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The Herbal Renaissance


The Lord created medicines out of the earth, and the wise do not reject them.
—BOOK OF SIRACH 38:4



We are witnessing an unprecedented resurgence in natural healing. The search for holistic approaches to enhance health is permeating every aspect of our culture and society. Why is there such an explosive interest in natural medicine? It is certainly not for lack of success from our scientific approach to illness. Major advances in physiology, biochemistry, pharmacology, and genetics have exponentially expanded our understanding of disease, and we have developed previously unimaginable new ways to diagnose and treat the afflictions of humanity. Within the last fifty years we have eradicated smallpox, minimized the risk of many life-threatening childhood diseases, performed sophisticated brain surgery, and transplanted organs. In view of these obvious successes of our modern medical system, we might imagine that the status of the institutions of medicine would be at an all-time high. And yet we know there is pervasive dissatisfaction and frustration with our health care. How can we explain this paradox?

It is the nature of life to strive continually for more evolutionary solutions to the endless challenges that arise. In this information age, every intelligent person has access to a vast body of facts and opinions on any subject of interest. People facing health concerns no longer depend solely upon their physicians for advice and information on the management of their illness. Whether or not you have a health-care background, you have unprecedented opportunities to learn about your problem. Through the Internet, books, journals, newsletters, and support groups, more and more people are formulating their own view of their illness and how they want to approach it. Patients are no longer passive and are not inclined to be as patient as they once were. There is a powerful movement of self-empowerment and consumerism in the world today that grew in part out of the sixties mindset of challenging authority. Thalidomide, DES, Fen-Phen, and other highly publicized drug recalls over the past generation have dampened our unbridled enthusiasm for consuming every new pharmaceutical product as the shortest distance between sickness and health. With expanding information on the role of diet, stress, and activity on health and disease, many people are asking these new questions of their health providers: What should I be eating to help my body heal? How can I better manage my stress? Is there a role for nutritional supplements in the treatment of my condition?

Such questions reflect a deeper one, which we hear each day at the Chopra Center for Well Being: What more can I do to be an active partner in my healing process? Unfortunately, most of our medical colleagues are ill-prepared to answer these questions, and often discourage their patients from asking them, directly or indirectly. Consequently, more people are seeking alternative sources of information. The now well-known report of Dr. David Eisenberg showed that more than two in five Americans sought out “unconventional” medical treatment in 1997, while other studies have put the number at closer to one in two.1, 2

What needs are being fulfilled by these unorthodox modalities? In our experience at the Chopra Center, most people have not rejected medical care; they simply want to explore other, less toxic alternatives before resorting to a potent drug or procedure; they want to be more than passive receptacles of physician-prescribed drugs; they want to go beyond compliance to active partnership. It is here that herbal medicine can make a contribution to the well-being of individuals and of our community.

According to Ayurveda, India’s ancient medical system, human beings are not merely thinking physical machines frozen in time and space. Rather, we are networks of intelligence in a universe of energy and information. The conscious energy field of the universe organizes into forms and phenomena spanning the entire range from galaxies to subatomic particles. Somewhere in between are human beings, with their physical, emotional, psychological, and spiritual layers. We are in constant and dynamic exchange with our environment through our breathing, eating, eliminating, perceptions, and interpretations. It is an illusion of our senses that our boundaries end abruptly at the surface of our skin.

Within this framework, health is more than the mere absence of a laboratory abnormality; it is the dynamic integration of environment, body, mind, and spirit. Herbal medicine offers a gentle approach to enhance this integration, particularly when the imbalance has not gone too far. Healing plants allow us to reconnect with our environment, accessing the power of nature as our ancestors have done since antiquity. Herbs can help us normalize disturbed physiological functions including digestion, elimination and sleep. They can help restore weakened immunity, settle a turbulent mind and promote detoxification and rejuvenation. Plants provide us expanded and diverse options to synthesized drugs, but they do not replace the appropriate use of pharmaceuticals.

We wouldn’t use a jackhammer to knock a nail into a wall, nor would we expect to remove the nail with a tweezers. There is an appropriate tool for every job, and this is certainly true for medicines. In our earlier days as medical doctors, we would at times prescribe a medication, simply because we did not have any other tools in our toolbox. If we saw someone with annoying migraines, we would prescribe a headache medicine. If we believed that a patient was suffering with mild depression, we would prescribe an antidepressant. Difficulty sleeping? Chronic back pain? Indigestion? We could justify prescribing a pharmacological agent for just about any problem you might have.

When we began seriously and systematically to use holistic approaches, we saw people with conditions in which subtler, natural options were more effective, with fewer side effects, than any medication we could offer.

One of David’s first experiences with natural medicine was with a woman with migraine headaches who had not responded to treatment for over a year. Despite a trial of every known headache drug, her discomfort persisted, creating frustration for the patient and her doctors, who received regular calls from the emergency room announcing her arrival. Finally, out of desperation, she was taught a simple meditation technique, instructed to make minor changes in her diet, and she was prescribed an herbal tea made of feverfew. After just a few weeks she related a major improvement in her headache pattern, and within six months no longer required medical care for what had been a lifelong condition. Deepak vividly recalls one of his early cases in which he prescribed herbal aromatherapy for a woman with life-threatening heart irregularities. She was taught to associate the herbal scent with a healing meditation technique and was eventually able to eliminate her need for medication, to the astonishment of her cardiologist. The plural of anecdote is not science, but even doctors can be impressed by their personal experiences. We are increasingly reassured by the growing body of scientific literature demonstrating the measurable benefits of herbal remedies, which we see every day at the Chopra Center.

On the other hand, people sometimes have unrealistic expectations of herbs. Resorting to a blend of wishful thinking and denial, women with abnormal mammograms, smokers with problematic chest X-rays, and overweight people with dangerously elevated blood sugars may go on quests to find the “magical” herb that will cause their physical problem to evaporate, preferably without any other lifestyle change. With these patients, we have learned that compassionate, honest education is the key to enlisting their choice of a course that is realistic and likely to succeed. Herbs can add tremendous value in these circumstances, but they are not a substitute for appropriate medical care.

An herbal medicine can be a powerful ingredient in a holistic health program, but it should not be expected to carry the entire healing responsibility. Herbs can help support, nourish, and balance the physiology, and they can help detoxify and replenish, but although they can play an important role, herbs should not, by themselves, be expected to eradicate metastatic cancer, cure infertility, or reverse an inherited degenerative disease. Our goal in this book is to honor plant-based medicines for their contribution to our health without over- or underestimating their value. With this approach, we believe we will see a greater interest in, and acceptance of, these powerful, ancient healing substances.

The Antidote to Anguish and Alienation

In our growing mastery of the world, we may forget that there is a profound underlying intelligence that expresses itself in nature. Many people living in urban centers spend days, weeks, and months without the opportunity to immerse themselves in a natural environment. Driving through rush-hour traffic to work in an office without access to fresh air alienates us from our environment and ultimately from ourselves. Fast-food meals and commercial entertainment provide few reminders that we ourselves are magnificent expressions of Mother Nature. We believe that deep in our evolutionary soul we long for a sense of connection to our environment. Our resurgent fascination with herbs may nurture that part of our spirit that is calling for a simpler life and a more innocent time when we felt closer to the natural world. Perhaps we are enamored with herbal medicines because it is in our nature to use the plants in our environment to balance and heal us. To this end, we hope The Chopra Center Herbal Handbook provides valuable guidance on your journey to well-being.
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A Brief Tour through Herbal History


He preferred to know the power of herbs and their value for curing purposes, and, heedless of glory, to exercise that quiet art.
—VIRGIL, AENEID



Once upon a time, a small, apelike creature pulled itself up on two legs to get a better view of its environment. Over the next several million years, its brain got bigger while its hair got thinner, until about 100,000 years ago a tool-using, language-creating being evolved that anthropologists now call human. While sampling their surroundings, human beings developed an unwritten roster of which plants in their environment tasted good, tasted bad, made them feel better, or made them sick. This knowledge of vegetative power, passed down from generation to generation, was collected to answer the perennial questions that all of us face at times: How can I fulfill my hunger? How can I relieve my suffering? How can I maintain my vitality?

Long before our beginning as human beings, we were inextricably interwoven with the plant kingdom. We cannot imagine a world without green things, because we could not exist without plants. From the time that plants and animals took their first separate evolutionary steps, we have remained interdependent. Without the alchemy that plants perform of transforming light into sugar and oxygen, animals could not have arisen or survived. We owe our very existence to the herbal kingdom, although most of us rarely even consider the contribution of herbs to our well-being. Although we supply carbon dioxide for their consumption, our growing exploitation of the natural environment leaves us in deepening debt to the generous greenery that has sustained the animal world for millions of years. One of our hopes in writing this book is to add to the growing chorus of voices striving to alert humanity to the recklessly dangerous self-destructive path that decimating our natural habitats heralds. Immense untapped healing wisdom lives in the plants of our planet, and it is both our responsibility and our birthright to honor the gifts they offer. Let’s spend a few moments looking at the important role that healing plants have played in our lives since the dawn of humankind.

In the Beginning

The evolution of herbal medicine is a fascinating story. As every parent experiences firsthand, infant human beings have a tendency to put everything into their mouths. We suspect that early humans had a similar propensity, sampling every fruit, flower, leaf, bark, and root, looking for sources of nourishment. At times they discovered powerful medicines, and at other times powerful poisons. Often the same plant could be both, depending upon the dosage and part ingested. A few leaves of foxglove infused into a tea could strengthen the heart, while a more potent brew could stop it altogether, after first causing vomiting and turning one’s vision green. Drops of sap from an unripe poppy could soothe a crampy digestive tract and relieve the pain of a wound, but too much would lead to constipation, lethargy, and even death. A decoction of senna pods might induce a complete bowel evacuation, but a few too many leaves could empty a person to the point of dehydration. Some plants had powerful actions, while others were subtler. After discovering the effect of a particular plant, efforts to define the most potent components would follow, be it the leaf, root, or berry. Herbal knowledge advanced through trial and error, without the benefit of animal testing, but almost certainly with the benefit of animal observation. Many wild animals, from birds to gorillas, seek out specific plants when they are feeling under the weather. Attentive hunters may have noticed the bear chewing long pepper after her fray with a venomous viper, or a wolf eating ipecac to induce vomiting after consuming a poisonous lizard, and subsequently investigated their medicinal properties.

As tribes became more proficient in meeting their basic survival needs, specialized roles could be supported, the first of which was that of the medicine person. In addition to knowledge about the spirit world, the tribal healer developed a repertoire of secret healing substances that was jealously guarded, selectively handed down to suitably prepared initiates. Native cultures on every continent developed healing traditions replete with medicines derived from nature’s pharmacy. Although the herbal traditions of Africa may be older, the recording of medicinal substances was first achieved in Asia.

Over 4,500 years ago the Chinese emperor Shen Nung cataloged a compendium of medicinal herbs. At about the same time, Indus Valley healers organized the body of knowledge that has come to be known as Ayurveda. In both of these ancient cultures, healing herbs and the knowledge of how to use them were held to be of divine origin. In their compassion for the suffering of humanity, the gods bestowed their wisdom on the humble healing sages of antiquity, who transmitted it to their students.

In Ayurveda, the timeless healing system from India, the ascetic sage Bhardwaja went to Lord Indra to learn how human beings could live long, happy lives. Bhardwaja imparted this knowledge to Atreya, who handed it to Agnivesa, the first to write it down. The subsequent expansion by Charaka, a later disciple in the school of Atreya, is still available today and remains one of the classic texts of Ayurveda, describing almost four hundred medicinal herbs. One of Atreya’s eminent students, Jivaka, is said to have passed his final exam by returning empty-handed after receiving instructions to bring back all useless plants from the kingdom. With this response he demonstrated the essential principle of Ayurveda—that all things have healing potential.

Closer to home, the Egyptian school of medicine founded in Alexandria three hundred years before the birth of Christ is believed to have accumulated a substantial body of medical knowledge. Unfortunately, we’ll never know for sure, since all the medical texts, along with 700,000 other books, were burned by religious fanatics in the fourth century A.D. The Greek system of medicine, established at about the same time as the Alexandrian school, fared somewhat better. Hippocrates, in his Materia Medica, carefully described many herbal medicines still prized today, including poppy, rosemary, sage, and mugwort. Several hundred years later, in the first century A.D., another Greek physician, Dioscorides, compiled De Materia Medica. In his work, the physician to Emperor Nero described the use of over five hundred healing herbs. This work remained the standard text of the medical arts through the Middle Ages.

The discovery of the New World by European explorers can largely be attributed to the importance of herbal medicine. Five hundred years ago the great Western European powers felt exploited by the merchants trafficking in herbs and spices from the Far East. Finding a shortcut to the botanical riches of India was the primary goal of Columbus when he sailed west at the end of the fifteenth century. The unanticipated interruption of his trip between Europe and Asia by the American continent opened a new chapter in the history of the world and medicine.

The New World unveiled a bounty of natural resources, including tens of thousands of unique botanicals. Europeans encountered Native American cultures that possessed rich and reliable knowledge of the medicinal value of hundreds of indigenous plants. Early settlers in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries experienced the healing potency of many native plants that remain household words today. Ginger, goldenseal, black cohosh, sassafras, ginseng, and angelica are just a few of the original flora that were known to aboriginal Americans and valued as healing substances. Efforts to systematically catalog the natural pharmacy of America were unfortunately neglected until many of the traditional healing cultures had been destroyed. The contribution of indigenous American medicine was finally recognized by the renowned Philadelphia physician Benjamin Rush, who thus empowered other early-nineteenth-century doctors to compile guides to Native American plant lore. The practice of medicine in nineteenth-century America blended a rich botanical pharmacy with an expanding choice of chemically derived substances at a time when the division between natural and scientific medicine had not yet been established.

Medicine in the Scientific Age

The medical pharmacopoeia two hundred years ago was a primarily a botanical compendium; not until the early 1800s were the first chemically derived drugs developed. One of the earliest efforts was that of F. W. A. Sertürner, who extracted white crystals from opium, which, when given to dogs, put them to sleep. He called this powder morphine, after Morpheus, the Greek god of dreams. With the development of more-sophisticated chemical methods, alkaloids from other powerful plants were distilled, including cocaine from coca leaves and quinine from the cinchona tree. As more purified and concentrated derivatives of plants became available, the importance of the original botanical sources faded into the background. The prioritization of synthesized drugs over natural sources became so complete that modern students at Western medical universities receive no formal training in the use of botanicals. Today’s physicians apply the term “medicine” solely to compounds created by a pharmaceutical company and ingested in the form of a tablet or capsule. The idea that an infusion, tea, or tincture derived from an herb can be a therapeutic substance is a foreign concept to most Western medical doctors.

The scientific age has brought us unparalleled prosperity. The application of modern physics and chemistry principles has enabled human beings to survive and thrive in an almost unlimited range of environments. With cellular telephones, fax machines, lightweight plastics, and synthetic fibers we are capable of exploring and communicating from outer space and the depths of the oceans. Applying scientific principles to medicine has led to remarkable diagnostic and therapeutic discoveries that have improved the quality and length of our lives. Our ability to treat acute illnesses is unprecedented in the history of humanity. However, our exclusive reliance upon drugs in the treatment of illness has also led to antibiotic-resistant bacteria and hundreds of thousands of serious annual medical complications resulting from the overuse or misuse of pharmacological agents.

In our quest to synthesize new and more-powerful pharmaceuticals, the medical community has forgotten the important role that medicinal plants continue to play. Of the 150 most popular pharmaceutical products sold today, over eighty contain active ingredients derived from natural sources. From morphine to Metamucil, from quinine to camphor, from aspirin to atropine, many of our modern medicines are rooted in substances with roots. Recently we have been reminded of the importance of plant sources of drugs with the discovery of taxol, the powerful chemotherapy agent derived from the Pacific yew tree. This was the result of a concerted National Cancer Institute program in which more than thirty thousand plants were screened for medicinal activity.1 Other important cancer-fighting drugs have been derived from botanical sources, including vincristine and vinblastine, from the Madagascan periwinkle, and etoposide, a powerful chemotherapy agent from the May apple plant.

Only about 2 percent of the more than 250,000 species of higher plants have been carefully evaluated for medicinal activity. One company, Shaman Pharmaceuticals, has used anthropological information about healing substances to test plants for medicinal activity. In a review of over two hundred plants that are used to fight infectious diseases in traditional healing systems, they found that over 60 percent showed some activity against viruses growing in a laboratory.2 The potential for deriving unique and powerful medicines from the vegetable kingdom is immense, but with deforestation of our rain forests occurring at a rate of over 34,000 square miles each year, we are at continuous risk of losing valuable and irreplaceable healing plants. For our health and the health of our ecology, we need to regain the reverence for the plant kingdom that was expressed in an ancient Vedic hymn:


You Herbs, born at the birth of time

More ancient than the gods themselves.

O Plants, with this hymn I sing to you

Our mothers and our gods.



The Economics of Nature

Herbal medicine has never left us, although for most of the last generation she has been in hibernation. In the United States we have not established a place for herbs in our therapeutic armamentarium, so we have relegated them to the same category as food. The U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA) requires any substance purported to have therapeutic value to go through a safety and efficacy process that usually costs hundreds of millions of dollars. Since most herbal products use unprocessed or minimally processed plant material, it is essentially impossible to get an exclusive patent on a medicinal herb. Therefore it is not financially feasible for a pharmaceutical company to invest the money necessary to obtain FDA approval. The only other option has been to label herbs as dietary supplements, which means that no specific therapeutic claims can be made for them. This approach has led to very little regulated or reliable information on how to use herbal medicines safely and rationally. Unfortunately, owing to the lack of information on herbs provided to physicians in training at Western medical colleges, the role of herbs has remained marginal.

This does not mean that the American public has neglected medicinal herbs. Indeed, recent estimates are that one in three Americans spends more than fifty dollars per year on herbs, adding up to a collective value of over $3 billion in 1996.3 Just one year later the estimate rose to over $5 billion.4 Over $90 million is spent on Gingko biloba alone, and with recent studies confirming its efficacy in Alzheimer’s disease, gingko’s usage will undoubtedly expand even further.5 Reports confirming the value of St. John’s wort for depression will surely increase its popularity above and beyond the nearly fifty million dollars spent on it in 1997.6

In Europe, unlike America, herbs have held a more acceptable status among the mainstream medical establishment. Herbal products stand side by side with prescription drugs in European pharmacies and are classified as medicines. About 1,400 herbal substances are available in the European community, with 1996 sales amounting to more than $7 billion. In the field of herbology, Germany stands out as the most progressive Western country, with an estimated 30 percent of all botanical medicines prescribed by medical doctors, and more than three out of four doctors routinely prescribing herbs in their practice. The American Botanical Council has recently published the English translation of the German Commission E Monographs, which is a compilation of the medicinal value of almost four hundred herbs.7 The commission, founded by the German Federal Health Agency, reviewed information from scientific and traditional sources to reach its findings on the safety and efficacy of these herbal products. The result of this integrative approach is that the polarity between mainstream and alternative medicine has diminished, and mainstream medical doctors have the opportunity to witness the benefits of herbal medicine firsthand. Our hope is that as our collective awareness of the value of nature’s pharmacy rises in America, our health-care system will remember that the purpose of medicine is to relieve suffering, and that this purpose transcends all other concerns. Fortunately there are recent signs that we are moving in this direction. A recent report in the Journal of the American Medical Association found that almost two out of three medical schools are now offering some type of introductory course in complementary and alternative medicine.8 As credible information on the value of herbal medicine becomes available, we can hope to see a continuation of this trend and the dissolving of the artificial boundary between “orthodox/allopathic” and “holistic/alternative.” This book is dedicated to moving us a few steps closer to the integrated approach to life and health that, as understood by Jivaka and King Solomon, recognizes that “to every thing there is a season, and a time to every purpose under heaven.” Surely there is a time and purpose for the abundant healing resources from our herbal kingdom.
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Holistically Herbal


God Almighty first planted a garden.
—FRANCIS BACON



The relief of suffering is a noble goal. In pursuit of this end, herbal medicines can play an important role. However, we are not proponents of herbal allopathy. One of the most frequent complaints we hear about Western medicine is that it is too symptom-oriented. If you have indigestion, your doctor can prescribe an antacid or an H2 receptor blocker. For your arthritis there’s an anti-inflammatory medicine. There are laxatives for your constipation, sleeping pills for your insomnia, and muscle relaxants for your back strain. Most of these pharmaceuticals provide temporary symptomatic relief, but have limited impact on the basic cause of the illness. Mahatma Gandhi once lamented that the problem with Western medicine is that it is too effective. A person can eat a meal of junk food devoid of nutritional value, develop terrible indigestion, and then take a couple of antacid tablets. Within a few minutes the condition is relieved without the person having to pay any consequences for his choices. The medications short-circuit Mother Nature’s feedback loop, and as a result there is little motivation to change behavior.

It is possible to use herbal medicines in a similar way. If your bowels are sluggish, you can take some Cascara sagrada. For your migraine headaches there is feverfew. Feeling a little anxious? Try some kava. These days there are almost as many herbal approaches to common health concerns as there are pharmacological ones. We often see people who believe they are following a natural health-enhancing program because they are taking a host of herbs and nutritional supplements. Although herbs can provide value as symptomatic medicines, they are much more powerful when used as part of a holistic healing program. Rather than simply taking valerian to help you sleep at night, look at the underlying issues that are keeping you awake. Instead of automatically resorting to amalaki or licorice for your heartburn, explore your diet and lifestyle for areas of improvement that may make the need for an acid-neutralizing substance unnecessary.

Years ago we heard a renowned Ayurvedic doctor say that herbs are to healing as an inheritance is to success. If children are truly worthy, no inheritance is necessary, because they will be capable of generating their own success. Alternatively, if the children are unworthy of the inheritance, no amount of money will be of much value to them, as they are likely to squander their resources. In an analogous way, if a person is living a balanced life, herbal medicines provide health-promoting advantages, but if a person is not living a balanced life, an herb alone will not be able to compensate fully for poor diet, lack of exercise, or a toxic lifestyle. The gifts from nature’s garden are of tremendous value, but they are not a substitute for a life in balance. Let’s look at how we can use herbs in conjunction with basic components of a healthy lifestyle to create the highest level of well-being.

Eat Healthy

According to Ayurveda, food is our best medicine, for the physical body is essentially DNA wrapped in food. What we eat and how we eat it determines our health and vitality. Before adding herbal supplements, look at your diet and make certain that it is balanced and delicious. To ensure that your meals are nourishing and appetizing, become familiar with the “Six Tastes” approach. Everything we can ingest through our mouth can be classified according to one or more of six primary tastes: sweet, sour, salty, pungent, bitter, or astringent. Sweet taste characterizes foods that are sources of carbohydrates, protein, or fat. Pasta, bread, dairy, rice, grains, fish and meat are considered sweet. We consume the sour taste, which is due to natural organic acids, in the form of citrus fruits, berries, and tomatoes. Fermented foods, including yogurt, cheese, and vinegar, are also sources of dietary sour. We get the salty flavor from table salt, soy sauce, and seafood. The pungent taste is carried in onions, garlic, peppers, and many spices, including black pepper, cayenne, thyme, cinnamon, basil, and cloves. Foods with the bitter flavor include green leafy vegetables, other green and yellow vegetables, and many bitter herbs such as cilantro, coriander, cumin, dill, and fenugreek. Most medicinal herbs have a predominantly bitter taste. The astringent taste creates a sensation of puckering on the mucous membranes due to the presence of tannic acids. Beans, legumes, cranberries, pomegranate, and green tea are common sources of the astringent taste. If all six tastes are present at each meal, ample calories, protein, vitamins, minerals, and natural, health-promoting plant chemicals will be abundant in your diet.



	Taste
	Function
	Common Sources



	SWEET
	
• most nutritive

• builds body tissue

	sugar, honey, milk, butter, rice, breads, pastas, meats (carbohydrates, fats, proteins)



	SOUR
	
• improves appetite and digestion

• promotes digestion

	citrus fruits, yogurt, cheese, tomatoes, pickles, vinegar (organic acids)



	SALTY
	
• mildly laxative/sedative

• promotes digestion

	salt, sauces, salted meats and fish (mineral salts)



	PUNGENT
	
• stimulates digestion

• clears congestion

	hot peppers, salsa, ginger, radishes, mustard, cloves, horseradish (essential oils)



	BITTER
	
• anti-inflammatory

• detoxifying

	green leafy vegetables, celery, sprouts, beets, lemon rind (alkaloids, glycosides)



	ASTRINGENT
	
• drying

• compacts system

	beans, tea, apples, cabbage, pomegranates, cauliflower, dark leafy greens (tannins)




We can use herbs to ensure that all six tastes are available at each meal. Herbs and spices add flavor and help enhance our appetite and digestion. Bitter and pungent herbs are most useful to stimulate our digestive juices. A ginger apéritif made from equal parts fresh ginger juice, lemon juice, and water, sweetened with a little honey, is a delicious and potent appetite enlivener. If your appetite has been suppressed by recent illness or emotional distress, bitter herbs can stimulate your digestive fire. The classic bitter herb is gentian, a root used in cultures around the world for its detoxifying and appetite-enhancing effect. Fifteen minutes before a meal, mix one-quarter teaspoon of gentian powder with black pepper and allow it to dissolve on your tongue before swallowing the blend. This will start your salivary and gastric juices flowing, enabling you to digest your food more effectively.

Many culinary herbs and spices have both flavor-enhancing and digestive benefits. Basil, cayenne, mustard seeds, oregano, savory, and thyme all supply the pungent taste and strengthen digestion. Cumin, coriander, fennel, and dill are less intense digestive enhancers, ideal for people who need digestive stimulation but have a tendency toward heartburn and indigestion. If you are inclined toward gas and bloating, try adding bay leaves, cardamom, cinnamon, cloves, mint, or nutmeg to your cooking. The balanced use of culinary herbs and spices can transform a boring meal into a sumptuous feast that is nourishing and digestible.

Eat Consciously

How we eat is as important as what we eat. The way we prepare and consume a meal is as essential to its nourishing effects as its composition of carbohydrate, protein, vitamins, and minerals. Trying to make up for food hastily prepared and hurriedly eaten with nutritional supplements doesn’t work. Your attention is the most powerful healing force available to you, and eating with awareness can transform your meals from mere refueling into a healing experience. Try paying attention to the following five simple principles, and watch your quality of nourishment rise.


1. Listen to your appetite. Eat when you are really hungry and stop when you are full. This means listening to and honoring the signals of your body. When it is mealtime, ask yourself, “Am I really hungry now?” If the answer is no, wait a while, observing your appetite until you are ready to feed your digestive fire.

2. Pay attention to what you are eating. Try not to be doing other things when eating, such as watching television, talking on the phone, driving, or working. Focusing on the sensations, sights, flavors, and smells of your food enhances your digestion and improves your ability to extract nourishment from your meals.

3. Eat to fulfill your nutritional needs. You cannot satisfy emotional needs with food. Although you may experience temporary calming of emotional turbulence after eating a piece of cheesecake, the benefits will be short-lived. Address your emotional needs through self-inspection and open and honest communication. Address your nutritional needs through healthy, balanced, lovingly prepared meals.

4. Favor freshly prepared foods. To the greatest extent possible, minimize your intake of canned, frozen, leftover, microwaved, and highly processed foods. Take time to choose and prepare vegetables, whole grains, and legumes that are rich in vital energy. For most people, lightly cooked vegetables are easier to digest than raw ones. Fresh fruit and vegetable juices are rich sources of nutrients and a healthy alternative to nutritionally empty sodas.

5. Honor your mealtimes. Define a time and space for your meals that allow you to honor the sacred act of metabolizing the energy and information of your environment into the substance of your body. If you are eating in a rush, you are less likely to be discerning about what or how much you consume. Stop eating when you are satiated, rather than when there is nothing left on your plate. Make certain that all six tastes are present at each meal, and you will avoid the tendency to eat more in order to feel satiated.



Eliminate Toxicity

Everything we ingest can be evaluated in terms of whether it provides us with nourishment or toxicity. Look at your environment and see if there are sources of toxicity that you can reduce or eliminate. We may not be able to control directly the concentration of ozone in our atmosphere, but we can eliminate toxic substances from our personal environment. We may not be able to create peace in the Balkans, but we can improve our personal relationships through greater understanding and tolerance. Look at your home and work environments and see how you can transform toxicity into nourishment. Eliminate tobacco, excessive alcohol, and drugs from your life. Release from your heart self-destructive emotions such as resentment, hostility, and regret. Release from your mind limiting beliefs, including self-loathing and prejudice. In the clearing of toxicity from your body, mind, and soul, vitality and well-being will again flow freely.

Herbs can be very helpful in reducing physical toxicity. If you have been overeating or indulging in unhealthy behaviors, simplify your diet and take aloe vera juice internally in a dosage of one ounce twice daily. Ginger tea, made from one teaspoon of grated fresh ginger per pint of hot water, is also helpful in encouraging your body to detoxify. If you are attempting to stop smoking, try sucking on a natural cinnamon stick whenever you have the urge; the sweet spiciness of cinnamon can be a natural substitute for tobacco while satisfying your oral needs. Sucking on clove buds can provide a similar benefit. Short-term use of bitter herbs such as goldenseal, echinacea, and neem can be helpful in clearing congestion and toxicity after surgery, an illness, or an emotionally and physically challenging time. Since these herbs can be depleting, do not take them continuously for longer than two weeks at a time.

Honor Nature’s Rhythms

Nature functions in seasons, cycles, and rhythms. Every cell in our body has an intrinsic beat of rest and activity that evolved over millions of years of evolutionary time. Hormone levels, temperature regulation, immune function, digestive enzymes, sleep-wake cycles, and cellular reproduction all go through phases of rest and activity. In this age of technology we have the possibility of ignoring our internal biological clock and can stay up until two o’clock in the morning, eat our meals at any hour of the day or night, and sleep until noon. Despite our apparent freedom to disregard the rhythms of nature, our bodies pay a toll. Our lack of resonance with the environment contributes to insomnia, depression, concentration problems, and digestive ailments. Most of us have had the experience of jet lag, in which our inner clock is out of sync with the environment in which we arrive, and we feel disoriented and disconnected. By following a natural daily routine, we can improve the harmony between our inner and outer rhythms. Establishing an ideal daily routine is essential to enhancing our well-being. See if you can shift your choices in the direction of this recommended lifestyle pattern.

Herbs and Routine

No herb is going to force you into bed by ten o’clock, but a calming herb can help you drift off to sleep more effortlessly. A tea made from chamomile, valerian, hops, passionflower, or the Ayurvedic herb jatamansi can help quiet a turbulent mind and allow you to drift from waking into the sleeping state of consciousness. Even a cup of hot milk to which nutmeg, cardamom, or a few saffron threads are added can encourage restful sleep.


Ideal Daily Routine


Awaken around sunrise.

Empty your bowels and bladder.

Shower, brush your teeth, clean your tongue.

Meditate.

Eat breakfast if you are hungry.



———


Eat lunch at noon, preferably as your largest meal.

Take a walk after lunch.



———


Meditate before dinner.

Eat a light dinner, no later than seven o’clock.

Take a walk after dinner.



———


Have light evening activity.

Be in bed with the lights out no later than 10:30 P.M.





If you are having difficulty with regular daily elimination, several gentle herbal agents can help normalize digestion. Psyllium, flaxseed, or a classical Ayurvedic formula called Triphala are bulk-forming herbal products that enhance movement through the digestive tract without irritating the colon or creating bowel laziness. A diet rich in fresh fruits, vegetables, whole grains, and legumes will provide natural sources of the fiber that is essential to regular elimination.

If you have difficulty maintaining the energy level you need for success and joy in your life, first look at the basics of your daily routine, then consider adding a tonic herb to your diet. There is a class of Ayurvedic herbs known as rasayanas or rejuvenatives that provide a subtle level of nourishment. The primary woman’s rasayana is a type of wild asparagus called shatavari. The primary men’s rasayana comes from the root of the winter cherry bush, called ashwagandha in Sanskrit. Ginseng has an established tradition in Asia as a rejuvenative, and is receiving growing attention in the West. Other, more commonly known tonics include garlic, almonds, licorice, milk, and honey. Ingesting these nourishing substances can contribute to a healthy daily routine in which you have energy available when you need it.

Use Your Senses

We consume the world through our five senses. What we hear, touch, see, taste, and smell is metabolized into the chemistry and electricity of our body and can make the difference between health and sickness, life and death. Soothing, beautiful sounds can calm colicky babies, improve the immune response of a person with AIDS, and reduce the chance of surgical complications during an operation. Regularly immerse yourself in natural environments where the only sounds you hear are those of nature—the breeze rustling through the trees, the birds warbling in the bushes, the stream rushing over the rocks. These primordial sounds bring us back to our centered place of healing.

Stimulating our inner pharmacy through the sense of touch has been a feature of healing traditions around the world since the beginning of humanity. Using botanically derived, herbalized oils during massage can enliven the integration between mind and body. Sesame, almond, coconut, olive, sunflower, or jojoba oils to which sandalwood, jasmine flowers, neem, camphor, or ginger have been added can be soothing or enlivening, depending upon the plant added.

A daily self-massage is one of the simplest and most important therapeutic approaches we can do for ourselves. Try adding this ritual to your daily routine prior to your bath or shower, using a few tablespoons of a natural oil, warmed above body temperature.

Visual stimuli to which we are exposed also affect our well-being. Receiving uplifting rather than demoralizing visual input can trigger the release of our internal healing chemicals. Just looking at a bountiful, lush landscape can lower our blood pressure and reduce the level of circulating stress hormones. Spend time in your garden, hiking through the woods, or strolling in the park. Take in the sights of nature for their balancing and healing influence.

The fragrances of the world have a subtle yet profound effect on our mind and body. The surging interest in aromatherapy reflects our need to reconnect with nature. Essential oils derived from flowers, fruits, herbs, and spices enable us to take nature into our home environment. Almost any plant-based substance that can be ingested as an herb can be extracted to produce an essential oil. Lavender, rose, chamomile, nutmeg, and olibanum extracts are just a few of the many essential oils that can be used to calm and soothe. Juniper, ginger, cinnamon, rosemary, and cardamom are examples of aromatic oils that are stimulating and enlivening. Explore the fragrances derived from the plant kingdom and create an aromaphar-macy for yourself.

Herbs and Wholeness

We are inextricably connected to the plant kingdom. The air we breathe and the food we
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