GET THE STRESS OUT!

How One Woman Overcame the Pressures in Her Life - and Holistic Paths That You Too Can Take 


Essence, March, 1996 by Maisha Tianuru, Lloyd Gite
I knew stress had consumed my life and was about to destroy me, when, on January 15, 1988, I nearly killed my then-husband. Our marriage was not going well, and he was having an affair. He had abused me verbally and emotionally since we had married. All the pressures of work and the fact that my marriage had reached a dead end had come to a head that day. My personal life had become insufferable.

I wanted to speak to my husband about our relationship, but he wouldn't talk to me. I became angry and irrational. I remember getting into my car, putting my foot on the gas and just gunning it. I almost ran that man down with my car, but something stopped me. I said to myself, What the hell am I doing here? That's when I realized my husband had to go. The stress had become life threatening for us both. I packed his clothes and later had the locks changed.

My career was in a shambles as well. At work I faced racism. I was an industrial engineer - a field that few African-American women enter. My coworkers second-guessed my work and ignored my ideas. It seemed that management was never comfortable with my making decisions about important projects. I took my complaints to human resources, but they were unsupportive.

As the pressure mounted at work and at home, I began to have serious problems. I wasn't sleeping. My hair was breaking off, and I gained 20 pounds. I suffered from migraine headaches that were so bad I couldn't lift my head off the pillow some mornings. I would break out in hives. I was getting canker sores in my mouth, and my body was racked with pain. I knew there was something wrong with me, but doctors couldn't seem to figure out what it was. I was under the care of my family practitioner, my gynecologist and an allergist, and they were each prescribing different medications for me. I was taking cortisone, steroids and other drugs. None of my health-care providers ever asked me about my lifestyle or what pressures I was under; they just treated the symptoms - the hives, canker sores and migraine headaches. In spite of all the medicines, the problems persisted. I began my search for answers.

GETTING TO THE CORE

Eventually I was able to pinpoint stress as an important factor in this whole equation. I began doing my own research. Every year my company sponsored a health fair, and this saved my life. I stopped by the booth of a message therapist and told him about some of my problems. He recommended that I see the chiropractor who was also there. That recommendation is what started me on the road to wellness.

I began to take an active role in my recovery. I didn't go to health-care practitioners expecting them to "fix" me. I wanted to know what I could do to help myself, so I began investigating the natural ways in which I could control my health. I started taking vitamins and herbs and practicing yoga and meditation. I visited my chiropractor and massage therapist regularly. One day my chiropractor and I looked in the Physician's Desk Reference, a book that lists and explains prescription drugs, and we discovered that one of the medications I was taking enhanced another, making its side effects more intense.

With the guidance of my new health practitioners, I replaced the medications I was taking with comparable herbal supplements. I also changed my eating habits by giving up red meat and junk food. I began to "cleanse" my system with better nutrition. All these lifestyle changes helped improve my health, and I noticed the difference.

Then I started dealing with the external things that were causing stress in my life: I ended my marriage that same year. I also concluded that corporate America was just not for me. The company I worked for began to downsize, and two days before my second anniversary I got laid off. Instead of seeing this as bad news, I found that leaving my job was a relief. With savings and help from my family, I used the time to attend conferences and workshops dealing with holistic medicine. I also had time to travel, and I took a trip to Egypt.

Before I left, I changed my name to Maisha Tianuru, which is Kiswahili and Kemetic for "she who is full of life and who enlightens others." The name change marked a rebirth for me.

BEGINNING ANEW

Today my life is radically different from the days when I was consumed by stress. I now live a totally natural lifestyle. I stopped chemically processing my hair, and I wear very little makeup. And I don't wear perfume, just essential oils. I am now a naturopathic doctor, herbalist and iridologist. (Iridologists examine the iris, the pigmented part of the eye, to understand what's going on with your body and pinpoint which organs are not functioning properly.)

My days are essentially stress-free. My daily routine helps. Before I get out of bed in the morning, I do deep-breathing exercises to clear my head. I lie very still and then I stretch. Afterward I visualize exactly how I want my day to go. I spend an "Hour of Power" that includes hydrotherapy - a shower or bath; mentally preparing for the day and revitalizing my body by doing affirmations and meditating. After I shower/bathe, I stretch and then do tai chi or yoga - relaxing and meditative exercises that originated in Afrika. I usually eat a light breakfast of organic fruit and juice, whole grain toast/bagel, then I begin my workday. If I encounter some stressful moments during the day, I take six deep breaths, which calm me in just about any situation. For constant reinforcement and spiritual grounding, I also meditate and pray several times during the day. When I see the new me now, I can't believe the old me ever existed.

HOLISTIC STRESS BUSTERS

You too can ease the stress in your life. Take these practical steps:

· Know yourself. Do a self-assessment of where your life is now and a projection of where you want it to be. Examine your personal and work life.

· Learn to say no. We sometimes do too much for others and too little for ourselves. Take off the superwoman cape.

· Release negative thoughts, negative emotions and negative relationships. Let go of anything that isn't serving a positive purpose in your life.

· Resume or diversify your hobbies. Get back to doing those things that make you happy, like writing or playing an instrument. One of my clients loved the piano, though she hadn't played in years. I suggested that she play each day for just five minutes. Today she enjoys it so much she gets lost in her music when she practices.

· Practice an evening ritual. Get yourself ready for bed regularly with calming activities like prayer or meditation, a soothing bath or a cup of herbal tea.

· Pamper yourself. Get some bodywork done, such as Reflexology or massage. Treat yourself to a manicure, pedicure or facial.

· Form anti-stress gangs. Get together a support group of people to share activities with. Get a running partner or exercise buddy, or just bond with other women who want a change of lifestyle.

· Do deep-breathing exercises when you find yourself in stressful situations. Breathing properly will clear your mind and calm you. Slip your shoes off, and in a relaxing position, put your feet in front of you, open your hands, close your eyes and breathe deeply six times. Consciously tell yourself that you're inhaling peace and tranquillity and exhaling negativity. Babies come into the world breathing correctly from the diaphragm - we somehow have learned to breathe very shallowly.

· Make your lunch break your time. No talking on the phone, dealing with coworkers or running errands. When the weather allows, take your lunch to a nearby park or go for a walk (try to stay on the grass or other natural surfaces). Just being outdoors can improve your attitude.

· Be patient with yourself. Realize that it takes time to change your life - it won't happen overnight. It's a process. Being patient with yourself allows you to be patient with others.
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