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Breathe Into Your Massage
Mindful Breathing Enhances Bodywork Benefits

Cathy Ulrich

During her massage, Elaine was having
trouble relaxing, continually talking
about all of the stressors in her life. |
took a deep breath and asked her to do
the same. Suddenly, her body relaxed
and | finally felt her respond to the work
I was doing. So, what shifted with that
simple suggestion?

In The Moment

Elaine was thinking about the stresses in
her life instead of where she was at the
moment. She was in a safe space,
receiving gentle, supportive bodywork.
And vyet she couldn't relax. By simply
asking her to be mindful of her breath,
she immediately felt her body and
became present with me in that space.

control labor pain. By consciously
breathing during contractions, they
learn to shift the feeling of pain to just
sensation.

Elaine came to see me because she had
chronic pain in her foot, knee, and hip.
Often chronic pain sets up as a vicious
cycle of muscle tightness, impaired
blood flow, and more pain, even in
areas distant from the original problem.
When | asked Elaine to send her breath
to the foot, she changed her feeling of
pain to simply sensation and this opened
a door that allowed me to change the
holding pattern in her tissue.

Of course she couldn't physically
breathe into her foot, but the imagery of

Mindful breathing brings an indvidual back into their body, facilitating presence and relaxation.

Many meditation traditions use the
breath to quiet the mind. With mindful
breathing, we're suddenly thrust into an
awareness of our inner spaces and a
feeling that we actually do live in a body.

Reduce Pain

One of the first things expectant
mothers learn in natural childbirth
classes is breathing techniques to help

sending warm, healing breath into her
foot from the inside while I worked on it
from the outside changed her
relationship to the pain.

Try this simple technique yourself. As
you tune into your breath, notice your
body. Is there discomfort or pain?
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Breathe in, and think of filling your
lungs with healing oxygen. Now breathe
out, and imagine sending this warm,
healing oxygen directly to the place that
hurts. Continue gently breathing into
the area for a few minutes. What does it
feel like now?

Relieve Stress

When | worked with Elaine, | noticed
that the more she talked about her
stressful life, the shallower her breath
became. She was breathing high in her
chest in short, rapid breaths. Her mind
had transported her back to her stressful
life, even though she was in a place

where she was supported and
encouraged to take a break from that
stress, putting her body into a

fight-or-flight response.

One clear manifestation of this is rapid,
shallow breathing. While stress can
produce this breathing pattern, the
good news is that we can consciously
change the breathing pattern and reduce
the stress. It works both ways.

As | asked Elaine to slow her breathing
and take deeper breaths, the tension in
her face softened. Her body relaxed on
the table as if she were sinking into the
padding. Her feet became warmer, a
sure sign that her circulation had
changed and that her nervous system had
switched from fight or flight to the
calming mode of rest and digest.

Try this for yourself. The next time
you're feeling stressed, stop for a
moment and notice how you're
breathing. Is your breath high in your
chest? Is it fast and shallow? Now, gently
invite your breath to slow down. Start to
pull breath into your lungs by letting
your belly relax and expand as you
inhale. Spend a few moments with
yourself and your breath and look at the
stressful situation again. Does it seem so
bad now?

Your Massage

Receiving a massage does involve
participation on the client's part. While
the practitioner is the expert on the
bodywork, the clients are the experts on
their bodies. In our culture, the
client/therapist relationship is often a
check-your-body-at-the-door  affair.
But so much more can happen when the
client works with the therapist.

The next time you go for a massage, try
these suggestions to achieve mindful
breathing and enhance the benefits of
your session:

- As you settle onto the table, feel the
weight of your body on the table and
begin to notice your breath.

- Feel your breath moving of its own
accord. Where is it most noticeable?
Bring into the spaces that feel less full
(without effort--just invite).

- When your therapist starts working,
notice the pressure and rhythm. When
your practitioner lets up on the
pressure, breathe in. When she/he
applies pressure, breathe out.

- If your practitioner comes to a
tender area, pay special attention to
your breath. Work with the tenderness
on the exhale, imagining that you're

breathing out the pain.

- As your therapist works on different
areas, imagine your breath moving there
to meet her. Send your breath wherever
she is working. Let her work on the
outside, you work on the inside.

- Notice the changes as the massage
progresses.  Notice your thought
patterns. Notice your comfort level.
Notice your stress (and how it melts) as
you send breath to the various areas of
your body.

- When your session is complete and
you sit up, notice how your breath feels.
What do you notice about your body, the
room, the light?

Why not use the lifegiving force of
breath to make your next massage an
even more beneficial experience. Just
breathe.
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Being actively aware of your breath during a massage enhances the benefits of your session.




The Health Benefits of Ginger

Easing Nausea, Joint Pain, and Allergies

This pungent spice is found in cuisine
around the globe, but ginger has also
been used for more than 2,500 years
for its medicinal properties. The
ancient Chinese knew that it aided in
the absorption of many herbal
preparations and they prescribed it
extensively as a digestive tonic.

A native root of southeast Asia, ginger is
a potent ally in the treatment of nausea,
motion sickness, and joint pain.
Current research confirms ginger's
efficacy as an anti-inflammatory, Gl
calmative, and antihistamine. The active
ingredients found in ginger -- gingerols
and shagoals -- lower levels of
prostaglandins, the chemicals
responsible for pain and inflammation
in joints and muscles. By reducing
prostaglandins, ginger can even have a
positive effect on heart health and
circulation because chronic, systemic
inflammation increases the risk of heart
attack and blood vessel compromise.

Ginger comes in several forms. Fresh
and dried ginger is available in

supermarkets for use in cooking. It's
also available in capsules, an extract pill
form, prepackaged tea bags, crystallized,
and as a topical oil.

Recommended Uses
Motion Sickness and Nausea

Most medications for nausea and
motion sickness work to calm the
nervous system and can cause drowsiness
and dry mouth. On the other hand,
ginger calms the digestive tract directly
and has been shown to reduce nausea
after surgery and chemotherapy. For
motion sickness, take 100 mg two hours
before departure and every four hours
afterwards or as needed.

Arthritis and Muscle Aches

Massage ginger oil into affected areas
and/or take up to 1 g of powdered ginger
daily to reduce inflammation.

Colds and Allergies

Drink up to 4 cups of ginger tea daily or
enjoy authentic ginger ale (made from
real ginger).
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The ginger plant has many medicinal uses.

Easing Holiday Angst

Five Stress Busters for a Joyous Season

You enter the holiday season with the
best of intentions -- looking forward to
time spent with family and friends,
decorating, shopping, baking. But as
soon as you pile holiday activities on top
of an already busy life, you're likely to
find yourself relating more to Ebineezer
Scrooge than Martha Stewart.

Consider these five suggestions to keep
holiday stress at bay:

1. Determine a Shopping Budget

For many, gift giving is an important
part of the holidays, serving as a way to
express love and appreciation for friends
and family. But when the credit card
bills arrive in January, you may discover
you've extended your holiday stress well
into the New Year. Plan your budget in

advance, determine what you can spend,
and stick to the plan.

2. Create a Time Budget

Many will make a shopping budget, but
what about making a time budget?
Before accepting every invitation this
year, decide ahead how many parties you
can and want to attend while
maintaining your sanity. Make choices
about your time commitments based on
what you'd really like to do this year,
rather than what you think you should
do or what you've always done. Don't
forget to leave time for yourself.

3. Set Food-Intake Boundaries

You'll likely be tempted to eat in excess,
and don't be too hard on yourself if you
don't stick to your pre-holiday eating

standards. But do decide ahead of time
just how much you'll deviate from your
eating routine.

4. Stick to Your Exercise Regimen
Regular exercise is a powerful stress
buster. You'll feel better, sleep better,
avoid weight gain, boost your immune
system, and maintain a positive outlook
about yourself. While it may seem like
an easy time concession to make, don't
give in to the idea. Stick to exercise, and
you'll thank yourself for it.

5. Take Time to Rest

Take time from your schedule to honor
the cycles of the season. The holidays fall
during winter solstice -- the shortest day
of the year. Learn from nature, and get
plenty of rest.
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