Montes De Oca for creating this heart-felt book filled with tenderness, compassion, and healing insights.”


—CAROL GURNEY, Founder of The Gurney Institute of Animal Communication and author of The Language of Animals: 7 Steps to Communicating with Animals
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INTRODUCTION

Your Journey Begins


“A best friend is like a four leaf clover, hard to find, lucky to have.”


—Anonymous


If you are reading this book then you are probably in on a big secret known only to cat and dog lovers: our animal friends are exceptional.


Companionship, loyalty, and love are some of the priceless treasures that these beings bring into our lives. But even if you know this already, you may not be aware of one thing: your animal companions’ greatest gift may lie in their ability to help you become healthier and happier, and to live life in a more extraordinary way.


If you have not yet discovered the connection between your well-being and your relationship with your animal friends, don’t worry, you’re not alone. It took me a lifetime of living with dogs, years of getting to know cats, and starting my own acupuncture and nutritional counseling business to begin to put two and two together.


When I opened my wellness practice, I began to notice how patients who were suffering from illnesses would break into smiles, burst out laughing, or just sigh with relief when sharing stories about their cats and dogs. Others patients with chronic pain frequently told me how they sought out their animals for solace and comfort. The more I heard these stories, the more I began to realize that cats and dogs, just by their unique way of being, deeply impact the lives of their human guardians in a positive and priceless way—that, in fact, they can actually make us healthier.


* * *


As a practitioner of Chinese medicine, an acupuncturist, and a plant-based nutritional consultant in Northern California, I treat patients with chronic illnesses of all kinds, including heart disease, diabetes, arthritis, and cancer. The staggering truth is that “approximately 92% of older adults have at least one chronic disease, and 77% have at least two,” according to the National Council on Aging, and “four of these diseases—heart disease, cancer, stroke, and diabetes—cause nearly two-thirds of all deaths each year.”1


Are you a caretaker for an aging parent? Is your wife’s face lined by worry or depression? Has your best friend just had a heart attack? Is your child being bullied because he is overweight? Are you the one suffering from a chronic illness?


Before you read any further, take a moment to assess where you are by asking yourself the following questions:


1. Am I as healthy as I want to be?


2. Do I wish I had more energy to do the things I love to do?


3. Do I often find myself stressed, worried, or sad?


4. Am I scared of getting older?


5. Am I afraid of dying?


6. Am I living my dream or just getting by in life?


And finally …


7. If my dog was my doctor or my cat was my nurse, and they held an important key to my health and happiness, would I be willing to follow their lead?


If you answered yes to any of these questions, and in particular the last one, then this book has been written especially for you!


Despite the medications and products we use to try to stay healthy and young, there is one essential element to enhancing our health that people rarely consider: strengthening your connection to nature.


For thousands of years, Chinese medicine has considered a connection to nature an integral part of our well-being. What you eat, the emotions you feel, and the lifestyle choices you make can either be in sync with nature or against her. But going against nature is never a win-win situation.


The thing is, if you are an animal lover, nature is not far removed from you. Our animal companions are nature’s representatives. At this very moment your dog may be lying on your bed snuggled up beside you, her body comforting and warm and helping you relax after a challenging day. Or perhaps your cat is stretched across your stomach (an area that often feels tight from stress), mesmerizing you with his hypnotic purring. These are nature’s healthy remedies brought to you by your cat and dog friends. This is their way of changing the world, one human at a time.


* * *


I once had a six-pack. No, not the aluminum-can variety, or the ripples of muscle that some people have on their belly (though on this point I am eternally hopeful!). My “six-pack” was comprised of six animal companions—rescued cats and dogs whose friendship and wisdom enhanced my own health, added immensely to my happiness, and helped transform my spirit.


Let me introduce my motley crew:


1. CODY was a golden tabby we found hiding under a friend’s house with his two brothers. We found homes for his siblings, but Cody insisted that his home was in my heart. The moment I looked into his green eyes, I agreed.


2. Years ago, my employer found a tuxedo kitty wandering through the streets of Hollywood. JESTER stayed at our office during the week until we eventually found him a forever home: on my bed in my apartment.


3. DAKOTA is a black chow who we rescued from a shelter as a puppy. We joke that she was a bribe to my stepkids so they wouldn’t run away from home when they found out they had to move to Los Angeles (bribes work!).


4. I met ROXY when the police brought her into a high-kill shelter after her guardians were arrested for selling drugs. Roxy was a tough street dog, but the moment she put her paw over my hand, I knew our connection was for life.


5. When my friend Theresa adopted a dog from a shelter who turned out to be pregnant, the look in Theresa’s eyes told me I had better take one of the puppies when they were born or else! That’s is how RUDY, a chocolate lab mix, joined our growing family.


6. And finally there was TEDDY, our senior citizen, who was found on skid row looking more like a dingy floor mop than a dog. After several baths and a lot of love, Teddy turned out to be a loyal, affectionate, gentle chow chow, and a valued member of our family.


So, how did four dogs and two cats inspire me to spend five years writing a book? Simple: As I started to pay attention, I began to notice all of the amazing and subtle ways these creatures had of supporting my physical health and emotional happiness. When I was going through the pangs of my divorce, feeling lonely and sad, Jester would find his way onto my chest and lay across it, as if he was absorbing the pain in my heart. His mere presence and eventual purring soothed me like nothing else could. Roxy and her keen nose, meanwhile, always seemed to know when it was time for me to de-stress for the day; just when I was getting wound up, I’d find her chin on my lap and her eyes staring into mine as if to say, “How about a walk?” And no matter what mood I was in, Teddy could always make me laugh as he pranced around the living room. Teddy seemed to know how not to sweat the small stuff, even when in later days, the “small stuff” was death.


My six-pack has enriched my life beyond measure. As you read the upcoming chapters and allow our experiences into your heart, I hope they enrich your life too.


* * *


Here’s how this is going to work. This book is comprised into three major sections:


1. Your Healthy Body


2. Your Happy Mind


3. Your Extraordinary Spirit


Within each chapter you will find:


• Animal-inspired keys to greater health and how you can best utilize them.


• Poignant stories from animal lovers whose bond with their four-legged friends have brought them greater health, happiness, and purpose.


• My own personal stories, inspired by my lively six-pack.


• Advice, interviews, and stories from extraordinary people—including New York Times best-selling author Jack Canfield, cat behaviorist and television show host Jackson Galaxy, television journalist Jane Velez-Mitchell and Ingrid Newkirk, president of People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals—who are changing the world because their minds were inspired, and their hearts touched, by their bonds with their animal friends.


• A wrap-up of the chapter with action steps prescribed by Nurse Kitty Wiskas and Dr. Harry Friend.


By the end of our journey together, you will take away three things:


1. Secrets for greater health and well-being


2. An enhanced awareness of your connection to nature


3. A more meaningful, enriching, and deeper relationship with your animal companions… and yourself.


For your viewing pleasure, go to the Dog as My Doctor, Cat as My Nurse online photo gallery: www.AnimalHumanHealth.com/gallery. The gallery contains pictures of the many characters you will encounter on the pages to come (both the two- and four-legged variety). I recommend visiting the photo gallery after you finish reading each chapter; it will add to your animal–human health connection experience.


(A final note regarding the title of this book: I love cats and dogs and hold the two species in equal regard. Selecting a cat as a nurse and a dog as a doctor is really more about creative license than feeling one medical profession or animal species is better than the other. The truth is, I needed a book title, and “Dog as My Doctor” came to me as I was walking my dog Roxy. “Cat as My Nurse” popped into my head a few minutes later while I was napping with my cat, Jester.)


* * *


We animal lovers are a mighty crew, and I am humbled and honored to be part of this community. Animal lovers go to great lengths to help our four-legged friends. We endure the judgments of those who don’t understand our commitment to animals, and we hurt deeply when we see them mistreated. When animal guardians are fortunate enough to connect with one another, we form a kinship based on a deep understanding that all animals are worthy of love and respect, and that we are better humans because of them.


This awareness of the healing potential of our animal friends could not come at a better time. Individually and collectively, we are at a precipice of a new age—a crossroads of a global awakening. Our planet is experiencing a tremendous paradigm shift, a changing of the old guard. The antiquated mode of thinking that has led to a depletion of our resources, an accumulation of toxicity, and a disregard for Mother Nature is now being challenged. The threats to our survival that we now face are forcing us to realize that the only way out of this mire is through collaboration with each other, regardless of our species. But to heal and transform The Whole, we must begin by transforming The One, and ultimately that means transforming ourselves.


Every day, and in everything that we do, we have the power to choose. We can choose to make lifestyle choices that bring us to chronic illness, or instead, we can choose wellness. If we choose the path of wellness, remember that as animal lovers, we do not walk alone; our companions are on this ride with us. They can help us transform our lives for the better; all we have to do is allow it.


Just like any great road trip, the journey toward our best health can be a joyous one, especially when you realize that you are in the company of angels. Because those of us who love animals can see them as no less.





PART I

Your Healthy Body
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If a dog were my doctor or a cat my nurse, what advice would they give me?


“Every day you must stretch, shake your booty, let people see how totally excited you are to be around them, pointedly demand food when you’re hungry, and live rapturously in the moment.”


—Jane Velez Mitchell, television journalist and author
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CHAPTER 1

Super Dog and Mighty Cat


“Thou art the Great Cat, the avenger of the Gods, and the judge of words, and the president of the sovereign chiefs and the governor of the holy Circle; thou art indeed… the Great Cat.”


—Inscription on the Royal Tombs at Thebes


Batman, Spiderman, Wolverine, and Aquaman—four out of the top ten superheroes listed in a Parade Magazine survey are named after animals or aspects of nature. Throughout time and across cultures, we humans have marveled at the special powers of animals. The strength of bears, the courage of lions, the grace of eagles—all of these qualities stir our imaginations and touch our souls.


Our own animal companions may not have Aquaman’s power to swim as fast as dolphins or Spiderman’s ability to scale skyscrapers, but they do have some unique powers of their own when it comes to enhancing our well-being and longevity. With chronic disease currently presenting itself as our greatest “health villain,” we have never needed their aid as badly as we do today.


Do you know your cat’s or dog’s superpowers? If not, let me share five of them with you now:



1. PETTING


Petting is the most well-known cat and dog superpower. Researchers have studied petting, and their conclusions are unanimous: petting your cats and dogs is great for your heart and blood pressure, and will even give your immune system a boost.2, 3 When we calmly engage in petting, our bodies release oxytocin, the “love hormone.” When oxytocin gets activated, stress starts to melt away, and we feel better about ourselves, our life, and those around us.


But wait, there’s more! Petting your beloved friends can also increase your theta brain waves. This brain activity is not only associated with greater relaxation but with bringing us into a heightened state of intuition, helping us remember long lost memories and inspiring our creativity.4


If you have a four-legged friend, you may already know how good it feels to stroke your dog’s coat or feel the silky sweetness of a cat’s fur under your fingertips. Or perhaps it is they who have already trained you to pet them on demand when they jump on your lap or when they lay their muzzle on your knee. And petting is not just good for your health; it benefits your animal’s health as well. (Only when they agree to it, of course. After all, this is a health partnership.)


The next time you have a tough day at work or are feeling a little blue, instead of reaching for a drink, a candy bar, or an aspirin, you might want to reach out to your feline or canine friend instead. If they are urging you to pet them, go for it! It will be good for both of you.


2. PLACEMENT


Have you ever noticed that cats seem to have an uncanny knack for finding an injury, pain, or discomfort on your body, and then lying across the area in question as if trying to soothe the pain?


My cat Cody liked to lie near my upper back, where I have a curvature in my spine. Jester, my tuxedo tabby, instead preferred to lie on my lower back, where I have degeneration in a disc. It’s as if they had a powwow and decided who was in charge of helping the different parts of my back to heal. The solid pressure of Jester’s warm, big-boned body on my spine, combined with his hypnotic purring, provided me with a soothing relief that often sent me into a deep sleep: a welcome respite after a long day at work.


Many years ago, Lani, a Hawaiian health care professional, told me that when she was a child, whenever she or one of her siblings came down with a stomachache, her aunties would place a kitten across their belly. The aunties believed that the cat could absorb the negative energy, like a poultice, and make the child well again.


Superstition? Old wives’ tales? The truth is, the specifics don’t really matter when you’re sick. Whether the “illness” is actually absorbed by the cat or the comfort of having a warm fuzzy body to cuddle with is what does the trick, when you’re in pain, all you want to do is to feel better again. According to Lani, Cat Belly Therapy makes that happen.


Cats aren’t the only ones who have this placement thing mastered. Studies have shown that Xolos (Mexican hairless dogs) generate intense heat from their bodies—far more than the average cat or dog.5 For people suffering from fibromyalgia, a debilitating disease that causes unrelenting muscle pain, Xolos make great companions because their pain can be relieved by heat. And bonding with a Xolo also has more than just physical benefits: our Xolo friends can also offer much-needed comfort to a fibro patient who also may be contending with depression and anxiety (ailments that often accompany this disease).


3. PURRING


If you are fortunate enough to live with a cat, you know something that a dog lover might not: that a cat’s meow is in their purr. I’ve found that lying in bed with my cats, stroking their plush fur, and listening to their purrfect resonance is one of the most pleasurable and soothing activities life has to offer.


Most people assume that cats purr because they are happy or content, but that’s not the whole story. Yes, feeling relaxed is one of the reasons cats purr; however, they also purr when they are injured, stressed, or giving birth. And they purr to heal.


There is an old veterinary saying that goes, “If you put a cat and a bunch of broken bones in the same room, the bones will heal.” What we’ve learned is that when it comes to healing, a cat’s purr goes beyond the sound; it’s about vibration. Scientists from the Institute of Fauna in North Carolina tell us that the vibration in a cat’s purr falls between 20 and 140 Hz. This range helps accelerate bone growth, heal fractures, and relieve pain, and can also repair tendons and muscles.6 These techniques have been employed in sports medicine to help athletes rehabilitate faster. Right now, the feline friend strewn across your legs is purring at these very same frequencies.


In a medical article in the New Zealand Veterinary Journal, scientist T. F. Cook related how he discovered the curative effects that purring had on a six-year-old male Siamese cat with an acute respiratory tract infection.7 At the beginning of the experiment, the cat’s eyes were nearly swollen shut, his nasal cavities were almost completely blocked, and his breathing was extremely labored. The cat was so depleted and weak that euthanasia was being considered. But Cook found that when the cat began to purr, his breathing became easier, and the more he purred, the better he got. The next day, the kitty began to eat, and twenty-four hours later, his breathing went back to normal.


Cats’ purrs can help calm our nerves. They even soothe tension headaches, according to several of my own cat guardian patients. So if you are fortunate enough to live with a cat, remember: the quality time you spend interacting with them can be therapeutic for both of you. Just ask Christine Kloser, an award-winning author and book coach whose guidance has transformed the lives of visionary entrepreneurs and authors around the world; if you do, she’s sure to tell you about a cat named Schumper.






Schumper & Christine


“Schumper” is a made-up word that my husband and I created before our cat ever came into our lives. When we adopted him from the ASPCA he was named Scoobie Doo. But within seventy-two hours of bringing him home, it was clear that he was not a Scoobie Doo but a Schumper instead.


Schumper is my guardian angel and he helps me stay connected to my soul. If I’m having a tough day, feeling stressed out, or working too hard, he reminds me that it’s time to take a break by jumping on my keyboard or sitting on my lap (the way he is right now). Sometimes he crawls up my chest so his chin is near my face, nudges me, or paces back and forth across my desk. Schumper will try just about anything to make his presence known. Lounging on the sofa and keeping me company is Schumper’s simple way of bringing me back into balance. We are so connected, he and I.


Schumper influences my creativity by reminding me to shift from doing-ness into being-ness. He is a great example of living in that space. The times when I stop to sit and pet him are all about just being. His purr is an instant connection to the magnificence of life, and it quells my thinking mind. Once, when I was away for several days and feeling stressed, my husband and daughter taped Schumper purring and e-mailed the file to me because they know how grounding that sound is for me.


I can’t help but think, what would the world be like if everyone just purred? That feeling it gives you—ahhhh, all is well, life is good, I love you—is unbeatable. If the world could just purr we would all heal, and find peace.






4. POWER NOSES


Recently my stepdaughter, Gina, visited us from college. One night, as she lay on the floor, the dogs piled on top of her. Laughing, she lifted her head out from beneath the jumble of fur and told me that Dakota would not stop licking her ankle. Gina was on the ultimate Frisbee team at her school, and she had twisted her ankle during a game. Now it was swollen and tender and Dr. Dakota was methodically licking it, clearly aware something was not right on her foot.


“Licking your wounds” is a saying for a reason; studies show that dog saliva contains histatins, chemicals that can help a wound heal from infection faster.8


When you have several animals at home, like I do, their licking of each other can alert you to an injury or problem that you might not have otherwise noticed. In this way, they become each other’s doctors and nurses.


Dakota’s tongue may not have healed Gina’s swollen ankle, but Gina’s laughter got her mind off of her injury for a while, and it gave her body a good dose of the positive hormones that accompany laughter. But how did Dakota know to administer the licking and the laughter therapy? She used her nose to sniff out what was amiss.


Canines and felines experience a large part of their world through their snouts. Their sense of smell is generally 10,000–100,000 times stronger than a human being’s.


Their nose knows. In recent years, cats and dogs have been using their nasal superpowers to alert epileptics before and after oncoming seizures, and to warn their guardians of potential heart attacks.


At the Pine Street Acupuncture Clinic in San Anselmo, California, doctors Michael McCullogh and Michael Broffman have been conducting research for the last twenty years on dogs’ ability to detect cancer through their sense of smell. During trials, canine participants are taught to smell out ovarian, lung, and breast cancer. When they detect the disease in a breath sample vial, they sit in front of it to alert their handlers. Sometimes, however, that unhealthy sample is not a vial but an actual human being.


Dr. McCullough shared a story with me about what happened when the guardian of one of the dogs who had participated in the trials took him to a dog show to compete:


Normally dogs receive the prize ribbon for demonstrating their award-winning posture and gait—but in the middle of the show, this dog suddenly sat down, rather somberly, at the feet of one of the judges. In our training at the clinic, the dogs sit down when they smell something amiss; when what they smell is cancer. After conferring with the dog’s handler and realizing why the dog was sitting down in front of her and what it might mean, the judge decided to heed the dog’s alert and went to see her doctor. The diagnosis was as the dog had indicated: she had cancer.


It’s remarkable that the dog did this in a totally different context, in a totally different location, with a new person, and even with a type of cancer that the dog had not even been trained to detect. It goes to show that dogs know more about your health than you know about theirs. You have to take your dog to a vet to find out what is wrong with them, but your dog already knows what is going on with you. The first step, therefore, should not be to wait and see what our dogs can do for us when it comes to our health but to find out what your dog already knows that you haven’t yet noticed. All of the little signals they give you—the tugging on your leg, the barking, the whining—this could be the dog saying, “You don’t look so good today” or “A little sunshine would do you wonders” or “Are you sure you want to talk to her that way?” If you pay attention and look closely, your dog is already doing his or her job.


5. PERSONAL MIRRORING


As a child I was entertained, delighted, and inspired by movies—so as an adult, to work on films as an editor and get paid for it was a dream come true. What I didn’t realize, though, was that the movie business could be a far too demanding mistress. Epic hours, paired with the taxing personalities I sometimes worked with, could send my stress levels skyrocketing. This lethal combination would sometimes cause my back to suddenly spasm to the point where even breathing would become excruciating.


Relief came through acupuncture, administered by the skillful hands of Dr. Mikio Sankey. As I lay on his treatment table, Mikio would gently insert tiny needles into different parts of my body, providing almost instant pain relief.


Like you do with a hairdresser, you tend to tell your acupuncturist pretty much everything. During the course of my conversations with Mikio, I told him about Cody, my golden tabby cat, and how he insisted on lying across my back, right near the curvature in my spine.


“What do you think Cody is trying to tell you?” Mikio asked.


“No idea,” I said.


“Animals often try to tell us something we need to know about ourselves,” he told me. “You just have to be willing to hear it.”


They say that in time our animals reflect our physical appearance, and that may be, but what Mikio was suggesting, and what other experts are now backing up, is that this mirroring goes beyond hair style, body type, or facial features.9 Take a moment to think about how your cat or dog might reflect something about your overall health. Is your dog overweight? If so, are you or is someone else in your family carrying a few extra pounds? Is your cat acting agitated, stressed, or anxious? Perhaps you’ve been working a few too many hours each day and need to take some time to unwind and relax.


In my years of clinical experience, I’ve observed that a patient’s physical problems usually have a deeper root than the obvious physical symptoms. A profound blow to our emotions can eventually manifest in headaches, back pain, and gut issues. Perhaps you have felt yourself get angry or anxious, only to have your stomach react in painful knots. With their keen senses and heightened awareness, our animal companions can sense our emotions—often before we do. So pay attention to how your cat or dog reflects your own health; it will not only give you a new, insightful, and powerful tool to add to your health kit, it will also create an opportunity for a deeper connection between you and your best friend.


PARTNERSHIP: YOUR SUPERPOWER!


Petting, Placement, Purring, Power Noses, and Personal Mirrors—these are just five of the superpowers that allow cats and dogs to guide their humans toward a healthier, happier, and more extraordinary life. But to maximize the effects of any of your companion’s superpowers, you will need to activate your end of the animal-human bond by employing your own superpower: Partnership.


Scientific American reports that the healing benefits of animals take place when they and their guardian are emotionally connected10—which makes it extra important to strengthen your bond with your animal friends by nurturing your “ships” with them: your relationship, your friendship, and your guardianship. In this way, your partnership will blossom and reward you in ways that you cannot imagine.
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1. Now that we’ve revealed our superpowers to you, why not enjoy them with us?


2. If we get sick, please take us to see our own doctors and nurses. Once we’re taken care of, take the opportunity to see if your own physical health needs attention.


3. If we are misbehaving and you’re not sure why, don’t just get mad at us. Take time to look in the mirror and you might discover something about the person who is staring back.


COMING UP: Oh what a glorious morning, oh what a splendid day… What, you don’t feel glorious or splendid until after you’ve had a large cup of coffee? Well then, a morning ritual may just be what your dog doctor or cat nurse has in store for you!
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CHAPTER 2

Your Morning Ritual


“We give dogs time we can spare, space
we can spare, and love we can spare.
And in return, dogs give us their all.
It’s the best deal man has ever made.”


—M. Facklam


If you are interested in living a healthy, happy, and truly extraordinary life, you shouldn’t even consider facing the world first thing in the morning without engaging in a morning ritual. Don’t worry, I’m not talking about human sacrifices and primal dancing. I’m merely suggesting activities like meditation, breathing exercises, listening to inspirational pod-casts, enjoying music, reading uplifting books, practicing tai chi, saying affirmations, doing yoga, or writing in a journal. Got something else in mind? Great! As long as it is positive, nurturing, and empowering, it can become part of your daily morning routine.


THESE MAGIC MOMENTS


Our brains produce different brainwaves throughout the day depending on our moods, activities, and state of mind. When you first wake up in the morning, your brain waves are in an alpha state, relaxed but effortlessly alert (alpha waves are the bridge between your conscious and subconscious mind). Because of this, the moments just after you wake are when you are most susceptible to “light bulb” ideas, new thoughts, and increased creativity. It is a common time to remember where you left your keys, to flash on that name you completely forgot, or to come up with a great ending for your book. Top athletes compete more optimally when their brains produce more alpha waves, and Navy Seals are trained to enter alpha states to reduce their stress levels and help them make better decisions.11, 12


5 BENEFITS OF A MORNING RITUAL


• Calms and relaxes you, and sets you up for the rest of the day


• Enhances memory


• Benefits creativity


• Improves problem-solving abilities


• Increases learning capabilities


Because your mind is so malleable in the early A.M., it is the worst time for you to plop out of bed and fill your head with disturbing news events that may come over cyberspace. The more stressed we get, the more we become susceptible to life’s curveballs, as well as the stress-related disorders that lie at the root of many illnesses.


For many years I did not have a morning ritual in place. Looking back, it’s no wonder that I felt I had no control over my life or moods, and blamed the things that happened to me on circumstances or other people. Now that I’ve incorporated a morning ritual into my day, I have the clarity to see that I am the master of my day. I may not be able to control the moment-to-moment life challenges I encounter, but I can control how I feel when I first wake up; I can plant my interior garden with enthusiasm, optimism, and confidence, or I can allow it to run wild with insecurity, fear, and irritation. The choice is ultimately mine.


A morning ritual feels great and the benefits are tremendous. And the best part is, if you have animal friends, you can add them to your morning ritual to sweeten the deal even more!


If you need some convincing on this point, read what Bob has to say about how his cat, Jordan’s insistence on enjoying a morning ritual changed his life.






Jordan & Bob


Twelve years ago, my wife, Mary, found a tiny silver and grey kitten under a dumpster at a construction site. She brought the kitty home and we named her Jordan.


I get up early in the morning, well before Mary does. Because it is very quiet and Zen-like at that time of day, this is when I engage in my morning rituals. Washing the dishes, feeding our bird, and making a latte for my wife are some of the things I enjoy doing. I have a business helping people with highly stressful tax issues, and the morning is my quiet time to get my thoughts together for the rest of the day.


From the first day we brought her home, as soon as she heard me stir in the morning, Jordan would stretch her body then rub against my legs, wanting me to scratch her back and gently pull on her tail. Filling her food bowl and opening her cat door wasn’t enough for her; Jordan wanted me to interact with her even more. As I washed the dishes, she would roll over onto her back to distract me and try get me to play with her… which I often did.


Although I loved my time with Jordan, there were days when I got really busy and had to get to work early. I’d get so wrapped up in my thoughts that not only would I ignore Jordan, I would stomp around the house from room to room, unaware of the noise I was making.


“Bob, you’re scaring Jordan!” Mary would yell.


Realizing that I could step on Jordan and accidentally hurt her always brought my thoughts back to the present—which is a great place to be. To have this lovely little creature be there for me every morning, so happy to see me wake up, gave me a warm and loving feeling.


When Jordan turned eleven, she began to have trouble walking. She was in pain, stopped eating, and the quality of her life began to diminish.


After a visit to the vet, Mary told me, “Bob, it’s time. We have to let her go.”


I refused and told her I wasn’t ready. But Mary made me see that this decision was not about me. I had to find the strength to do what was best for Jordan. And I did.


The last morning Jordan and I were together, I got up extra early and spent as much time with her as I could. I even came home early to have a picnic with her. Outside in the sunshine, Mary and I fed Jordan her favorite foods and let her know we loved her. I know she enjoyed those hours, being in the sunlight with us.


Then the vet came and we had to say good-bye.


Over the next few weeks, my morning ritual was no longer filled with the joy I had experienced for so many years. I realized how frivolous and stupid it was to leave early for work when I didn’t have to, or how I would get distracted by meaningless events instead of enjoying Jordan and my family. Jordan is gone, but she taught me how important this is. And I’m different now because of her.


Today we have a new cat living with us—Juno. Juno gets as much quality time with me as she wants every morning, and this is directly because of Jordan. We are a family, my wife, Juno, and me, and I value every moment we have together.
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