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INTRODUCTION: THE SCIENCE OF LIFE

Ancient India’s system of Ayurveda is probably the oldest medical science known to man, dating back at least five thousand years. Sanskrit for “the Science (veda) of Life (ayur),” this traditional system of healing encompasses diet, self-care, herbal therapy, bodywork, yoga, meditation, prayer, and environment. Drawn from the ancient Vedic culture, tradition has it that Ayurveda was passed from the Vedic gods to a group of mystics who tried to discover the secrets of longevity and the cures for illnesses. Absorbed in meditation, they received knowledge ranging from everyday well-being to internal medicine and surgery. The science of Ayurveda remained an oral tradition in India for hundreds of years, until it was collected into three basic books called the Charak Samhita, which talks about internal medicine, the Sushruta Samhita, which talks about surgery, and the Ashtanga Hridayam, which is a more recent collection that draws from the previous two. Other lesser-known books about medicine exist, but much of the knowledge from the oral tradition has been lost over time. In addition, the articulate Ayurvedic philosophies and concepts that these books recorded in ancient Sanskrit sometimes gets lost in translation to English or other languages.

During the time that India was a colony of the British Empire, the authorities tried to stop the practice of Ayurveda, and it lost the influence it once held. But after India became an independent nation in 1947, Ayurveda began to undergo a renaissance in which it steadily reestablished itself in India and abroad.

The ancient science of Ayurveda tells us that the mind and body are not two separate entities but are, in fact, a unique psychophysiological system with intricately related influences. We all look different, behave differently, and have different reactions to emotional and physical influences. And while similarities exist from one person to the next, Ayurveda sees each person as an individual and teaches that there is no universal solution for any health problem. We each have unique ways of manifesting illness and need to adopt individual self-care patterns that bring us closest to our natural state. True health is defined by our ability to live closest to our natural state.

Ayurveda is about living in balance. But, unlike other contemporary definitions of the word, balance does not indicate a state of all things being equal. Rather, when we have understood our own natural state, balance can be understood as keeping that equilibrium between our innate physical and emotional tendencies, and maintaining it in relation to external influences. The inconsistencies of daily living challenge our ability to live per our natural state and constantly push us away from it. Ayurveda is the perfect balancer because it addresses the whole person and lifestyle, not just the physical body or the mind. Ayurveda’s primary focus is on how to stay healthy and balanced rather than on cures for illness, which only address the symptoms and not the causes of imbalance.

Ayurveda looks at the mind-body as a single unit rather than as two distinct entities. It looks beyond the physical anatomy and physiology of an individual, and the supposition that we all manifest disease in the same way. Ayurveda recognizes that the emotional and physical aspects of disease are intricately connected. In Western medicine, a mental health practitioner will diagnose and treat an illness of the mind, while a physician treats the physical body, without either acknowledging any connection between the two. Nor does contemporary medicine recognize the significance of energetic influences on the body, or the power of healing via energetic medicine. Ayurveda, on the other hand, maintains that thousands of tangible energy channels exist within and around the living body, such that stimulation of these channels affects the physical organs and their health.

Western medicine, or allopathy, is based upon prognosis and cure. An illness must first be identified in order for treatment to be applied. Western medicine does not concern itself with keeping the body healthy and balanced over the long term. Ayurveda, however, is a preventative medical philosophy and practice that addresses the well-being of the mind-body from its origin rather than merely addressing the symptoms of disease. It starts with the premise that to be healthy, the mind-body must be in a state of balance and that the individual requires an intuitive self-awareness to remain healthy. And when external influences do propel us into a state of ill health, we can apply guided therapeutic measures over the short term to bring the mind-body back into a state of balance and help it stay that way over the long term.

As modern medicine strives to integrate with traditional global medicines, the world has begun to become more and more intrigued by Ayurveda. However, many misconceptions still occur. Often perceived to be a folklore for the Indian people, a cult form steeped in Hindu worship, or perhaps even a subset of other systems, such as traditional Chinese medicine, herbal healing, or homeopathy, Ayurveda is not, in fact, any of these. Rather it is a holistic lifestyle therapy, born out of ancient Vedic wisdom, that helps address all aspects of emotional and physical well-being.

In Ayurveda, the understanding of the universe is broken down to its basic elements. The mind-body is comprised of these same elements and so is considered a subset of the universe. Health is directly proportional to the mind-body’s alignment with its natural state and our ability to live in harmony with our environs. The Ayurvedic doctor serves as the patients’ guide to achieving an intuitive understanding of their own mind-bodies.

The following chapters provide a basic guideline to Ayurvedic medicine. The first chapter outlines fundamental Ayurvedic physiological concepts that are key to understanding any aspect of the medicine. Chapter 2 details the anatomy of the mind-body, helping tie together the information provided in Chapter 1. Chapter 3 outlines the various stages of disease development and the measures used by an Ayurvedic doctor for accurate diagnosis. Chapters 4 and 5 explain the various aspects of Ayurvedic treatment. Chapter 6 provides a brief conclusion. This book contains a fair amount of Sanskrit terminology, which is necessary for a thorough understanding of the medicine. Since these words can be difficult to grasp initially, a glossary of Sanskrit terms has been provided as a handy reference.
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CHAPTER 1



BASIC AYURVEDIC PHYSIOLOGICAL PRINCIPLES
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Basic Ayurvedic Physiological Principles



OJAS [image: ]


Life Force

Ayurveda teaches that health is the result of a powerful energy within us called Ojas, meaning “that which invigorates.” A high level of Ojas brings bliss and happiness, discernable to those around us as radiance, poise, and a sharp intellect. Ojas is the vital energy, the life force that courses through the mind-body and is responsible for wellness, harmony, and spiritual growth. Keeping our lives in balance to maximize Ojas is the essential goal of Ayurveda.

The Charak Samhita refers to eight essential drops of Ojas that reside in the heart and then half an anjali, or one handful, of this subtle substance that permeates the entire mind and body, infusing our tissues with living energy necessary for functioning. This subtle energy gives us the capacity not just for surviving, but also for living at peak performance. Ojas may be present at its full potential at any point, creating energy in all that we do, or it may be depleted at any point, taking away from us the ability to maximize our potential. When Ojas is low, we are like dried leaves—tired, worn out, and brittle. We experience a breakdown in the normal functions of our mind-body system and become susceptible to illness, both emotionally and physically. Living a balanced lifestyle that is pure and close to nature leads us to increase Ojas at all times. In Ayurveda we call this state of natural balance Sattwa. An overactive lifestyle, known as Rajas, or a dull, inert lifestyle, known as Tamas, will cause stress, the key challenger to Ojas. To increase Ojas to its fullest potential means protecting the mind and body against unhealthy influences. It means understanding how to counter the stress of every day by living a Sattwic lifestyle.
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