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Foreword

Welcome to a journey that could change your life.

This book you’re holding represents more than just information—it’s a roadmap to reclaim-
ing your health and vitality in a world where chronic illness has become the norm rather 

than the exception. As someone who has stood where you stand now—searching for answers, des-
perate for relief, and perhaps skeptical after numerous disappointments—I understand the mix of hope 
and hesitancy you might be feeling.

The path to true health is never a straight line. It’s a continuous process of growth, learning, and 
adaptation. In creating this guidebook over the past four years, through countless revisions and more 
than a thousand pages of research and experience, I’ve come to understand one fundamental truth: 
We never truly “arrive” at perfect health. Instead, we engage in an ongoing journey of becoming the 
healthiest version of ourselves possible.

Many patients come to me after years—sometimes decades—of suffering. They’ve seen countless 
doctors, tried numerous treatments, and yet still struggle with symptoms that diminish their quality of life. 
If this describes you, I want you to know that there is hope. The Revitalize 360° Method has helped 
thousands reclaim their health by addressing the root causes of illness rather than merely treating 
symptoms.

This book is different from most health guides you might have encountered. It doesn’t promise quick 
fixes or miracle cures. Instead, it offers something more valuable: a comprehensive approach to 
understanding and addressing the physical, emotional, environmental, and biological factors that 
influence your health. It demands your active participation and commitment to change, but the re-
wards—improved energy, mental clarity, physical function, and overall well-being—are immeasurable.

As you begin this journey, I encourage you to read every page—even sections that may not seem 
immediately relevant to your situation. The interconnected nature of health means that insights in unex-
pected places often provide the missing pieces to your particular puzzle.

Remember that this book is a companion in your ongoing process of healing and becoming the most 
healthy version of yourself you can. Just as I am comfortable with the imperfections of this guide, I 
hope you can embrace the imperfections of your own journey. There will be setbacks and challenges  
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each step forward—no matter how small—is progress worth celebrating.

You will get from this journey exactly what you put into it. Show up fully. Practice consistently. Chal-
lenge yourself regularly. And know that I and my team at Integrative Wellness Centers are here to 
support you every step of the way.

To your health and healing,

Dr. Josh Shields

Patient Privacy Statement 

Throughout this book, you’ll encounter stories of individuals who have experienced remarkable trans-
formations through the Revitalize 360° Method. While these accounts are based on real patients and 
their journeys, all names, genders, and identifying details have been changed to protect their privacy. 
The essence of their experiences—their struggles, their breakthroughs, and their results—remains au-
thentic, even as their identities remain confidential.
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Introduction

I know you have come to our clinic because you are struggling with health issues, likely for years, per-
haps even for decades, and desperately want to get better. Chances are you’ve seen many doctors 
and tried many “solutions,” all to little or no avail.

I have been where you are today. Though now I am the doctor, I want you to know that, like you, I’ve 
also been the patient -- the one who desperately sought answers to his questions and relief from his 
symptoms. I’ve sat on the other side of the desk and I know what you are going through.

My own health journey is what brought me to practice functional medicine, because that was the only 
approach through which I found those answers and that relief. That’s why I want to share with you my 
own story. I grew up in Georgia, where my parents were both chiropractors. I was raised differently 
from most kids – there was little to no fast food, when I got sick my mom wouldn’t rush me to the doctor 
but instead we would wait to see how my body would heal, I didn’t have my first doctors appointment 
until I was 14 years old after battling with strep throat for an entire week. I also struggled in school, 
though I wasn’t sure why. When I was 16, my stepmother told me she thought I had Attention Deficit 
Hypersensitivity Disorder, or ADHD, and gave me a book to read on the condition. When I read the 
book, it all clicked. It felt good to have a reason – a “label” if you will – for why I was doing poorly 
in school. However because the conventional treatments were medications and that didn’t fit with my 
family’s approach, I was never given any medications. 

I went to college with plans on becoming a nurse anesthetist. But much of what I was learning in 
school felt out of line with what I was taught growing up. The “for every ill, take a pill” approach didn’t 
connect with me. I had always learned it was best to give the body the tools it needs to self heal. 
But I did find a connection after being assigned to write a paper for a microbiology class. I chose 
ADHD as the topic, examining the drug approach versus the natural approach. Instead of writing the 
assigned four to five pages, I wrote 16 pages. What I found was amazing to me. Not only were the 
natural treatments as effective as the medications, they had no side effects. I wondered why so many 
parents were turning to Class 2 pharmaceuticals (the same class as cocaine) to help their children 
without first exploring these other more natural approaches. I finally had found something I felt pas-
sionate about. 

I called my mother and told her I’d changed my mind. I was going to be a chiropractor and help 
people find more natural solutions, just like my parents had. Before long, I reached my goal, gradu-
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ating from chiropractic college and setting up my own successful practice in Georgia. But still some-
thing was missing. I was having great results helping patients with neck and back pain, but not those 
patients who had other issues. I just couldn’t seem to get to the root cause of their problems and it was 
very frustrating to me. I also began developing my own health issues, ironically while I was training for 
an Ironman Triathlon. I began suffering from crippling insomnia. I was lucky if I got three hours of sleep 
a night. Often, I’d lie awake all night, with only occasional “cat naps” for rest. 

It was around this time that a young patient named Eric and his mother came to see me. Eric had been 
suffering from ADHD, and I discovered he had a vertebra out of alignment. Because research has 
shown that pressure in the spine can cause nerve irritation that may contribute to ADHD, I told Eric and 
his mother that I believed I could help them.

Despite Eric and his mother being committed to care, the treatments didn’t make any improvement in 
Eric’s condition. Eventually, his mother told me she was going to take Eric to a holistic doctor in the 
adjacent town. This doctor ran various tests, started Eric on several supplements, and made dietary 
changes. Eric’s health did a complete 180-degree turnaround. 

I’m not exaggerating when I say it was like a punch in the gut. Someone else could help Eric when I 
couldn’t. It was truly a wake-up call.

It was shortly around this time when someone introduced me to a holistic doctor up in Ohio who had 
a great reputation for helping people who conventional medicine couldn’t help. I admit I was skepti-
cal. I was down on things that I wasn’t up on, I like to say. After all, I was Mr. Google and had done 
plenty of research on insomnia. I knew all about adrenal fatigue, cortisol, melatonin supplementation, 
etc., etc. But still I wasn’t getting better. So, I took the plunge and got on a call with him.  He discussed 
the importance of finding the imbalances in my body that were causing my ills, that instead of taking a 
pill to cover the symptoms (even if it was a supplement), we needed to find and address the cause of 
the symptoms. 

After testing, he found that my detoxification systems had become overwhelmed and this was starting 
to cause toxins to build up in my body. These toxins were affecting the way my brain and hormones 
function, and correspondingly, my sleep. He put me through a detox program and dietary program 
including specific supplementation. Just over two months later, I remember waking up on a Sunday 
morning and looking over at the alarm clock. It was 7 a.m. and I had just slept a full eight hours! I was 
so excited, I called the doctor and said “I am willing to follow you to the end of the world to get this 
message out.” It was a defining moment. I had found my calling. 

Soon after, I began my training in functional, naturopathic, and holistic medicine, working and trav-
eling with the same doctor who helped me to seminars educating other doctors on how to practice 
using the same fundamentals of root cause medicine in their clinics. I eventually became certified in 
functional medicine and started incorporating  more natural medicine into my chiropractic clinic. Still, it 
didn’t feel like enough. I wanted to do more. 

So, in January 2012, I gave up my chiropractic practice and moved with my wife and two children 
(we now have three) to the metro Detroit area, near her hometown of Leamington, Ontario, and set up 
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Integrative Wellness Centers. It wasn’t easy. My chiropractic practice was thriving and I knew starting 
a new business would be difficult. But I also knew I could help more people with a new practice and 
a fresh start. I clearly remember one of my first patients, Desiree. A dental hygienist in her mid-40s, 
Desiree showed up at my clinic weighing 260 pounds, even though she ate healthfully and exercised 
several times a week. She was having emotional issues and felt others judged her by the way she 
looked. I evaluated Desiree, ran tests, and discovered she had an autoimmune thyroid condition. I 
told her we could help her. It wasn’t quick or easy. Natural healing usually isn’t an overnight thing but 
takes months, if not years, until we fully reach our peak potentials.  In fact, three weeks into treatment, 
Desiree called me, upset because despite losing a few pounds the first two weeks she hadn’t lost any 
weight that week. “How are you feeling?” I asked her. “I have more energy,” she said. “Keep it up. 
That’s a sign it’s working,” I replied. 

Around three months later, I got a text from Desiree. It said: “I am out by the lake with my niece and 
for the first time in 15 years, I actually feel good! I can’t thank you enough.” Six months later, Desiree 
participated in a 100-mile bike ride. Before she came to see me, she had never done anything like this 
before! Fast forward to now, 11 years later, and Desiree has continued her journey and is still thriving. 
She has now committed her life to helping others with autoimmune issues by becoming a gluten-free 
chef who creates items for the national retail company she works for. 

I tell you this not to toot my own horn, but to let you know that like Eric, like Desiree, and like me, you 
can get your health back when you remove from the body what it doesn’t need and give the body 
what it does need. Our goal is to help you do so, to end your needless suffering and assist you in 
reaching your fullest potential. 

Before I developed insomnia, I always thought of myself as a compassionate person. But it wasn’t until 
I suffered myself that I became truly compassionate. As I said, I’ve sat on the other side of the desk, 
needing help, so I understand how you feel. I know what you’re going through. And I also know that, 
together, we can work on getting you healthy and back to living the good life you so richly deserve 
through our Revitalize 360° Method. I am honored to take this journey with you. 
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Chapter 1: 
Introduction To Revitalize 360° 

Congratulations on deciding to take control of your life and investing in your most important 
asset: your health! We want to thank you for trusting us to be part of your journey to reclaim 
your well-being. We are committed to doing everything within our power to ensure that you 

are satisfied with your care.

After years of helping patients, I’ve developed a program of care called Revitalize 360°—a unique 
method that has taken years of refinement and countless hours of dedication. This process is built on 
feedback from thousands of patients and extensive research, not only in natural health care sciences 
but also in fields like psychology, neuroscience, behavioral science, nutrition science, exercise sci-
ence, public health, epidemiology, epigenetics, and sleep science. Through Revitalize 360°, I aim to 
offer a truly comprehensive approach to improving your health and well-being—far beyond simply 
providing a checklist of what to eat and which supplements to take.

Our health is influenced by many interconnected factors and Revitalize 360° was created with the 
understanding our physiology is shaped by much more than what’s visible on a lab test. It encompass-
es our relationships, beliefs, environment, sense of security, and many other aspects of life that play a 
critical role in health and healing. My goal with Revitalize 360° is to help you gain a deeper under-
standing of these various influences, offering a 360-degree view of health and well-being.

Through this process, I hope to transform your understanding of health so that you’ll never look at it the 
same way again. It is our sincere mission to help you improve your current well-being and set you on 
a path for lasting health for the rest of your life!

But in order to obtain health, we must first understand what health is. Most dictionaries define “health” 
as the state of being free from illness or injury. But is the absence of illness or injury really all health is? 
Does just looking good, feeling good, and having no physical injury or illness mean you are healthy? 
Unfortunately, many people view health in this manner. They fail to realize many of today’s illnesses 
take years to develop before they actually affect someone. Consider that it can be anywhere from 20 
to even 30 years for your arteries to clog enough to lead to a heart attack or the cancerous cell that 
killed someone in their 50s could have been present when they were in their 20s. 



12

Revitalize 360° Renew Your Body, Mind, and Life 

I prefer to use the World Health Organization’s definition of health, which is: “A state of optimal 
physical, mental, and social well-being, and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity.” Health 
isn’t just feeling good or not having disease or illness but the optimal function of body and mind. 
When we focus on this optimal function, we have a different measuring stick than the usual one of 
symptoms, disease, illness or injury that determines if we are healthy or not. Remember, all systems of 
the body work together in harmony to create health. Health is lost when the body’s systems are no 
longer functioning in harmony. Stress, be it physical, biological, environmental, or emotional, results in 
DIS(lack)-EASE(harmony) of the body. 

Unfortunately, many times these stressors are unnoticeable and undetected. If you want to truly be 
well, you need to judge your health on more concrete evidence than just how you are feeling. What 
other evidence is there than how I feel, you might wonder. That’s where Revitalize 360° comes in. 

Using Revitalize 360°, we look at the “whole picture” to determine why your health and well-being 
isn’t what you’d like it to be. Diseases and illnesses are never one singular process. Instead, they are 
woven from an individual’s entire life story starting with the genes you inherit from your mother and fa-
ther, and the health of your mother before and during pregnancy. From there, early childhood influenc-
es, traumas, environment, medications, diet, lifestyle, behaviors, habits, and relationships all contribute 
to the “fabric” of your health. Our job is to discover how these causes and stressors are affecting your 
health and causing an imbalanced biology. 

With Revitalize 360°, we use a combination of questionnaires and lab testing that can tell us how 
well your body is functioning and find underlying stressors at work. For example, we can have a pa-
tient take a urine hormone test, but we can also have them complete a hormone systems questionnaire 
to help further screen for and detect imbalances. If someone completes a hormone systems question-
naire and notes they are having heavy, painful periods, experiencing mood swings a week before 
menstruation, and have been diagnosed with fibroids, we can extract from that information there is 
definitely a hormonal imbalance in effect.  We can also utilize testing and/or systems questionnaires 
to help us track how someone is responding to care.  As they say, you can only improve what you 
measure. 

Understanding these causes and stressors allows us to know where to start, which layer to peel away, 
or which knot needs to be untangled first. Once we identify why your body isn’t functioning like it 
should be, we can work together to correct the causes and develop changes to assure these ailments 
never come back again. 

Effective healing relies not just on making the body stronger and more resilient but also on reducing 
stressors that are causing the body to become weaker and less adaptable. I like to use the analogy of 
the backpacker. In life, we all carry a backpack and the more rocks we have in it—representing stress-
ors—the more difficult it becomes to reach our goals. The larger the stressors, the more we suffer, and 
the less likely we are to go very far. To heal, the objective is to identify these rocks, understand which 
ones are the highest priority, and remove them. The second objective is to make the person carrying 
the backpack stronger so that the stressors they encounter have less negative impact. We want to take 
things out of the backpack to reduce stress while also strengthening the individual so they become 
more resilient and adaptable to dealing with the stresses that do come along. 
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Viewing health in this way encourages us to see it as an ongoing process requiring us to continual-
ly search for the largest stressors in our lives and identify opportunities to make ourselves stronger. 
Instead of thinking of health as a singular event or method, we should adopt a mindset of proactive 
engagement, constantly assessing and addressing what needs to be done to improve and maintain 
our well-being throughout our lives.

Our initial focus with your care is to diligently identify the root causes of “dis-ease,” or the rocks inside 
your backpack. Fortunately, we can narrow these down to four primary stressors that contribute to 
decreased function and illness. Understanding these stressors is crucial to developing an effective 
healing strategy.  

Through years of working with patients, I’ve identified four main types of stressors, or the “rocks”  that 
might be in your backpack:

1)	 Physical Stressors: These are stresses to your physical body that can come from trauma, 
poor posture, excess weight, inactivity, decreased nerve flow from subluxations in the spine, 
inadequate or imbalanced muscle tone, decreased range of motion, and adhesions from cuts 
or surgeries.Things like injuries, poor posture, excess weight, inactivity, and even old surgeries 
or injuries can all leave their mark.

2)	 Emotional Stressors: This includes emotional issues that are the result of abuse, neglect, 
insecurities, or fear. Emotional stress can arise from having lack of purpose, integrity, values, 
or planning. Trauma, financial insecurity, relationships, worry, anger, resentment, shame, work, 
unhealthy or false beliefs, fixed mindset, clutter, procrastination, and spiritual uncertainty are all 
emotional stressors as well.

3)	 Environmental Stressors:These stressors come from outside your body but have a huge 
impact on the inside of your body. Environmental stress can come from the air, sunlight, water, 
soil, and temperature. These stresses can also arise from chemicals and heavy metals in paint, 
bedding, cars, clothing, food, beauty products, and cleaning products. 

4)	 Biological Stressors: This is where things get really interesting. Let me break down the five 
key areas of  biological stressors we need to look at:

a)	 Digestive and Immune Function
You’ve probably heard the saying from Hippocrates that “all disease begins in the 
gut.” While that’s not 100% true, he wasn’t far off. Your gut health affects practically 
everything in your body. Think of your gut as the foundation of a house—if it’s com-
promised, everything built on top of it becomes unstable.

When your gut isn’t working right due to issues like leaky gut, bacterial imbalances, or 
candida overgrowth, it can show up in surprising ways including:

•	 Skin problems
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•	 Sinus issues and allergies
•	 Autoimmune conditions
•	 Frequent illnesses
•	 Mood changes
•	 Sleep problems
•	 Hormonal issues
•	 Nutritional deficiencies
•	 Metabolic issues

b)	 Nutritional Deficiencies
Here’s something that might surprise you: about 90% of Americans are low in at 
least one essential nutrient. That’s huge! Think of nutrients as the building blocks your 
body needs to function. Having nutritional deficiencies is like trying to build a house 
without enough bricks or mortar.
Your body needs:

•	 Proteins for repair and growth
•	 Fats for energy and nutrient absorption
•	 Carbohydrates for quick energy
•	 Vitamins and minerals for countless body processes
•	 Fiber for digestive health
•	 Water for, well, everything!

c)	  Toxins and Cellular Health

When it comes to toxins and our cellular health, think of your body like a busy city. 
Just as a city needs an efficient waste management system to stay clean and func-
tional, your body needs proper detoxification to stay healthy. If your detoxification 
system gets backed up, it’s like garbage piling up in that city. When toxins enter our 
bodies from the environment—through the air we breathe, the water we drink, dental 
fillings, vaccines, legal and illegal drugs, alcohol, cigarettes—metabolic waste 
builds up. That metabolic waste can damage your cells, triggering inflammation. 
Inflammation has been linked to a long list of conditions and diseases like Alzhei-
mer’s disease, dementia, heart disease, autoimmune diseases, hormonal issues, and 
so much more.

d)	 Hormone and Neurotransmitter Balance
Hormones and neurotransmitters send messages that help body systems communicate 
with each other—similar to sending text messages between cells. When this communica-
tion system gets scrambled, it can affect your:

•	 Appetite
•	 Energy levels
•	 Metabolism
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•	 Sleep patterns
•	 Mood
•	 Immune function

e)	 Lack of Appropriate Biological Stress
Now, here’s where things get really interesting. Some stress is actually good for you! 
Just like a muscle needs exercise to stay strong, your entire body needs appropriate 
challenges to stay resilient.
The problem is, we’re living in a world of constant comfort that includes:

•	 Temperature-controlled environments
•	 Easy access to food 24/7
•	 Increasingly sedentary lifestyles

This comfort is actually making us weaker. Your body needs challenges through things 
like:

•	 Fasting and intermittent fasting
•	 Exercise
•	 Temperature variation
•	 Even mild stress from eating various plant compounds

But here’s the thing when it comes to the stressors we just went over—we can’t just jump in and 
try to work on everything at once. That would be like trying to run a marathon when you’ve never 
even jogged around the block. Instead, we need to help you identify which areas you should 
focus on while you stay flexible as we help you navigate through the process. Our template to 
help you navigate through this process is something we call the 7 Pillars of Health. These pillars 
are the focal points we want to make sure we address during your care to ensure your success. 
They include: 

1.	 Proper Mindset and Mental Well-being: Your healing journey depends on more 
than just a healthy diet and physical activity. Your circle of influence and community support, 
sense of purpose and meaning, constructive thoughts and empowering beliefs, and effec-
tive nervous system regulation all play crucial roles in your recovery and healing process. 
A healthy mindset isn’t just positive thinking—it’s about creating the right mental environment 
where healing can flourish.

2.	 Proper Gut Health and Immune Function: Remember what we said about the gut 
being your foundation? A properly functioning digestive system and strong immune response 
are essential for overall health and healing.

3.	 Proper Detoxification and Cellular Repair: Your body’s natural ability to remove 
toxins and repair damaged cells is crucial. Think of this as your body’s maintenance and 
cleanup crew that needs to be working efficiently.
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4.	 Proper Hormonal and Neurochemical Balance: These are your body’s chemical 
messengers. When they’re in harmony, everything from your mood to your metabolism works 
better.

5.	 Proper Nutrient Status: Getting those essential building blocks back to where they need 
to be isn’t just about eating more , it’s about eating right and ensuring your body can use the 
nutrition you give it.

6.	 Appropriate Biological Stress and Recovery: Remember, some stress is good! Your 
body needs appropriate challenges to stay strong and resilient. The key is finding the right 
amount and type of stress for you.

7.	 Healthy Environment: Your environment—from the air you breathe to the products you 
use on your skin—needs to support your health rather than work against it.

The beauty of this approach is that we can work on multiple factors simultaneously, adjusting our focus 
based on what your body needs most at any given time. It’s like conducting an orchestra—sometimes 
certain sections need to play louder while others need to soften, but they all contribute to the overall 
harmony of your health rather than working against it.

Now, don’t worry. This isn’t a rigid, step-by-step process where we have to completely finish one step 
before moving to the next. Healing is more like tailoring a suit—we make adjustments here and there, 
seeing how your body responds, and fine-tuning as we go.

Your body already knows how to heal itself. Our job is to remove the obstacles (those rocks in your 
backpack) and provide the right support (making you stronger) so your body can do what it natu-
rally wants to do, which is return to health. The key is starting where YOU are right now and moving 
forward at the right pace for YOUR body. This isn’t about quick fixes or one-size-fits-all solutions. It’s 
about understanding your unique situation and creating a personalized path back to health.

Remember, healing isn’t always a straight line forward. Sometimes we need to adjust our approach, 
try different things, and keep refining until we get it just right. But with patience, persistence, and the 
right guidance, you can absolutely improve your health and get back to feeling like yourself again.
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Chapter 2: 
Unlock Your Healing Brain—Understanding 
the Mind-Body Connection

The key to unlocking your fullest potential is learning to use the power of your mind—recognizing 
that your mind’s influence extends to every aspect of your well-being from digestion to hormone 
regulation to sleep quality and even gene expression. This isn’t just about positive thinking—it’s 

about training your mind to create an internal environment that supports healing and transformation.

After decades of witnessing countless healing journeys, I’ve discovered that the most profound trans-
formations often begin not with a prescription pad or dietary overhaul but in the six inches between 
your ears, namely your brain.

Most of us start our health journeys focused on the physical—changing our diet, taking supple-
ments, and trying various treatments. But what if the real transformation begins in the landscape of 
your thoughts? I’ve seen this pattern repeatedly: Two patients with similar conditions follow identical 
protocols, yet one heals remarkably while the other struggles. The difference? Often, it’s not in their 
biochemistry, it’s in their mindset.

Consider Maria, who struggled with autoimmune issues for five years despite trying every protocol 
imaginable. During one appointment, she admitted, “I’m terrified this is the way my life is going to 
be forever.” This fear wasn’t just an emotional response—it was creating a biological obstacle to her 
healing. Her body was receiving the message that she couldn’t handle her experience, driving her into 
a state of “fight or flight” that perpetuated her symptoms.

Here’s why this matters: Your body cannot be in a state of stress and a state of healing 
simultaneously. When you’re stressed, your body diverts resources away from healing and into 
survival mode. It’s like trying to repair a car while racing it at full speed—impossible and potentially 
destructive.

Modern neuroscience has revealed that your brain is remarkably adaptable. Scientists call this “neu-
roplasticity,” which refers to your brain’s ability to rewire and create new neural pathways throughout 
your life. A fascinating study of London taxi drivers illustrates this perfectly. The study found that experi-
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enced cab drivers had significantly enlarged areas of the brain that are responsible for spatial navi-
gation. Their brains had physically transformed in response to their experiences. The same adaptability 
extends to healing.

The Mind-Body Connection: Understanding Your Two Operating Systems

Our nervous system forms the foundation of our entire experience—coloring how we feel, think, act, 
and interact with the world. At any given moment, our body operates primarily in one of two funda-
mental states: a state of ease or a state of distress. 

The State of Ease: Your Gateway to Healing

When we cultivate this state, our body enters a harmonious condition where healing and regeneration 
naturally occur. In this state, we experience:

•	 Deep listening and presence
•	 Stillness and attunement
•	 Openness to what is, without judgment
•	 Growth, flow, and creative expression
•	 Joy, gratitude, and inspired action
•	 A sense of connection (to self, others, and life)
•	 Emotional flexibility and resilience
•	 Trust in the process of life
•	 A growth-oriented perspective that sees challenges as opportunities
•	 Present time consciousness—full engagement with the now
•	 Deep insight and calm, clear-headed action

These harmonious emotions aren’t just pleasant, they’re therapeutic. They don’t drain our energy, they 
replenish it. When we’re in this state, our parasympathetic nervous system activates, promoting rest, 
digestion, and healing.

The State of Distress: Our Default Mode

In contrast, when we’re in a state of distress, we experience:

•	 Struggle against what is (fighting reality)
•	 Tension, defensiveness, and rigidity
•	 A need for control over outcomes
•	 Viewing challenges as threats rather than opportunities
•	 A sense of separation from others and life itself
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•	 Automatic reactions to perceived threats
•	 Impulsive decision-making without reflection
•	 Emotional flooding that overwhelms rational thinking
•	 Defensive posturing and self-protection
•	 Rumination on past events or anxious anticipation of the future

This state disrupts our body’s natural healing processes, keeping us physiologically stuck in patterns 
of struggle and fear. Our sympathetic nervous system activates, releasing stress hormones that disrupt 
nearly every system in our body. Chronic distress leads to dis-ease (lack of harmony) and eventually 
actual disease as our nervous system remains trapped in a continuous stress response.

What drives these states? The answer lies in our two minds, different parts of our brain that essentially 
function as two distinct operating systems. The first is our reactive mind, our survival system. This ancient 
mechanism, centered in our limbic brain system, evolved to keep us safe by rapidly identifying and 
responding to threats. It’s fast, automatic, and largely unconscious. When you jump at a sudden noise 
or feel anxious when your boss calls unexpectedly, that’s your limbic brain’s reactive system at work. 

The reactive mind drives us into a state of distress through two primal protective forces: the fear of getting what 
we don’t want (threats) and the tension about not getting what we want (unmet desires). These twin forces—re-
sistance and attachment—activate when we believe, “If things don’t go my way, I won’t be able to handle it.”

The second is our conscious mind, our human potential. Centered in our prefrontal cortex, this system is 
deliberate, reflective, and capable of nuanced thinking. This is what makes us uniquely human—the part 
that can consider multiple perspectives, make plans, and override automatic impulses. The conscious 
mind allows us to cultivate a state of ease through acceptance of what is and trust in our capacity to 
handle life’s challenges. The conscious mind can also calm and regulate the reactive mind by assuring it 
that we are safe, helping to transform our threat response into a more balanced perspective.

The Power of Choice

Our minds shift between protective and healing states throughout the day. The good news? We can 
choose which state we spend more time in. Our power comes from noticing when we’re caught in a 
reactive pattern and deliberately shifting to a calmer, more thoughtful state.

This simple choice—from stress to ease—creates the conditions where healing happens naturally. The 
coming sections will show you practical ways to make this shift, even when life gets tough.

When we get stuck, we get sucked into the negative chatter of our reactive brain. That little voice 
spins stories of worry, criticism, and worst-case scenarios. Instead of recognizing these thoughts as just 
thoughts—not reality—we believe the negative narrative. This keeps us trapped in our protective brain’s 
endless loop of stress, blocking our natural healing ability.

In these states, we experience various emotions accompanied by characteristic thoughts. This internal 
dialogue from our reactive brain’s little voice might sound like:
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●	 Frustration and anger accompanied by thoughts like: 

○	 “This is unacceptable”
○	 “I can’t keep feeling like this”
○	 “This shouldn’t be so difficult”
○	 “Why does this always happen to me?”
○	 “No one understands how hard this is”

●	 Contempt, judgement, and superiority accompanied by thoughts like: 

○	 “I can’t believe I did something so stupid”
○	 “I would never make that mistake”
○	 “How can everyone else be so clueless?”
○	 “They clearly don’t know what they’re doing”
○	 “I’m surrounded by incompetence”

●	 Fear and uncertainty accompanied by thoughts like: 

○	 “I’m not capable of handling this situation”
○	 “I don’t have enough”
○	 “What if everything falls apart?”
○	 “I’ll never figure this out”
○	 “I’m too vulnerable to take this risk”

●	 Worry, anxiety, and overwhelm accompanied by thoughts like: 

○	 “There’s too much to do, I can’t keep up”
○	 “What if something terrible happens tomorrow?”
○	 “What if I make the wrong decision?”
○	 “I’ll never get all of this done”
○	 “My health/situation is probably getting worse”

●	 Resentment accompanied by thoughts like:

○	 “They always get what they want, but I never do”
○	 “I do everything for others, but no one appreciates it”
○	 “Why should they succeed when I’ve worked so much harder?”
○	 “I deserve better than this”
○	 “It’s unfair that others have it so easy”



21

Revitalize 360° Renew Your Body, Mind, and Life 

●	 Shame and self-doubt accompanied by thoughts like: 

○	 “I’m not good enough”
○	 “I can’t believe I did that”
○	 “I always mess things up compared to others”
○	 “Others are judging me unfairly”
○	 “I’ll never be as capable as everyone else”

These thought patterns aren’t just harmless mental chatter—they’re direct instructions to your nervous 
system. Each worried thought or fearful story your reactive brain tells triggers real physical changes: 
your muscles tighten, your breathing becomes more restricted, your heart rate quickens. This creates 
a feedback loop where your negative thoughts cause physical stress, and those physical sensations 
then reinforce your anxious thinking. Your body doesn’t distinguish between imagined threats and real 
ones—it responds to both with the same stress chemistry, creating a cycle that can feel impossible to 
escape.

What makes this cycle particularly powerful is how we validate and strengthen it. Every time we con-
sciously agree with our reactive mind’s warnings—telling ourselves “Yes, this really is terrible” or “I can’t 
handle this”—we intensify what began as a small concern into a full-blown stress response. Each time 
we react to these thoughts by researching symptoms online, seeking excessive reassurance, or avoid-
ing challenges, we’re physically confirming to our brain that the perceived threat is real. This creates a 
neural feedback loop that makes these stress patterns increasingly automatic and difficult to override.

Consider how often your protective brain has overestimated threats and underestimated your capac-
ity to handle challenges. Maybe you’re the person convinced their momentary dizziness indicates a 
serious illness despite clear medical tests or the one interpreting constructive feedback as evidence of 
imminent firing, only to receive a promotion later. These patterns don’t solve underlying anxiety—they 
strengthen the neural pathways of worry and resistance, literally rewiring the brain to become more 
efficient at producing distress.

To break free from this cycle, you need to recognize these reactive thoughts as just one perspective—
often dominated by outdated survival programming. By questioning these internal narratives rather 
than automatically believing them, you create space for a different response. Instead of amplifying 
fears, you can acknowledge them while reminding yourself of your genuine capacity to handle life’s 
inevitable challenges.

The Three B’s: Your Healing Framework

Your health outcomes are determined by three interconnected elements that I call the “three B’s”: be-
liefs, behaviors, and biology. They form an interconnected system with each component continuously 
influencing the others in a dynamic feedback loop.
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What makes this system particularly challenging to recognize is its cumulative nature. Much like com-
pound interest, the effects of our beliefs and behaviors don’t typically manifest as immediate prob-
lems—they build gradually over time, often beneath our conscious awareness.

This pattern mirrors what happens with a smoker who feels fine for decades until suddenly diagnosed 
with lung disease. The same principle applies to our beliefs and daily habits. The person who spends 
decades neglecting their needs or is chronically stressed doesn’t immediately develop health prob-
lems. These patterns silently stress our systems until they reach a tipping point where symptoms can no 
longer be ignored.

This is why simply changing your biology—through diet, supplements, or medications—without exam-
ining your beliefs and behaviors often results in disappointing outcomes. You might experience tempo-
rary relief, but the same underlying patterns continue to create the same biological stress. 

Here’s how this interconnected system works:

Your Beliefs—the stories you tell yourself about your body, health, and possibilities—form the founda-
tion of your experience. These aren’t mere thoughts; they’re instructions to your nervous system.
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These beliefs shape your Behaviors—the daily habits, reactions, and choices that both reflect and 
reinforce your underlying beliefs.

Your behaviors directly impact your Biology—the intricate physiological processes occurring in your 
cells. This biological state then influences how you feel, your thoughts, sleep patterns, and mood, po-
tentially shifting your original beliefs and completing a continuous feedback loop.

The comprehensive nature of this cycle explains why fragmented approaches to health often fall short. 
Many healthcare practitioners focus exclusively on their specialty area —psychologists on beliefs, 
nutritionists on behavior, physicians on biology—without addressing the complete system. A psychol-
ogist’s valuable insights face an uphill battle if the patient continues consuming inflammatory foods. 
Similarly, attempts to balance hormones will struggle against limiting beliefs that perpetuate chronic 
stress, disrupting those same hormones. Even patients diligently following prescribed behaviors may 
fight a losing battle if underlying beliefs or biological imbalances remain unaddressed.

True transformation occurs when we recognize and work with all three components simultaneously, 
understanding each experience we have influences our beliefs, behaviors, and biology, and that 
intentional changes to any part of this system can initiate positive cycles that fundamentally alter our 
experience of life and the trajectory of our health journey.

The key insight is this: True healing isn’t about addressing symptoms in isolation; it’s about aligning your 
beliefs, behaviors, and biology to create a state where health naturally emerges. When these three 
elements work in harmony, transformation isn’t just possible—it’s inevitable.

In the next sections, we’ll explore how chronic distress hijacks your healing potential and what you can 
do to shift from a state of distress back into a state of ease where healing naturally occurs.

How Distress Hinders Healing

Now that you understand the profound connection between your mind and body, let me share some-
thing crucial that most doctors never talk about: Your body can’t tell the difference between a looming 
deadline, a severe nutritional deficiency, chronic inflammation, or a charging lion. To your nervous 
system, stress is stress. And right now? Your internal alarm system is likely working overtime, keeping 
you locked in a state of distress that’s actively sabotaging your healing potential.

It’s important to recognize that not all anxiety stems from psychological fears. Physical stressors like 
poor sleep, hormone imbalances, nutritional deficiencies, or toxicity can create feelings of anxiety 
through the accumulation of stress in your body.

It’s important to remember you can experience physical stress symptoms while still maintaining a sound 
mind. The more reactive we become to our bodily symptoms and sensations, the deeper we fall into a 
state of distress. This is precisely why cultivating a state of ease is crucial—it allows us to observe these 
physical symptoms without getting entangled in reactive thoughts about them.
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The Two Branches of Your Nervous System

To truly understand how distress hijacks healing, let me introduce you to the autonomic nervous 
system—the collection of automatic processes that control essential bodily functions without your 
conscious input. This system regulates your heartbeat, breathing, digestion, and immune function, 
operating largely behind the scenes day and night. Just as you don’t need to remember to breathe or 
consciously tell your heart to beat, these automatic processes continue regardless of your awareness 
of them.

This autonomic nervous system has two primary branches that function like different drivers controlling 
your body:

Your sympathetic nervous system (SNS) is like a teenage driver with a lead foot always ready 
to floor the gas pedal at the first sign of trouble. This is your “fight-or-flight” response designed to acti-
vate during emergencies. When this driver takes control, you enter a state of distress where your entire 
biology shifts toward protection rather than healing. When in charge, this driver:

•	 Increases heart rate and blood pressure
•	 Diverts blood flow away from digestive organs toward muscles
•	 Releases stress hormones like cortisol and adrenaline
•	 Suppresses immune function and tissue repair
•	 Accelerates breathing and dilates pupils
•	 Dramatically increases energy consumption throughout the body

This state is essential for surviving immediate dangers. But when chronically activated by everyday 
stressors it becomes the biological foundation of distress, keeping you physiologically stuck in patterns 
of struggle and fear that block healing.

In contrast, your parasympathetic nervous system (PNS) is the experienced, calm operator 
who knows how to drive smoothly and efficiently. This is your “rest-and-digest” or “repair-and-restore” 
system. When this skilled driver takes the wheel, you naturally enter a state of ease where healing 
thrives. With this driver is in charge, your:

•	 Heart rate and blood pressure normalize
•	 Digestion activates and nutrient absorption improves
•	 Hormone balance restores
•	 Immune function strengthens
•	 Inflammation decreases
•	 Cellular repair mechanisms activate
•	 Energy is conserved and used efficiently
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It’s important to note that your body cannot be in both states 
simultaneously. It’s either the teenage driver or the experienced 
operator at the wheel—never both. And in today’s world, most of us 
are letting that anxious teenage driver control our vehicle 24/7, never 
giving the keys to the skilled operator who actually knows how to 
maintain the vehicle properly.

When your nervous system is stuck in sympathetic dominance, it comes at a cost. Although your brain 
makes up only 4% of your body’s total weight, it consumes a staggering 25% of your daily caloric 
burn under normal conditions. In a state of distress, however, this energy demand skyrockets even 
higher—leaving little energy available for repair, regeneration, and healing.

But there’s good news: Even though these processes are automatic, research has shown we can con-
sciously influence which system is dominant. Through specific practices like mindful breathing, medi-
tation, and the acceptance techniques we’ll explore later, you can deliberately shift from sympathetic 
dominance to parasympathetic activation. Your conscious choices—from how you breathe to how you 
interpret challenges—can literally change which neurological driver is controlling your vehicle at any 
given moment. This understanding gives you tremendous power over your healing process that most 
people never realize they have.

The Real Cost of Chronic Distress

The chronic activation of your sympathetic system doesn’t just feel uncomfortable, it creates measur-
able biological damage affecting every system in your body. Here’s a deeper dive into how distress 
can affect different bodily systems:

1.	 Distress can impact the brain and nervous system causing:
◊	 Brain inflammation that potentially damages the hippocampus
◊	 Disrupted neurotransmitter balance
◊	 A hypervigilant state where your brain becomes wired to seek out threats
◊	 Impaired memory formation and recall
◊	 Anxiety and depression
◊	 Tremors
◊	 Fatigue, low mood, and withdrawal 

2.	 Distress can impact the cardiovascular system causing:
◊	 Elevated blood pressure and heart rate
◊	 Increased inflammation in the blood vessels
◊	 Increased risk for blood clots
◊	 Irregular heart rhythms
◊	 Accelerated arterial plaque formation
◊	 Tingling sensation



26

Revitalize 360° Renew Your Body, Mind, and Life 

3.	 Distress can impact the immune system causing:
◊	 Suppression of immune cell production
◊	 Delays in wound healing
◊	 Increased susceptibility to infections
◊	 Reactivation of dormant viruses
◊	 Amplification of autoimmune responses

4.	 Distress can impact the digestive system causing:
◊	 Reduced nutrient absorption
◊	 Disruption of gut barrier function, e.g. “leaky gut”
◊	 Increased risk of digestive infections
◊	 Alterations in gut microbiome composition
◊	 Increased stomach and intestinal inflammation
◊	 Triggering of IBS-like symptoms

5.	 Distress can impact hormonal balance causing:
◊	 Disruption of thyroid function
◊	 Imbalance of reproductive hormones
◊	 Destabilization of blood sugar
◊	 Interference with growth and repair processes
◊	 Negative impacts on metabolism and weight regulation

The research showing the damaging effects of stress is substantial. A study from Harvard Medical 
School found that up to 90% of doctor visits stem from stress-related complaints, while University of 
Rochester researchers demonstrated how chronic stress accelerates cellular aging by damaging telo-
meres—the protective caps on our DNA.

Distress Impairs Decision Making

When our energy is diminished, tasks that normally feel manageable can suddenly seem insurmount-
able. This energy depletion affects us on multiple levels—physical, mental, and emotional—creating a 
perfect storm where even routine activities require extraordinary effort.

When we’re in distress, our perception becomes skewed, making everything appear more complex 
and demanding than it truly is. The brain, which consumes a disproportionate amount of our body’s 
energy, struggles to maintain focus and clarity when reserves run low.

This “brain strain” particularly impacts our ability to plan, prioritize, and execute tasks in a logical 
sequence. Many people find themselves caught in a frustrating cycle where feeling overwhelmed 
leads to procrastination, which only intensifies the sensation of being buried under responsibilities. 
The resulting stress further taxes our already limited resources, making recovery increasingly difficult 
without intentional intervention.



27

Revitalize 360° Renew Your Body, Mind, and Life 

All of this creates a self-reinforcing pattern: distress compromises decision making, poor decisions 
generate more distress, and unhealthy patterns become entrenched. I regularly observe this in prac-
tice—exhausted patients reaching for sugar, skipping exercise when overwhelmed, or making impul-
sive treatment decisions when anxiety peaks.

Brain imaging confirms these effects. A 2019 Yale University study revealed how chronic distress phys-
ically alters brain architecture, strengthening circuits associated with fear and anxiety while weakening 
those involved in rational thinking and emotional regulation.

A Case Study in Cumulative Distress

The good news is that these changes are reversible. Research from the University of Wisconsin-Mad-
ison found that just eight weeks of mindfulness meditation not only reduces stress but strengthens the 
prefrontal cortex—the region responsible for wise decision-making—while simultaneously reducing 
activity in the amygdala, our brain’s fear center.

Let me share a story that perfectly illustrates the cumulative impact of distress. Julie, a mother of five, 
came to me battling chronic fatigue and digestive issues after working with another functional medi-
cine clinic. Despite targeted nutrient support and a comprehensive gut healing protocol, she experi-
enced only modest improvements that never seemed to last.

What made Julie’s case so revealing was her current health crisis had roots stretching back nearly 
20 years. For two decades, she had operated under the belief that being a “good mother” meant 
constant self-sacrifice. She prided herself on always being available, never saying no, and pushing 
through exhaustion to meet everyone else’s needs.

When I first met Julie, I noticed something crucial that other practitioners had overlooked: despite all 
the biological support she’d received, she remained in a constant state of distress. As she spoke about 
her health struggles, her words came out fast and choppy, her body tense, her eyes darting around 
the room. Her speech pattern alone—rapid, intense, and without natural pauses—revealed a nervous 
system stuck in overdrive after years of cumulative stress.

Julie’s story exemplifies what happens when patterns of beliefs and behaviors accumulate distress 
over time. The very approaches that seemed to “work” in her 20s and 30s had been silently building 
biological stress for decades.

“I was trying to heal while simultaneously signaling to my body that I was in danger,” she realized. “It’s 
like trying to recover from chronic fatigue while still running a marathon in my mind.”

Julie’s transformation began when we expanded her treatment to address all three B’s—beliefs, be-
haviors, and biology—simultaneously. We continued supporting her biology with hormonal balance, 
nutrient therapy, and gut healing protocols, but now we also tackled beliefs about worthiness and her 
behavioral patterns through creating boundaries, scheduling time for herself, and allowing herself to 
rest when needed.
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What’s fascinating is that the same biological interventions that had previously shown limited results 
now began working dramatically better. The difference wasn’t that we had found better supplements 
or more advanced protocols, it was that by addressing her beliefs and behaviors alongside her 
biology, Julie had finally created the conditions where her body could properly utilize the biological 
support she was receiving.

Imagine attempting to revive a garden during an ongoing drought. You can add the finest soil and organic 
fertilizers, but if the plants remain under stress, they simply cannot thrive. That’s precisely what many of us are 
doing with our bodies—trying to nurture health while maintaining conditions of physiological distress.

In the next section, we’ll dive deeply into exactly why we are so prone to distress and I’ll show you 
specific techniques to shift your nervous system from a state of distress to a state of ease. You’ll learn 
practical tools to become that calm, experienced driver instead of the anxious teenager with a lead 
foot. Because once you understand how to work with your body’s natural healing mechanisms instead 
of against them, true transformation becomes possible.

The Protective Brain: How Your Mind Creates Distress and Blocks Healing

As we explored previously, your entire life is influenced by two primal protective forces: what you desire 
(attachment) and what you resist (avoidance). The protective brain is primarily focused on resistance and 
avoidance. It’s constantly preoccupied with scanning for what might go wrong, what might cause harm, 
pain, or discomfort. Then it works tirelessly to help you resist, avoid, and escape those threats.

Fear often arises from resistance—to the unknown, to change, to discomfort, to outcomes we can’t 
control. Acceptance, on the other hand, is about embracing what is without trying to fight, flee, or fix it.

Where fear says, “This shouldn’t be happening,” acceptance says, “This is happening and I trust I can 
handle it.”

It doesn’t mean you necessarily like the situation, just that you’re not letting fear hijack your response to it.

Constant resistance manifests in a fundamental dissatisfaction with where we are. We’re either unhap-
py with our current situation or desperately pursuing a future state we believe will be better. When we 
remain constantly dissatisfied and resistant to our present reality, we activate the sympathetic nervous 
system and disengage the parasympathetic system, placing us squarely in a state of distress rather 
than a state of ease where healing occurs.

Consider how this plays out with burnout. The dedicated doctor works excessive hours, their nervous 
system continuously activated by both the pursuit of excellence and the fear of letting patients down. 
The busy mom pushes through exhaustion, ignoring bodily signals, chasing career advancement while 
simultaneously fleeing the fear of failure or inadequacy.

These individuals are caught in a biological trap of using stress hormones as fuel to either chase what they want 
or escape what they fear. Their sympathetic system—designed for short bursts of emergency action—remains 
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chronically engaged, while their parasympathetic system—essential for healing and recovery—is suppressed.

The trap becomes self-reinforcing. Stress hormones provide the temporary focus, energy, and drive 
needed to push beyond natural limits. The gratification of achievement or the relief of escaping 
perceived danger delivers dopamine hits that reinforce this pattern, creating an actual physiological 
dependency on stress. Meanwhile, your biology pays the price as digestion, immunity, sleep, and 
cognitive function all deteriorate.

What makes this pattern particularly insidious is how our culture celebrates and rewards it. We admire 
the driven, the busy, the perpetually productive. We praise those who “push through” fatigue and 
sacrifice well-being for achievement. We’ve normalized a physiological state fundamentally incom-
patible with health and healing.

At the core of this problem is our reactive brain—the primitive survival mechanism we discussed earlier. 
This unconscious protection system keeps us constantly caught between fleeing what we fear and 
grasping at what we desire. Let’s look at how this plays out in everyday life:

Small Things:

•	 Your electric toothbrush breaks unexpectedly, triggering a cascade of frustration com-
pletely disproportionate to the actual problem

•	 After submitting a job application, you check your email compulsively every few minutes
•	 Waiting for a plumber who’s running late elevates your heart rate and tightens your mus-

cles
•	 Your heart sinks when the person you’ve been dating doesn’t call when expected

Medium Things:

•	 During a dinner conversation, a friend shares a political opinion different from yours, and 
you immediately feel your jaw tighten and temperature rise

•	 Your meal at a restaurant is taking longer than expected and you find yourself repeatedly 
checking the time and feeling increasingly agitated

•	 A work presentation doesn’t go as planned and your mind starts cycling between resisting 
what happened and desperately seeking approval

•	 Family gatherings trigger tension as you anticipate disagreements

Big Things:

•	 The loss of a loved one creates profound grief—your system resisting the painful reality of 
their absence

•	 Health events trigger sleepless nights filled with worry—your mind desperately grasping 
for certainty and control

•	 Financial strains keep you in constant panic mode—your system fleeing the potential 
threat of insecurity
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•	 Career setbacks create identity crises—your mind resisting the reality of professional chal-
lenges

What’s critical to understand is how these moments accumulate throughout our day. Each instance of resis-
tance or attachment contributes to your total sympathetic drive, keeping you locked in a state of distress.

Nowhere do our reactive patterns show up more consistently than in our relationships. A colleague’s 
critical comment, your partner’s tone of voice, or even a stranger’s dismissive glance can instantly 
trigger your reactive brain’s alarm system, launching you into defensive patterns.

If you start to feel triggered in your encounters with others, one of the fundamental questions I ask you 
to consider is this: What if everything you experience is 20% your fault and 80% outside your control? 
This perspective isn’t about assigning blame but rather about recognizing the reality that most peo-
ple’s behavior has little to do with you and everything to do with their own protective patterns, past 
experiences, and current stressors. Yet we can take responsibility for our 20%—our interpretation, our 
response, and our contribution to the dynamic.

When someone cuts you off in traffic, snaps at you in a meeting, or seems distant in a relationship, 
your reactive brain immediately personalizes it: “They don’t respect me,” “They think I’m incompetent,” 
or “They are so disrespectful.” But this 20/80 perspective offers a powerful reframe—their behavior 
is likely 80% about what’s happening in their world that you know nothing about and perhaps 20% 
about your actual interaction with them. This mental model creates just enough space between stimu-
lus and response for you to choose a more conscious way forward, one that isn’t driven by resistance 
to your present experience.

Our brains are remarkably efficient at identifying potential threats and problems—it’s wired to help us 
survive threats. We crave to remain calm and be at peace, but our survival instincts see threats every-
where, making it difficult to truly relax. This creates an exhausting internal conflict where we’re trying to 
relax while our ancient brain circuits keep sounding alarms.

Neuroscientists have shown how the brain can become conditioned from constant exposure, identi-
fying what they call the “Tetris Effect” named after the popular puzzle game. In studies, students who 
played Tetris for extended periods began to see the distinctive block patterns everywhere in their 
daily lives. Their brains had become attuned to seeking these patterns. They reported visualizing how 
buildings along the skyline might fit together, mentally arranging grocery items on store shelves to 
eliminate gaps, or seeing parking lots as opportunities to perfectly align cars like falling blocks. Some 
even dreamed of rotating shapes and described an almost automatic mental response when seeing 
rectangular objects in their environment.

Just as with the Tetris Effect, our minds can develop a “negativity effect” where we primarily notice 
what’s wrong rather than what’s right. Through this tinted lens, life becomes a landscape of problems 
waiting to be spotted. A minor twinge in your back isn’t just discomfort but potential evidence of a seri-
ous health condition. A slightly delayed response to your text message transforms from someone being 
busy into proof they’re upset with you. Even positive situations become sources of stress. A promotion 
at work isn’t a celebration but a minefield of new responsibilities where you might fail. A dinner with 
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friends isn’t enjoyable social time but an opportunity to say the wrong thing. This constant scanning for 
threats exhausts us mentally and emotionally, making everyday experiences far more draining than 
they need to be.

Here’s the cruel irony of this powerful protective system: 99% of what we worry about 
never actually happens, yet these concerns make us miserable 100% of the 
time.

Our brains exhaust valuable resources preparing for threats that rarely materialize, while creating 
very real stress responses that compromise our health in the process. This is why we must deliberate-
ly retrain our brain to notice what’s working in our lives and health. It doesn’t happen automatically. 
This transformation requires consistent, intentional practice. Groundbreaking research from the Uni-
versity of California, Davis, found that participants who practiced gratitude for just 21 days showed 
significant positive changes in their overall well-being. No matter how challenging life might seem, 
there are countless overlooked miracles supporting us every moment. Just think, you’re living on a 
planet perfectly positioned to support life with an atmosphere that shields you from harmful radia-
tion while providing the exact mix of gases you need to breathe. Your heart beats around 100,000 
times daily without you having to think about it. You likely have clean water to drink, shoes to pro-
tect your feet, and the miracle of sight that allows you to read these words.

Without this deliberate effort applied consistently over time, the brain’s default programming will 
continue scanning for and magnifying problems while filtering out positive experiences. This is why 
the nightly ritual I practiced with my children—asking them to name three good things that happened 
that day—was so powerful. It wasn’t just a pleasant bedtime activity; it was rewiring their developing 
brains to automatically seek out what was working well. At first, this exercise felt awkward and forced 
for them. They’d give me simple answers like “recess was fun” or “I liked dinner.” But over months, I 
noticed their observations becoming more nuanced and spontaneous. They began pointing out beau-
tiful cloud formations on the drive home or expressing appreciation for friendships without prompting. 
Their unconscious minds had been trained to spot evidence of what was good rather than exclusively 
focusing on problems.

Embracing the Lessons of Struggle

Perhaps the most profound shift comes when we recognize that our pain, setbacks, and struggles 
aren’t obstacles to growth but essential catalysts for it. Without resistance, we would never develop 
strength. Without challenges, we would never discover our capacity for resilience.

The goal isn’t to eliminate all suffering—that’s both impossible and counterproductive. Instead, the aim 
is to stop suffering in vain by extracting the lessons our challenges offer. Each moment of struggle is an 
invitation to practice acceptance and enter a state of ease where growth occurs.

And here’s the good news: You can interrupt these patterns using a powerful technique I teach my 
patients called STOP. This technique is specifically designed to help you break free from distress by 
creating space between your reactive impulses and your conscious choices.
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The STOP Technique: Transforming Your Stories

This simple but profound practice builds on established mindfulness principles. Remember those signs 
we discussed earlier—the tight chest, increased pulse, restricted breathing, racing thoughts, muscle 
tension? These are your cues that you’re caught in a state of distress. When you notice these signals, 
it’s time to use STOP:

Step One. S-Stop: The moment you notice your nervous system shifting into a state of dis-
tress, pause with a sense of gratitude and celebration. This way, you’ve caught yourself in the 
exact moment before reactivity takes over! This is a powerful triumph because by consciously 
stopping, you break the automatic feedback loop that could transform a small spark of reac-
tivity into an overwhelming emotional blaze.

Step Two. T-Take a deep slow breath: This activates your parasympathetic 
nervous system and creates space between you and the reactive, fearful story your 
lower brain is telling you. Even if for a second, this physical action helps you recognize 
you are not your thoughts or emotions; you’re the awareness watching them unfold. If 
the event is extremely triggering and you can really feel the stress of the event, may-
be spend a few minutes just breathing to deactivate your nervous system. This single 
behavior can help reshape the way you respond to stress because you are reacting 
differently than you have in the past. These periodic breaks will help you distance your-
self from the old reactive patterns and those patterns can become less intense because 
of your new learned response.

I can’t tell you how effective taking a slow, deep breath can be—it’s like training your nervous system 
for a state of ease. When you spend so long in a state of stress, you have to change not only your 
beliefs and biology but your behaviors. This singular behavior has the power to start to change your 
beliefs and your biology.  When you consistently practice conscious breathing during stressful mo-
ments, your brain begins to form new neural pathways that associate challenges with calm responses 
rather than fight-or-flight reactions. This neurological rewiring gradually shifts your core beliefs from “I 
can’t handle this stress” to “I have tools to manage difficult situations.” 

Physiologically, regular activation of your parasympathetic system through breathing reduces cortisol 
levels, lowers blood pressure, and improves immune function. It literally changes your biological re-
sponse to stress. Over time, this practice doesn’t just help you manage stress, it fundamentally trans-
forms your relationship with it, creating a positive feedback loop where each successful implementa-
tion reinforces your confidence in your ability to remain centered during life’s challenges.

Step Three. O-Observe: Here you will observe your body, emotions, and thoughts (BET) 
with curiosity rather than judgment. This curiosity is your doorway out of reactivity. Here’s how:

●	 Body: Notice physical sensations. Where do you feel tension? How’s your breath-
ing? What signals is your body sending you?
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●	 Emotions: Identify which emotions are present. Are there layers to what you’re feel-
ing? Is there a primary emotion beneath your initial reaction? Are you overwhelmed, 
frustrated, angry, worried, etc?

●	 Thoughts: What stories is your mind telling? Question these narratives: “Is this abso-
lutely true?” “Am I worrying about something that isn’t actually happening?” “Are past 
experiences coloring my belief?”

This simple act of non-judgmental observation creates a profound neurological shift in your brain. 
When you observe and label your experience (“I’m feeling anxiety in my chest” or “I notice I’m 
having thoughts about failure”), you activate your prefrontal cortex—the rational, executive center 
of your brain. Research from neuroscientists at UCLA has shown that the mere act of putting feel-
ings into words (called “affect labeling”) reduces activity in the amygdala, the brain’s emotional 
alarm system.

What’s remarkable is that by observing your experience with this subtle distance, you’re actually 
redirecting neural activity from emotional reactivity centers to areas responsible for logical assessment 
and thoughtful decision making. You’re literally switching brain networks from the default mode net-
work (associated with rumination and self-referential thinking) to the central executive network (re-
sponsible for problem solving and intentional action).

Mindfulness studies have consistently demonstrated this practice of non-judgmental observation 
decreases emotional reactivity while simultaneously improving cognitive control. The simple act of 
naming what you’re experiencing—without trying to change it—reduces its grip on you by up to 50%, 
according to some research. This isn’t just a subjective feeling; it’s a measurable neurobiological shift 
that creates the space needed for wiser choices.

This curiosity-driven observation often naturally leads to empathy—both for yourself and others. You 
might realize, “They’re probably acting from their own fears and programming, just as I am.” From this 
place of curiosity and emerging empathy, creativity naturally arises. You begin to see options beyond 
your initial reactive response, accessing the full capacity of your higher brain functions rather than 
remaining trapped in the limited view of the primitive, reactive state.

Step Four. P-Proceed with Acceptance and Self-Belief: After observing what’s 
happening within you, move forward with conscious choice rather than automatic reaction. 
This final step connects your newfound awareness with purposeful action, allowing you to 
respond from a place of centered clarity rather than reactive impulse.

When facing challenging emotions or situations, use this simple two-step approach:

1.	 Acknowledge your experience with acceptance: “I am experiencing _____ right 
now and that is okay.”

2.	 Choose a supportive belief: Select a belief that feels genuine and comforting to you.
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Some Supportive Beliefs You Can Use:

•	 “I have the strength to handle this.”
•	 “This moment is temporary.”
•	 “I am exactly where I need to be.”
•	 “I can learn and grow from this experience.”
•	 “I deserve compassion, especially when things are difficult.”
•	 “One step at a time is all I need to take.”
•	 “I’ve weathered storms before and I’ll weather this one too.”
•	 “My feelings are valid messengers, not permanent states.”
•	 “I am resilient even when I don’t feel resilient.”
•	 “I am supported, even if I can’t see it right now.”

Examples of Supportive Beliefs in Action:

When experiencing anxiety: “I am experiencing anxiety right now and that is okay. I trust that 
this feeling will pass.”

When dealing with work stress: “I am experiencing overwhelm with my workload right now 
and that is okay. I have overcome challenges like this before.”

When facing relationship difficulties: “I am experiencing hurt and confusion right now, and 
that is okay. I have the wisdom to navigate this situation.”

When struggling with physical discomfort: “I am experiencing pain in my body right now 
and that is okay. My body has remarkable healing abilities.”

When facing uncertainty: “I am experiencing fear about the future right now and that is okay. I 
can handle whatever comes my way.”

This practice helps break the cycle of distress by combining acceptance of your current reality with 
a conscious choice to hold a perspective that supports your well-being. It’s not about “fixing” your 
experience but acknowledging the experience fully while choosing how you want to relate to it.

The purpose of the STOP technique is to help you recognize when that negative reactive voice 
kicks in and keep its narrative from sabotaging your mind and body. Think of it like this: Just like a 
sleep-deprived child becomes cranky and irrational after one night of poor sleep, your mind often 
generates catastrophic thoughts that feel absolutely real in the moment. STOP gives you the power 
to pause and question these thoughts instead of immediately buying into them.

Viktor Frankl, a psychiatrist who survived the Nazi concentration camps, discovered something pro-
found amid unimaginable suffering: “Between stimulus and response, there is a space. In that space 
lies our power to choose our response.” This insight reveals a fundamental truth about freedom. But 
here’s what most people miss—that space of choice only truly exists when we can stop and start to 
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question our automatic responses in the first place.

Freedom begins with awareness. Rather than placing blame by thinking “They made me stressed,” 
you can recognize the true source, replacing those thoughts with, “I’m feeling frustrated because 
I’m attached to my timeline and I’m resisting what actually happened.” By identifying these patterns 
and challenging the underlying beliefs, you reclaim your power.

In the next section, we’ll explore how to move from a state of distress to a state of ease through 
learning to let go. We’ll discover how the acceptance practices we’ve been discussing create the 
internal environment where healing naturally occurs.

Learning to Let Go: From Distress to Ease

“God, grant me the serenity 
 to accept the things I cannot change 
 the courage to change the things I can 
 and the wisdom to know the difference.”

This timeless wisdom, known as the Serenity Prayer and embraced by millions in recovery pro-
grams worldwide, captures perhaps the most profound truth about healing I’ve discovered in my 
decades of practice: The more desperately we try to control what cannot be controlled, the more 
we activate a state of distress that blocks our healing. Conversely, when we develop the wisdom to 
distinguish between what we can and cannot change—and respond accordingly—we create the 
optimal conditions for transformation.

This isn’t just some new age concept. It’s rooted in centuries of wisdom and validated by modern 
science. Buddha recognized this 2,500 years ago when he identified that suffering comes from our 
attachment to specific outcomes and our resistance to what is. Jesus taught this through surrender 
and trust. The Bhagavad Gita speaks of “karma yoga,” or the practice of acting without attachment 
to outcomes. Even modern psychology, through pioneers like Carl Jung, arrives at this same truth: 
“What you resist not only persists but will grow in size.” All these traditions recognize the fundamen-
tal truth that our resistance to the present moment—either fleeing what we fear or chasing what we 
desire—creates suffering.

The truth is the more desperately we try to control our health, our symptoms, and our lives, the more 
we activate a state of distress that actually blocks our healing. It’s one of those fascinating paradox-
es of human biology that I’ve witnessed thousands of times in my practice and the science behind it 
is extraordinary.

This protective pattern becomes especially problematic when it comes to your health. I see this 
manifesting in increasingly complex ways. Sometimes, when a patient starts a new treatment pro-
tocol, their brain runs multiple threat scenarios simultaneously. It’s not just conscious worry—their 
nervous system is automatically scanning for danger: Could this make things worse? What if I react 
badly? What if this is my last chance and it fails? Each question triggers its own cascade of stress 
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responses, often without conscious awareness. This resistance to the present—fleeing potential 
future threats rather than accepting the reality of their current treatment—actively disrupts the healing 
process.

I’ve also seen patients who follow a new protocol and make excellent progress for weeks, only 
to experience one minor setback that causes them to question everything. Take Michael, who had 
been successfully managing his chronic bloating and intense stomach pain with our help. After 
three weeks of steady improvement, he woke up one morning with increased pain. Immediately, his 
protective brain went into overdrive: “This isn’t working after all,” “This is actually the worst I’ve ever 
felt,” “I’ve been wasting my time and money.” In that moment, he completely forgot the three weeks 
of progress and could only focus on the immediate setback. 

Consider John, another one of my patients, a firefighter dealing with vertigo issues. Every time he 
felt a little light-headed or dizzy, his limbic brain would launch into its well-rehearsed disaster sce-
nario: “What if this never gets better? What if I can’t work? What if I lose everything?” Each thought 
strengthened those neural pathways, making the next stress response even more automatic. He was 
exhausting himself fighting against his own experience. His resistance to his present symptoms—
fleeing what he feared they might mean—kept him locked in a stress state that blocked healing.

John then got on the internet and started searching forums, reading about what other people did. 
After 10 hours of intense research, John felt great at first because he believed now he had the 
answers. But after his dopamine surge ended from the seeking behaviors and new information 
he gained, John felt overwhelmed with all the possible solutions and concerned he wasn’t on the 
right path even though the evidence tells us differently because he was experiencing relief he 
hadn’t found in years. His nervous system, locked in a reactive survival state, made it impossible 
for him to maintain the perspective needed to recognize this as a normal fluctuation in his healing 
journey.

For some patients, even improvement becomes a source of unconscious tension. I had a patient 
who finally got her autoimmune condition under control, but her nervous system remained hypervig-
ilant, constantly scanning for the slightest hint of a setback. Every minor sensation became a poten-
tial threat, keeping her stress response activated even as her body was trying to heal. Her inability 
to accept her present improved state—instead constantly anticipating a return to suffering—prevent-
ed her from fully entering a receptive, healing state.

Real healing begins when we recognize this game our brain is playing. We can’t control the world, 
others, or our bodies to satisfy these two driving forces of fleeing what we fear and chasing what 
we desire. We can’t live in constant tension about securing what we want while simultaneously 
trying to protect ourselves from everything we fear. True healing requires acceptance of our present 
reality, however uncomfortable it might be. And at the core of this acceptance lies trust—trust in our 
body’s innate capacity to heal, trust in the process even when progress isn’t linear, and trust in our 
ability to handle whatever arises. When we develop this foundation of trust, we can finally relax 
our vigilance and create the space our body needs to restore and regenerate. This is when the real 
healing begins.
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Let me illustrate this with a simple metaphor capturing how we often create our own suffering 
through resistance. Imagine swimming when a beach ball floats up and starts hitting you. Annoyed, 
you decide to hold it underwater so it won’t bother you anymore. But now you’re entangled with 
this beach ball, spending valuable energy keeping it submerged. The more you try, the more 
exhausted you become. Soon, your entire focus revolves around controlling this beach ball. It 
becomes the center of your world, draining your energy, and diminishing your enjoyment of swim-
ming.

This constant struggle doesn’t just exhaust you—it keeps you forever joined to the problem. But if you 
simply let the beach ball float back to the surface, it might drift away on its own without any effort 
from you. When you stop fighting against what is, you free up that energy for healing and growth, 
and often find that what seemed so threatening loses its power over you entirely.

I see this pattern of resistance playing out in countless ways:

•	 When you’re staring at the ceiling with insomnia, the harder you try to force sleep, the 
more elusive it becomes—your resistance to being awake actually prevents sleep

•	 When you’re experiencing an autoimmune flare, the more you resist and fight against it, 
the more your stress response amplifies the symptoms—your resistance to the flare intensi-
fies it

•	 When your exercise and diet routine isn’t producing the results you want, you become 
stressed and frustrated about your lack of progress—this stress makes you less likely to 
continue healthy behaviors and more likely to make unhealthy decisions, creating a de-
structive cycle

There’s an ancient Chinese proverb that perfectly illustrates this truth. A farmer’s only horse runs away, 
and his neighbors say, “What terrible luck!” The farmer responds, “Maybe so, maybe not. Who 
knows?”

A few days later, the horse returns with three wild horses. “How wonderful!” exclaim the neighbors. The 
farmer again responds, “Maybe so, maybe not. Who knows?”

The next day, the farmer’s son tries to ride one of the wild horses, falls, and breaks his leg. “What a 
tragedy!” say the neighbors. “Maybe so, maybe not,” replies the farmer.

A week later, military officials come to draft young men into the army. Seeing the son’s broken leg, 
they pass him by. The neighbors congratulate the farmer on his good fortune. As always, he re-
sponds, “Maybe so, maybe not. Who knows?”

This farmer embodies something profound about acceptance and meeting each moment without 
resistance, without needing to control or label events as good or bad. His neighbors, like most of 
us, demonstrate the typical state of distress—constantly judging, reacting, trying to control our expe-
rience through our interpretations.

There comes a moment on your path of healing when you face a simple yet profound choice: Will 
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you continue to fight reality in an attempt to control everything or will you choose peace? Look 
closely at what’s happening when you resist what is. You’re literally saying to the universe, “I refuse 
to accept this moment as it is. I need it to be different before I can be okay.”

Do you see what you’re doing? You’ve handed the keys to your well-being to external circumstanc-
es. You’ve decided that your inner state depends on whether life conforms to your preferences. And 
in doing so, you’ve trapped yourself in a prison of your own making.

The great secret is that our difficulties aren’t the whole story of our suffering. That pain in your body, 
that difficult person, that uncertain situation—they’re challenging, yes, but notice how much your 
emotional turmoil amplifies everything. It’s like we take the initial difficulty and then pile layers of 
resistance on top: “This shouldn’t be happening to me,” “Why now?”, “I can’t handle this.” Can you 
feel how that internal resistance creates a whole additional dimension of disturbance inside you? 
The physical discomfort might be unavoidable but the mental and emotional storm that follows—
that’s the part that truly exhausts us.

What if you simply stopped fighting? What if you let go of the oars and allowed your boat to flow 
with the river of life instead of constantly paddling upstream? This isn’t about resignation—it’s about 
freedom. The truth is when you surrender the need to control outcomes, you don’t become weak; 
you tap into a power far greater than your personal will could ever access.

So ask yourself: Which matters more—getting everything exactly as you want it or experiencing 
the peace and wholeness that has been within you all along? Your answer to this question will 
determine whether you remain caught in the endless cycle of struggle or finally break free into the 
boundless space of acceptance where true healing occurs.

What we see in the farmer from the Chinese proverb is complete acceptance rooted in deep trust. 
While his neighbors panicked with each turn of events, the farmer trusted that he could handle 
whatever came his way. The farmer wasn’t turning away from reality—he was facing it head on 
without adding drama or despair. His calm wasn’t about not caring, it was about trusting in his abili-
ty to weather any storm life brought his way.

In this way, trust can be the opposite of fear. Where fear says, “This is too much for me,” trust says, “I 
can get through this.” 

Understanding the Nature of Resistance

I define resistance as any behavior, mental or physical, that keeps us stuck in a negative physiolog-
ical state. Resistance typically arises when we struggle to accept difficult situations, thoughts, and 
feelings. While it operates as a protective mechanism, resistance ultimately prevents us from achiev-
ing the quality of life we envision for ourselves.

At the root of almost all resistance is fear. This primal emotion drives our suffering far more than we 
realize. We fear pain will intensify or never end. We fear loss of control. We fear judgment from 



39

Revitalize 360° Renew Your Body, Mind, and Life 

others. We fear failure. We fear the unknown. This underlying fear creates a perpetual state of 
struggle against our present reality, which ironically intensifies our suffering rather than relieving it.

Resistance manifests in three primary ways in our daily lives:

Observable behaviors include avoiding situations that trigger discomfort, procrastinating on 
important tasks, seeking excessive reassurance, using substances to numb emotional pain, creating 
distraction routines through social media or entertainment, burying ourselves in work, or responding 
aggressively when feeling vulnerable.

Internal resistance happens within our minds through rumination about past events or future 
scenarios, excessive planning to avoid discomfort, harsh self-criticism, denial of certain experiences 
or feelings, elaborate rationalizations, mental rehearsals of conversations to control outcomes, and 
catastrophizing by imagining worst-case scenarios.

Verbal behaviors reflect resistance when we change subjects to avoid uncomfortable topics, 
minimize significant events or feelings, complain without taking action, make excuses for avoiding 
meaningful activities or offer excessive justifications for our choices.

Understanding these patterns of resistance is crucial because they’re often unconscious yet power-
ful forces that keep us locked in states of distress. When we recognize our unique resistance pat-
terns, we can apply the healing power of acceptance more effectively.

One of the most powerful lessons I try to teach my patients is this:

“Be okay with being un-okay”

That means understanding that for your body to enter a healing state, you must first accept where 
you are and learn to quiet the negative mental chatter or at least not get caught up in it. It’s like 
finally letting that beach ball float to the surface. Many people can’t allow that—they can’t accept 
their current reality. There’s a deep-seated fear that without constant vigilance and struggle, they will 
lose the battle with their health challenges. But this very resistance is what keeps them stuck.

This fear-based resistance creates a paradox: The more desperately we try to escape our suffering, 
the more firmly we anchor ourselves in it. Our attempts to control pain, symptoms, emotions, and 
circumstances activate our stress response keeping us in fight-or-flight mode where healing cannot 
occur. By constantly resisting what is, we’re essentially telling our nervous system we’re in danger, 
triggering a cascade of stress hormones that compromise our immune function, digestion, sleep, 
and cellular repair mechanisms.

When I tell patients about acceptance—about allowing for their symptoms and being okay with not 
being okay—they often get upset. Many will cry because they don’t want their lives to be this way 
forever. They interpret acceptance as resignation to a permanent state of suffering.

I remember one patient with chronic skin issues and severe Crohn’s disease who broke down in my 
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office. “I can’t accept this,” she sobbed. “If I accept this, it means I’ll never get better. I’ll be in pain 
forever and I can’t bear that thought.” Her tears came from the deep fear that acceptance meant 
giving up on the possibility of healing. What she didn’t yet understand was her very resistance to her 
present condition was perpetuating the stress state potentially blocking her healing.

Acceptance isn’t about resigning yourself to suffering or giving up. Instead, it’s about  releas-
ing the negative mental narrative that accompanies your condition. When we’re in resistance, 
we’re literally fighting with reality—in this situation, fighting with our own bodies. And that’s not 
what our bodies need to heal. They need compassion, understanding. and acceptance, even 
when they misbehave.

Surfers understand this principle profoundly. When caught in a “hold-down”—pinned underwater 
by a massive wave—they know fighting is not only futile but potentially fatal. The natural instinct is 
to panic and struggle for the surface, depleting precious oxygen and energy. Instead, experienced 
surfers do something counterintuitive: They relax completely, surrendering to the wave’s force, know-
ing it will eventually release them. By accepting their reality rather than fighting it, they conserve 
oxygen, maintain clarity, and actually reduce their time underwater.

Life’s challenges are like these powerful waves. We have less control than we’d like to believe. 
When you struggle against reality, you burn through precious resources. When you accept where 
you are, you conserve that energy and maintain the mental clarity needed to navigate effectively. 
Acceptance doesn’t mean wanting to stay underwater; it means recognizing that fighting the waves 
of your current reality only worsens your situation. Authentic transformation begins from where you 
genuinely are, not where you wish you were.

Think about it: Have you ever noticed how the harder you try to fall asleep, the more awake you 
become? Or how desperately trying to control anxiety often makes it worse? This isn’t just in your 
head. It’s a biological response that happens when we shift from acceptance into distress through 
our attempt to control.

I see this play out in practice all the time. Take Jennifer, one of my patients with chronic migraines. 
She had created an incredibly complex system to try to control her migraines—tracking every 
possible trigger, following an ultra-restrictive diet, and constantly monitoring her symptoms. All this 
meticulous control was actually keeping her nervous system stuck in a state of distress, perpetuating 
the very problem she was trying to solve.

The breakthrough came when Jennifer made a counterintuitive discovery: The more she could 
accept her current experience, even the uncomfortable parts, the more her body could shift into 
a state of ease where natural healing occurs. This isn’t just positive thinking or giving up, it’s about 
understanding how our biological systems actually work.

The more we resist something or desperately want something, the more tension we create. It’s a 
paradox—our resistance actually keeps us trapped in the very state we’re trying to escape. Our 
relationship with health works the same way.
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When we’re in a state of distress trying to control everything, our bodies release a cascade of 
stress hormones. Our muscles tense, our breathing becomes shallow, our digestive system shuts 
down, and our immune function decreases. It’s like driving with one foot on the gas and one on the 
brake—we’re working against ourselves at a cellular level.

But when we practice acceptance, something remarkable happens. Our nervous system shifts into a 
state of ease where our parasympathetic system activates, stress hormones normalize, immune func-
tion optimizes, and natural healing mechanisms engage. This isn’t just theory—scientists can measure 
these changes in heart rate variability, inflammatory markers, and immune function.

Acceptance unlocks a state of ease. When we consciously accept our current reality without judg-
ment, we open ourselves to receive what’s present and create space for new possibilities.

What’s crucial to understand is our reactive brain needs reassurance that we are safe even as we 
acknowledge difficult experiences. When practicing acceptance, we’re not passively surrendering, 
we’re actively creating ease by sending safety signals to our nervous system.

For example, when experiencing anxiety about physical symptoms, instead of fighting against the 
feeling or catastrophizing about what it might mean, go back to what you learned in the STOP 
technique. Pause, breathe, observe and try saying: “I am experiencing anxiety about this pain right 
now and that is okay. I choose to believe my body is communicating with me and I can listen with-
out assuming the worst.”

If you can’t remember any of the STOP technique or want a simpler way of dealing with stress 
when triggered, simply relax and release whatever is coming up for you. At that moment, you have 
a choice. You can get worked up and resist what’s happening or you can simply relax and release 
the build up of anxiety. You can also do a few minutes of diaphragmatic breathing (belly breathing) 
to calm your system. Turn to these calming strategies instead of old patterns of behavior like com-
plaining to anyone who will listen, starting arguments because you’re frustrated, getting online and 
frantically searching for a solution (which often increases anxiety rather than relieving it), stress eat-
ing, social media scrolling, or shutting down and withdrawing from others. None of these reactions 
actually address the root cause of your distress—they just temporarily mask it while reinforcing the 
neural pathways of reactivity.

Instead, by choosing to relax, release, and breathe, you’re literally rewiring your brain’s response 
to triggers. This simple shift creates profound neurobiological changes. You can’t behave the same 
way you have or you will continually get the same results. Change the approach and you will get 
different results. Each time you choose this new response, you strengthen new neural pathways that 
will make this healthier response more automatic and accessible in future situations.

Let me show you how this works in practice. Michael had been battling insomnia for years. His 
determination to control his sleep had created an elaborate set of rules and restrictions that kept his 
nervous system wound tight as a spring. Every night became a battle with his distress about being 
awake actually preventing the natural sleep process from occurring.
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Instead of trying to force sleep, Michael learned to accept his state of wakefulness whenever he 
would wake up or have trouble falling asleep. This wasn’t just mindset work. It was about shifting his 
nervous system from distress into ease through the practice of acceptance. The results were re-
markable. As he stopped fighting against being awake and practiced acceptance, his body could 
naturally move into its sleep cycle.

By practicing acceptance, Michael created space for his natural rhythms to emerge. Instead of being 
caught in the state of distress of “I must sleep now,” he shifted to acceptance of “I am awake and 
that’s okay.” This allowed him to become receptive to his body’s wisdom and expand into natural, 
restful sleep.

This principle extends far beyond sleep. I’ve seen it work with:

•	 Chronic pain patients who find relief when they stop fighting against their sensations
•	 Autoimmune patients whose inflammation markers improve as they release the need for 

perfect control
•	 Anxiety patients whose symptoms decrease when they stop resisting their feelings
•	 Digestive patients whose gut function improves as they release rigid control of their diet

The research backs this up. Studies show that acceptance-based approaches can:

•	 Reduce inflammatory markers
•	 Improve immune function
•	 Decrease stress hormone levels
•	 Enhance heart rate variability
•	 Support optimal gene expression

Remember: Moving from distress to a state of ease through acceptance is simple, though not always 
easy. When you notice distress arising, use the STOP technique. This isn’t about doing it perfectly. It’s 
about catching those moments of distress and transforming them into opportunities for healing through 
the practice of acceptance. Each time you practice this, you’re strengthening neural pathways that 
support a state of ease.

A good place to start is to remember the simple phrase “relax and release” whenever you’re 
feeling stressed, triggered, or overwhelmed. When you relax around the discomfort rather than 
tensing against it, you’re sending powerful signals of safety to your nervous system. Being okay 
with what is—even when it’s uncomfortable—is perhaps the most powerful medicine available 
to us. This simple practice creates the shift from distress to ease where healing naturally occurs, 
allowing your attention to finally rest on all those overlooked miracles in your life. 

Start practicing with the small irritations of daily life. When you find yourself in a long checkout 
line, instead of fuming about the delay, relax and release. When someone expresses an opinion 
you strongly disagree with, notice the tightening in your body and deliberately soften around 
it. When traffic suddenly stops on your commute home, rather than gripping the steering wheel 
tighter, consciously relax your hands and shoulders. Each of these small moments becomes a 
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training ground for your nervous system, gradually reprogramming your default response from 
resistance to acceptance.

Remember Jennifer with the migraines? As she learned to loosen her grip on control and practice 
acceptance, something fascinating happened. Her headaches didn’t immediately disappear, but 
their intensity decreased, and more importantly, they stopped controlling her life. By accepting their 
presence while taking thoughtful action, she shifted into a state of ease, creating the conditions for real 
healing to occur.

Think of it like learning to dance. When you first start, you might try to control every movement, mak-
ing the dance stiff and awkward. But as you learn to flow with the music, to accept and work with 
the rhythm, your movements become natural and graceful, allowing you to expand into new forms of 
expression. Your healing journey works the same way—acceptance creates a state of ease where 
healing can naturally occur.

In the next section, we’ll explore how our beliefs form the foundation of our experience and how 
transforming them can shift us from distress to ease. You’ll learn practical tools for shifting out of distress 
without falling into passive resignation. The goal isn’t to give up on healing but to create the optimal 
conditions where healing can naturally occur through the practice of acceptance that leads to a state 
of ease.

For now, start noticing where control might be creating distress in your own healing journey. Remem-
ber: You don’t have to fight against your current reality to change it. Often, it’s only when we accept 
where we are that we can truly move forward to where we want to be.

Beliefs: The Stories That Shape Our Healing

“There is nothing either good or bad, but thinking makes it so”--William Shakespeare

“Whether you think you can, or you think you can’t—you’re right.” When Henry Ford made this ob-
servation, he couldn’t have known that modern neuroscience would prove him correct at a biological 
level. After decades of treating thousands of patients, I’ve discovered something that revolutionized my 
practice: your beliefs quite literally become your biology.

Your beliefs are not abstract concepts—they are the hidden commands that direct your very experi-
ence of life, determining whether you’re stressed or at peace, energized or depleted, healing or sick. 
What you accept as true doesn’t just influence your choices—it becomes your biology, transforming 
invisible thought into physical experience in ways that can seem almost miraculous.   

This powerful connection between belief and biology operates through a specific cycle that becomes 
your personal operating system. Take a look at this diagram illustrating how this cycle works:
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Your core beliefs about reality form the foundation that generates your thoughts. These mental interpre-
tations create emotional responses, which drive your lived experiences. And critically, those experi-
ences loop back to reinforce or reshape your beliefs, creating a continuous cycle that affects every 
aspect of your health.

The research on this mind-body connection is nothing short of mind bending. Consider these remark-
able studies:

At Baylor College of Medicine, researchers conducted a study comparing real knee surgery to 
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a sham procedure where patients received only incisions without actual repairs. The result defied 
conventional medical understanding: Both groups reported identical pain relief and mobility improve-
ments—benefits that lasted years after the procedure. The belief in healing created actual physical 
improvement, even without the surgical intervention.

In a groundbreaking Harvard study, hotel housekeepers were simply informed their daily work con-
stituted beneficial exercise meeting recommended guidelines. Without changing anything about their 
routine, these workers showed measurable physical changes—decreased blood pressure, reduced 
body fat, improved body mass index, and even improved cholesterol levels. Their perception trans-
formed their biology, creating measurable changes in their physical health markers.

At Beth Israel Deaconess Medical Center, researchers gave patients placebos labeled as anti-anxiety 
medication. These patients showed a 50% reduction in anxiety symptoms, and brain scans revealed 
neural changes identical to those taking actual medication. Their brains couldn’t distinguish between 
belief and biochemistry—to their nervous system, belief was biochemistry.

This power works both ways. Just as positive expectations can heal, negative beliefs can harm—a phe-
nomenon scientists call the “nocebo effect” (what I call the evil twin of the placebo).

In one remarkable study, patients who believed they were lactose intolerant experienced genuine digestive 
distress after consuming lactose-free placebos. Their intestines reacted as if actual lactose was present, sim-
ply because they believed it was. Their beliefs created physical symptoms where no physical cause existed.

Even more dramatically, a comprehensive review found nocebo effects responsible for up to 76% of 
medication side effects. When patients were warned about potential negative reactions, they were 
significantly more likely to experience them—even while taking inactive placebos. Your expectations 
don’t just influence your biology; they quite literally become your biology.

While most of us understand that stress impacts our health, what’s often overlooked is the extraordinary 
power of our beliefs themselves. Your beliefs aren’t just thoughts—they’re actual instructions to your 
nervous system that influence everything from immune function to hormonal balance to cellular repair.

It’s crucial to understand emotions don’t just feel like something happening in your body—they are 
literal biological events that transform your physiology. When beliefs trigger emotions, they set off 
cascades of biochemical changes that directly impact your cells, tissues, and organs.

This connection is powerfully demonstrated by the landmark Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) 
study, one of the largest investigations ever conducted on childhood abuse, neglect, and household 
challenges, and how they affect later-life health. The ACE Study, conducted by the CDC and Kaiser 
Permanente, asked 17,000 participants about 10 types of childhood adversity, including:

•	 Physical, emotional, or sexual abuse
•	 Physical or emotional neglect
•	 Household dysfunction (mental illness, substance abuse, domestic violence, incarceration, 

or divorce)
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What the researchers discovered was stunning: the higher a person’s ACE score (the more adversity 
they experienced as children), the higher their risk for a wide range of health problems later in life. 
People with an ACE score of 4 or more were:

•	 2.6 times more likely to develop COPD
•	 2.2 times more likely to have heart disease
•	 4.6 times more likely to suffer from depression
•	 2.5 times more likely to develop autoimmune conditions including rheumatoid arthritis, 

psoriasis, and Crohn’s disease

This wasn’t just about psychological effects—these were real physical health consequences showing 
up decades later. What connected childhood adversity to adult disease? The belief-emotion-biology 
pathway we’ve been discussing.

These early traumatic experiences install powerful belief systems that generate chronic stress respons-
es. Over time, this stress activation creates what scientists call “allostatic load,” meaning the cumulative 
wear and tear on the body from repeated stress activation. This repeated stress activation can lead 
to inflammation, immune dysregulation, hormonal imbalances, and alterations in gene expression that 
create vulnerability to disease.

The ACE study offers compelling evidence that emotional experiences don’t just become psycholog-
ical patterns—they become physically embedded in our biology, influencing how our genes express 
themselves and how our organs function decades later.

Your beliefs aren’t created in a vacuum, but are the product of every significant experience you’ve 
had from childhood until now. Every interaction with your parents, every lesson from teachers, every 
sermon from preachers, every message absorbed from social media and television—all of these expe-
riences have shaped who you are today and created a belief system entirely unique to you.

What’s particularly important to understand is how trauma and emotionally charged experiences play 
a crucial role in this system. The more emotionally charged an experience is—or the more resistance 
you had to it initially—the more deeply it becomes etched into your belief system. These intensely emo-
tional experiences create the strongest neural imprints, powerfully shaping how you interpret the world 
going forward.

When trauma occurs, it’s not just the event itself that causes suffering, it’s the meaning we assign to that 
event. Two people can experience identical traumatic events, but because they adopt different beliefs 
afterward (like “I’m broken” vs. “I’m resilient”), their entire lives unfold differently. The narrative we build 
becomes the lens through which we view all future experiences.

When you witness a parent battle a serious illness, that experience does far more than create memories. 
It actively shapes your core beliefs about health, mortality, and your own vulnerability. A child watching 
a parent struggle through cancer treatment might develop powerful beliefs like “illness runs in our family,” 
“medical treatments cause suffering,” or “I must be hypervigilant about my health to avoid the same fate.”
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What makes this belief cycle particularly powerful is how it perpetuates itself through our recurring 
patterns. Our chronic suffering often has less to do with original traumatic events and more with the 
beliefs we formed about ourselves, others, and the world as a result of those events.

Consider someone who experienced a painful breakup where their partner left suddenly. The belief 
“people always leave me” becomes installed in their nervous system. In their next relationship, this be-
lief operates below conscious awareness, creating hypervigilance for signs of abandonment. During 
a simple disagreement, their system floods with anxiety as the belief activates: “It’s happening again, 
they’re going to leave.”

This anxiety triggers protective behaviors—becoming clingy, starting arguments to “test” the relation-
ship, or emotionally withdrawing first as self-protection. These behaviors create tension in the relation-
ship, often pushing the partner away, which then “confirms” the original belief: “See? People always 
leave me.”

This isn’t just a mental process—it’s a full physiological experience where the body literally recreates 
the emotional state of the original trauma. The person doesn’t just think about abandonment; they 
re-experience it on a bodily level, complete with racing heart, shallow breathing, and stress hormones 
flooding their system. Their biology can’t distinguish between past and present threats.

The cycle continues relationship after relationship, not because they’re unlucky in love, but because 
their belief system is literally recreating the same scenario through their perceptions, emotions, and 
behaviors. The person isn’t consciously choosing this pattern—it’s running automatically like a program 
in the background of their operating system.

Understanding this cycle intellectually isn’t enough for transformation. Your rational mind might com-
prehend that “stress hinders healing” or “positive thinking helps,” but true change requires engaging 
your emotional brain as well—what many would call “your heart.” This is why I always tell my patients 
no matter what I say or what they cognitively understand, it’s about what they truly believe in their 
hearts.

This gap between intellectual understanding and emotional belief is what makes transforming our be-
liefs so challenging. You can logically understand that you’re safe while your nervous system continues 
to signal danger. Think about standing at the edge of a cliff—no matter how much you rationally tell 
yourself you’re secure, your body will still produce anxiety as a protective response. This isn’t weak-
ness; it’s your nervous system doing exactly what it evolved to do.

The key insight is that transformation doesn’t come from fighting these responses but from developing 
awareness of them. When you can recognize “This is my nervous system responding to a perceived 
threat” rather than “I’m in danger,” you create space between stimulus and response. You can experi-
ence anxiety without being controlled by it. You can feel the fear without letting it dictate your actions.

When we attempt to transform beliefs using only analytical thinking, we often hit resistance. This is 
because our deepest beliefs aren’t stored as logical propositions but as emotional imprints and bodily 
sensations. We can’t just think our way into new beliefs; we have to feel them as true on a visceral level.
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This is particularly evident with trauma-formed beliefs. The narrative that develops after a traumatic 
experience isn’t just a thought—it’s a physiological pattern etched into your nervous system. It’s the 
reason why someone might logically understand they’re safe while their body continues to respond as 
if they’re in danger.

This cycle can be extremely important to recognize in your health journey specifically, as not only 
does distress make it difficult to heal, but beliefs about your health can also directly hold you back. If 
you believe “My body is broken,” that belief will generate thoughts like “This symptom means some-
thing terrible is happening.” Those thoughts trigger emotions of fear and anxiety, creating experiences 
of hypervigilance and symptom-monitoring. Those stressful experiences then loop back to reinforce 
your original belief: “See? My body really is broken.” This self-reinforcing loop creates a biochem-
ical cascade that maintains a state of distress, blocking your ability to enter the state of ease where 
healing thrives.

What’s crucial to understand is while we can’t change our past experiences, we can become aware 
of how they’ve shaped our beliefs. Through this awareness, we can begin to transform them—not just 
intellectually but emotionally and physiologically. When we address the emotional roots of our beliefs 
rather than just their logical content, we create the conditions for profound and lasting transformation.

Blame Patterns: The Hidden Cost of Powerlessness

When we blame our environment for how we feel—our genes, our diet, our work, our relationships—
what we blame builds power over us. It’s like handing over the keys to your health to circumstances 
beyond your control. This psychology causes your nervous system to register its powerlessness as a 
threat, triggering increased stress hormones that flood your system. Every time you point to something 
outside yourself as the source of your problems, you surrender your agency to that external force.

This mindset creates a neural loop: the more you blame external factors, the more your brain scans 
for evidence to support your helplessness. Each piece of “evidence” it finds reinforces the belief that 
your healing depends on something beyond your control, keeping you locked in a state of stress that 
actively blocks your body’s natural healing mechanisms.

Common blame patterns that leep you stuck include:

“Something is Inherently Wrong with Me...” 

Brain’s translation: You need to find what is causing you to feel so bad 

Scanning program: Continually search for flaws, defects, and problems within yourself 

Biological response: Chronic stress and decreased resilience
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“My Body is Fragile...” 

Brain’s translation: You need constant protection and can’t handle stress 

Scanning program: Continuously look for signs of weakness, monitor potential threats, avoid 
challenging activities 

Biological response: Increased tension, reduced activity, heightened anxiety

“I Can’t Be Healthy When My Partner Sabotages My Efforts...” 

Brain’s translation: Your healing depends on others changing first 

Scanning program: Constantly monitor partner’s behaviors for evidence of sabotage 

Biological response: Resentment, helplessness, and giving away your power to heal

Let me be absolutely clear: No one else is going to make you whole and healthy. The only person 
truly responsible for how you feel is you. This isn’t meant to be harsh—it’s meant to be empowering.

Taking responsibility doesn’t mean taking blame. It doesn’t mean you caused all your problems or you 
deserved your struggles. Instead, it means recognizing that regardless of who or what put you in a 
difficult place, you are the only one who can pull yourself out.

There is no supplement that will give you peace of mind, no practitioner who can develop new 
habits for you, and no treatment that can ensure your biology remains healthy without your conscious 
participation. When you embrace radical responsibility, you reclaim the power to heal. Your external 
support systems become tools in your toolkit rather than saviors you desperately depend on. This shift 
in perspective doesn’t just change your mindset—it transforms your biochemistry, creating the optimal 
internal environment for healing to occur.

Beyond blame, there’s another sneaky way beliefs create distress: through constant dissatisfaction with 
where we are. I see this all the time in my practice—the endless list of “shoulds”:

There’s a list of what you think you should have:

•	 “I should be further along in my healing.”
•	 “I should have more energy by now.”
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•	 “I should be handling this better.”

And then there’s a list of what you don’t want:

•	 “I don’t want these symptoms.”
•	 “I don’t want to feel this way.”
•	 “I don’t want to deal with this.”

Every time you tell yourself you “should” be somewhere else or “shouldn’t” have to deal with some-
thing, you’re essentially pressing the gas pedal on your stress response. Your brain interprets this gap 
between where you are and where you think you should be as a threat, locking you into a state of 
distress.

Transforming Your Beliefs for Healing

The problem I see with the current approach many people take is that they’re trying to address sur-
face-level stress, with yoga, meditation, exercise, supplements, medications, and even therapy, without 
ever addressing the beliefs driving their experiences.

I remember an encounter I had with a new patient who proudly told me he had his mental well-be-
ing “dialed in” because he had practiced transcendental meditation for over 15 years. Yet when we 
discussed his digestive issues, he desperately pleaded, “You’re my last hope, I need you to fix this—I 
feel like I’m dying from these stomach problems.” Despite years of dedicated meditation practice, his 
core belief and desperation about his symptoms were creating an overwhelming state of stress that 
blocked his healing potential and made his symptoms worse.

This disconnect is remarkably common. You can do all the deep breathing exercises in the world, take 
every supplement on the market, and master the most advanced yoga poses, but if your core beliefs 
remain unchanged—if you’re secretly convinced your symptoms signal impending doom or you have 
some other limiting or unhealthy belief—you’re still building a house on a faulty foundation. It might 
look impressive from the outside, but the structure will never be stable.

This is why belief work is so essential. Practices like meditation and yoga are valuable tools, but they 
work best when they’re supported by beliefs that allow your nervous system to enter a state of ease.
Without addressing the underlying beliefs and narratives that can cause distress, these practices be-
come sophisticated forms of distraction rather than genuine paths to healing.

Practical Applications: Reprogramming Your Nervous System

The good news is we can reprogram these patterns. The same neuroplasticity that reinforces negative 
beliefs can be harnessed for healing. Let me show you how real transformation looks in practice when 
you change the starting point of the cycle—your beliefs:
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Small Things:

•	 Distress story: “This headache is ruining my day.”
•	 Ease story: “I’m learning to listen to my body’s signals.”
•	 Biological impact: Reduced muscle tension, improved blood flow

Medium Things:

•	 Distress story: “My digestion is always bad.”
•	 Ease story: “I’m discovering what truly nourishes my body.”
•	 Biological impact: Enhanced vagal tone, improved digestive function

Big Things:

•	 Distress story: “I’ll never get better.”
•	 Ease story: “Each day brings new opportunities for healing.”
•	 Biological impact: Activated repair mechanisms, improved immune function

In each of these examples, we’re not just changing thoughts, we’re rewiring the foundation of the cycle 
by shifting core beliefs. This isn’t wishful thinking; it’s neuroplasticity in action. Brain imaging studies 
show when you consciously adopt new beliefs through acceptance practices, you create new neural 
networks that literally change how your brain processes information and how your body responds.

The most powerful way to transform your biology is to consciously choose beliefs that support healing 
by helping you shift from a state of distress to a state of ease. Start each day with declarations that 
program your nervous system—statements that directly address the first component of the cycle:

•	 “There is nothing that can happen today that I can’t handle.”
•	 “My body has infinite wisdom and knows how to heal.”
•	 “I trust in my capacity to grow through challenges.”
•	 “Every symptom is information, not a life sentence.”
•	 “I choose to focus on what I can control.”
•	 “My past experiences strengthen me rather than limit me.”

These aren’t just positive affirmations—they’re instructions to your nervous system that interrupt the 
belief-thought-emotion-experience cycle at its source. Each time you consciously choose these beliefs 
and practice accepting your current reality, you’re rewiring neural pathways that support a state of 
ease instead of perpetuating a state of distress.

Every time you catch yourself in a blame pattern and choose a different response through acceptance, 
you’re literally rewiring your brain’s default programming by breaking the self-reinforcing cycle we’ve dis-
cussed. This practice of acceptance allows you to enter a state of ease where healing naturally occurs.
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In the next section, we’ll explore specific techniques for supporting your body’s return to balance. But 
for now, start noticing your blame patterns. What stories are you telling yourself about your health? 
What unconscious beliefs might be keeping you in a state of distress? Because once you under-
stand how powerfully your beliefs shape your reality through this continuous cycle, you can begin 
consciously choosing beliefs that help you practice acceptance, enter a state of ease, and support 
healing instead of remaining stuck in distress.

If you take away one thing from this section, let it be this: very time you shift from a distressing belief 
to one that supports ease, you’re creating real biological change. Start today by noticing your own 
stories—because awareness is the first step toward transformation.

Supporting Your Body’s Return to Balance

Before we dive into specific techniques for improving your nervous system function, let’s address 
something crucial: While all these practices can be incredibly beneficial, they won’t automatically 
override the stress signals created by limiting beliefs and states of distress we outlined previously. Think 
of it like trying to cool down an overheating engine while continuing to press the gas pedal to the 
floor—no amount of coolant will solve the underlying problem.

Similarly, these practices won’t be fully effective if you’re simultaneously engaging in behaviors that 
work against your nervous system health. Poor sleep habits, alcohol consumption, recreational drugs, 
and stimulants like excessive caffeine all directly impact your nervous system’s ability to regulate itself. 
Nutritional choices matter tremendously as well—inflammatory foods, excessive sugar, and highly 
processed foods can trigger physiological stress responses that counteract your best relaxation efforts.

We must also acknowledge the biological factors that can sabotage healing. Nutrient insufficiencies, underly-
ing infections (both acute and chronic), hormone imbalances, gut dysbiosis, and environmental toxin exposures 
can all create physiological stress signals that can add to your body’s overall stress. These biological stressors 
need to be addressed alongside the beliefs and behavioral factors for true healing to occur.

The key is approaching these practices with the right mindset. Don’t do them to make your symptoms 
disappear or to force your body into a different state. Do them because they support your overall 
well-being while maintaining acceptance of your current reality. These practices, when combined 
with acceptance, help you maintain a state of ease that supports healing. Remember: you have to be 
okay with being not okay sometimes. These practices aren’t about escaping discomfort—they’re about 
supporting your system while you learn to be with whatever arises.

Understanding your nervous system’s state of balance is crucial for health and healing. One powerful 
way to measure this is through heart rate variability (HRV), or the naturally occurring beat-to-beat vari-
ations in your heart rate. Think of HRV as a window into your nervous system’s flexibility. When your 
parasympathetic nervous system (rest and digest) is functioning well, you’ll have higher HRV, indicating 
better stress resilience. Conversely, when stuck in sympathetic dominance (fight or flight), your HRV 
decreases.
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The good news is you can actively support your HRV through various practices. Many wearable 
devices now offer HRV monitoring, allowing you to track your progress over time. As you incorporate 
the following practices consistently, you should begin to see your HRV scores gradually improve—a 
tangible sign your nervous system is becoming more resilient.

Foundation Practices for Daily Well-being

Sleep optimization forms perhaps the most critical foundation for nervous system health. Quality 
sleep significantly improves HRV and nervous system resilience. Poor sleep makes us more emotion-
ally reactive and vigilant, directly lowering HRV and keeping us in stress states. Focus on establishing 
consistent sleep and wake times, and create a relaxing bedtime routine that signals to your body that 
it’s safe to rest and recover.

Hydration and nutrition play equally important roles in nervous system regulation. Proper hydra-
tion helps flush stress hormones from receptors and naturally lowers heart rate, creating a more favor-
able environment for parasympathetic activation. Emphasize vegetables in your diet, particularly those 
with natural relaxation properties like cherries, lettuce, celery, pineapple, and oranges. Be mindful of 
substances that can lower HRV, including alcohol, processed sugars, and unnecessary medications.

Regular movement and exercise have been consistently shown to improve HRV over time. The 
key is finding the right balance—challenging your system enough to build resilience without over-
whelming it. Start slowly and build gradually, as overexertion can temporarily lower HRV. Listen to 
your body’s signals rather than pushing through resistance, which only reinforces stress patterns. The 
best exercise approach is one that energizes rather than depletes you.

Remember, these foundation practices work best when approached with acceptance rather than as 
another way to “fix” yourself. Acceptance helps you remain in a state of ease while implementing 
these practices. Pay attention to any perfectionist tendencies or resistance that arise around these 
basics.

Mind-Body Practices for Nervous System Regulation

Gentle movement practices like yoga, tai chi, and qigong offer powerful tools for 
nervous system regulation. These traditions have survived for centuries because they effec-
tively combine movement, breath work, and meditation—all key elements for shifting from 
sympathetic to parasympathetic dominance. They help regulate the nervous system through 
coordinated breath and movement while improving body awareness and mindfulness. These 
practices build strength and flexibility while minimizing stress on the system.

Different approaches suit different needs—restorative yoga provides deep relaxation, gentle flow 
supports active recovery, tai chi enhances balance and coordination, and qigong cultivates energy 
and vitality. The key is finding which practices resonate with you and incorporating them regularly into 
your routine.
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Deep diaphragmatic breathing directly activates the vagus nerve, which is the prima-
ry pathway of your parasympathetic nervous system. When practiced regularly, deep belly 
breathing can significantly improve HRV and reduce stress hormones like cortisol. Focus on 
breathing into your belly rather than your chest, allowing your abdomen to expand fully on the 
inhale and contract on the exhale. This sends powerful signals to your brain that you are safe, 
counteracting the shallow, rapid breathing associated with stress states.

Vagal nerve stimulation techniques like EFT (Emotional Freedom Technique) and 
tapping provide direct ways to regulate your nervous system. These approaches use gentle 
tapping on specific meridian points while focusing on emotional concerns, sending calming 
signals through your body’s energy system. Research suggests these techniques can rapidly 
reduce cortisol levels and anxiety while improving immune function. The beauty of tapping is 
its accessibility—you can practice it anywhere, anytime you need to shift from distress to ease, 
often experiencing relief within minutes.

Mindfulness and meditation practices consistently support increased HRV over time by 
training your nervous system to return to balance more efficiently. Start with short sessions of 
5 to 10 minutes and gradually increase your practice time as your capacity grows. Effective 
meditation practices include focused breath work, body scanning, gratitude reflection, journ-
aling, setting intentional daily focus, working with affirming statements, practicing acceptance, 
and cultivating present-time consciousness.

While meditation can be powerfully transformative, it’s important not to use it as another way to 
escape discomfort. The goal isn’t to achieve some perfect state of calm but to develop the capacity 
to accept and be present with whatever arises, allowing you to maintain a state of ease even during 
challenges.

Stress-recovery techniques like cold exposure (brief cold showers or face dunking in 
cold water) and heat therapy (sauna sessions or red light therapy) create controlled stress 
that helps build resilience when used appropriately. These practices work by creating hormet-
ic stress—mild, controlled stressors that trigger adaptive responses in the body, ultimately 
strengthening its recovery capacity. Start gradually with these practices and always respect 
your body’s limits.

Environmental Factors for Nervous System Support

Our surroundings profoundly influence our nervous system state. Nature connection provides one 
of the most powerful environmental supports for parasympathetic activation. Grounding practices like 
walking barefoot on earth or lying on grass help reset electromagnetic balance in the body. Regular 
time outdoors in natural settings has been shown to lower stress hormones and improve HRV, while 
appropriate direct sunlight exposure regulates circadian rhythms and supports vitamin D production.

Light and sound therapy offer additional environmental support. Using organic white 
lights and appropriate blue LED exposure can help regulate circadian rhythms, while thera-
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peutic music (especially at frequencies like 528 Hz or 432 Hz, or using binaural beats) can 
entrain brain waves toward more relaxed states. Slow-tempo music (around 60 beats per 
minute) supports cardiovascular synchronization, naturally slowing heart rate and increasing 
HRV. Surrounding yourself with pleasant sensory inputs like gentle music or nature sounds 
creates an environment that signals safety to your nervous system.

Aromatherapy provides another sensory pathway to nervous system regulation. Calming 
scents like lavender have demonstrated effects on parasympathetic activation. Diffusing essen-
tial oils during rest periods can enhance relaxation and support sleep quality.

In our technology-saturated world, digital hygiene and media management have 
become essential practices for nervous system health. Limiting exposure to social media and 
news reduces inflammation-triggering stress responses. Consider strategies like implementing 
“digital sunset” hours when screens are turned off before bedtime, disabling notifications and 
alerts that trigger stress responses, checking email at scheduled times rather than continuously, 
and removing social media apps from your phone or using app blockers during designated 
periods.

Social and Emotional Support: Cultivating Purpose and Community

One of the most significant findings in contemporary well-being research is the profound roles pur-
pose and community play in nervous system regulation. Modern life has created a dual crisis. Not 
only have we lost meaningful connection to others, but many of us have also lost a sense of purpose 
that provides direction and meaning.

The absence of purpose creates a particular form of distress that directly impacts your nervous system. 
When you lack a compelling “why” behind your daily actions, your body exists in a subtle but per-
sistent state of threat. Research shows individuals with a strong sense of purpose demonstrate measur-
ably higher heart rate variability (HRV)—a key indicator of nervous system resilience and adaptability 
to stress. This isn’t merely psychological; purpose literally shapes your physiology through improved 
autonomic nervous system function.

Purpose-driven activities activate your parasympathetic nervous system in ways that isolated self-care 
practices cannot. Whether through meaningful work, creative expression, spiritual practice, or ser-
vice to others, purpose provides context that transforms even challenging experiences into sources of 
meaning rather than merely sources of stress.

This loss of purpose often parallels our disconnection from community. Traditional societies structured 
around shared purpose and communal support provided natural regulation for the nervous system. 
Today’s fragmented social landscape requires more deliberate cultivation of both purpose and con-
nection.

To support your nervous system through purpose:
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•	 Identify values-aligned activities that transcend self-focus
•	 Connect personal health goals to larger meaningful contexts
•	 Engage in regular service or contribution to others
•	 Maintain rituals or practices that connect you to something beyond yourself
•	 Join communities organized around shared purpose and meaning

The nervous system registers purpose-driven activities differently than mere pleasure-seeking or 
stress-avoidance behaviors. While temporary pleasures may briefly activate reward pathways, 
purpose-driven activities create sustained patterns of nervous system regulation that build resilience 
over time.

Professional support can also play a crucial role in nervous system regulation. Thera-
peutic treatments like chiropractic care, acupuncture, massage, biofeedback, and Emotional 
Freedom Technique (EFT) provide structured approaches to shifting from sympathetic to para-
sympathetic dominance. These modalities often address both physical and emotional aspects 
of stress, supporting comprehensive nervous system rebalancing.

Additionally, working with mental health professionals like therapists, counselors, and life coaches can be 
powerful in identifying and transforming limiting beliefs and unhelpful thinking patterns. These practitioners 
are trained to recognize cognitive distortions, self-sabotaging behaviors, and unconscious programming 
that you might not see in yourself. They can provide objective feedback, personalized strategies, and 
accountability that accelerate your healing journey. Many specialized approaches—such as Cognitive 
Behavioral Therapy (CBT), Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT), and trauma-informed modali-
ties—directly address the belief systems that keep you locked in patterns of distress.

Integrating Practices for Nervous System Restoration

As you incorporate these practices, you may notice measurable improvements—higher morning HRV 
readings, better HRV recovery after stress, more stable HRV throughout the day, along with improved 
stress tolerance in challenging situations. Remember everyone’s nervous system is unique. Start with a 
few practices that resonate with you and gradually add more. Notice how different activities affect 
your energy levels but don’t get caught up in forcing particular outcomes. Some practices might show 
benefits quickly, while others may take weeks or months to significantly impact your system.

The key is consistency rather than perfection. Small, regular steps toward better nervous system 
balance will compound over time. As your system finds more balance, you may notice better sleep, 
improved digestion, enhanced emotional regulation, and greater overall resilience to life’s challenges.

Most importantly, maintain awareness of your motivation as you engage with these practices. Are you 
doing them with acceptance of your current state, which leads to ease, or are you using them to resist 
what is? The most beneficial approach is to engage in these supportive practices while maintaining 
the acceptance we’ve been discussing.

These practices are not a substitute for the deeper work of addressing beliefs and accepting your 
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current reality. They’re supportive tools that work best when combined with the mental and emotional 
awareness we’ve been developing. Your chronically stressed body will benefit from these interven-
tions, but true healing comes from the integration of physical support and the practice of acceptance 
that leads to a state of ease.

The goal isn’t to use these practices to escape discomfort or force change but to support your system 
while maintaining acceptance of where you are. This combination—acceptance of current reality 
while taking supportive action—creates the optimal conditions for healing and growth.

Listen to your body’s feedback but don’t let temporary setbacks trigger old stories about something 
being wrong. Everybody responds differently and finding what works for you is part of the journey. 
Stay consistent with practices that resonate while keeping your focus on acceptance rather than forc-
ing outcomes.

Remember: Your journey of nervous system regulation is ongoing. Celebrate your progress, be patient 
with setbacks, and keep adjusting your approach based on what works best for you. Your body has 
an incredible capacity to heal and find balance when given the right support—both physical and 
mental.

As you incorporate these physical practices into your daily routine, you’ll notice something remark-
able: moments of natural presence begin to emerge. This experience of being fully in the now—
without judgment, resistance, or analysis—is what we’ll explore next as we dive into “present-time 
consciousness.” This state isn’t just another technique; it’s the foundation that makes all other healing 
approaches infinitely more effective. It’s through this doorway of present awareness and acceptance 
that we can access the state of ease where true transformation becomes possible.

Present-Time Consciousness: Your Gateway to Freedom

Let me tell you something that might sound radical at first: The present moment is the only place where 
healing can truly happen. Not tomorrow, not when your symptoms improve, not when your life cir-
cumstances change, but right now, exactly as you are. This isn’t just a nice-sounding philosophy. It’s a 
profound truth that has transformed countless lives in my practice.

Think about it. When was the last time you were fully present? Not rehashing the past, not anxiously 
planning for the future, but completely immersed in your current experience? For most of us, these mo-
ments are rare—perhaps while deeply engaged in a creative pursuit, during intimate connection with 
a loved one, or in those fleeting seconds of awe when witnessing something truly beautiful.

A study from Harvard Medical School revealed something fascinating about present-time conscious-
ness. The research found when we’re fully present, our Default Mode Network (DMN)—the brain net-
work responsible for rumination and endless loops of worry—temporarily deactivates. Simultaneously, 
our Task Positive Network activates, allowing us to engage with our immediate experience without the 
constant narrative overlay.
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This shift isn’t just subjective, it creates measurable biological changes throughout the body. A 2021 
study found that just 15 minutes of present-moment awareness practice increased activity in the 
prefrontal cortex while decreasing amygdala reactivity. This neurological shift directly supports our 
parasympathetic nervous system—our rest, digest, and heal state.

For my patients with autoimmune conditions, the benefits of presence are particularly striking. 
Their immune systems are often stuck in hyperdrive, attacking their own tissues partly due to 
chronic stress signals. A 2020 study followed 88 patients with various autoimmune condi-
tions who practiced daily presence techniques over six months. The researchers documented 
remarkable improvements: inflammatory markers like C-reactive protein and pro-inflamma-
tory cytokines dropped by 43%, patients reported a 37% reduction in symptom severity, their 
bodies responded better to treatments, and they experienced fewer and less intense flare-ups. 
Why? Because presence practices help interrupt the stress-inflammation cycle that fuels auto-
immune activity.

Think of your brain as a muscle that may have gotten weak. Just like physical muscles need consistent 
training to grow stronger, your brain and nervous system require regular exercise to overcome their 
default reactive patterns.

In our natural state, our brains tend to default to a state of distress - continually scanning for threats, 
ruminating on problems, and amplifying negative experiences. This isn’t a personal failure; it’s how our 
protective brain evolved to keep us safe.

The good news is that we can train our brain to operate differently through consistent practice. Just as 
building physical strength requires repeated workouts over time, developing a calmer, more balanced 
nervous system demands regular mental repetitions.

Each time you catch a reactive thought and consciously choose a more balanced perspective, you’re 
doing a mental “rep” that strengthens new neural pathways. When you pause to take a breath instead 
of reacting automatically to stress, you’re conditioning your nervous system toward a state of ease.

This training isn’t always comfortable - just like muscle soreness after a workout, you might experience 
resistance or frustration as you build these new mental pathways. That’s normal and actually indicates 
growth is happening.

The key is consistency rather than perfection. Small, regular mental exercises practiced daily will grad-
ually transform your brain’s default settings from a state of distress to a state of ease where healing 
naturally occurs.

Remember that this transformation doesn’t happen overnight. Your current reactive patterns developed 
over years or decades of repetition. Creating new, healthier patterns requires patience and persistent 
practice. But unlike many health interventions, even your earliest attempts at these practices begin 
creating small shifts immediately, gradually building momentum toward lasting change.
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The Science Behind Meditation’s Power

Research shows consistent meditation practice—even just 10 to 15 minutes daily—creates measurable 
changes in your brain structure and function. When you meditate consistently, your stress response 
system literally rewires itself. The amygdala—your brain’s alarm center—actually shrinks with regular 
practice, becoming less reactive to potential threats. Meanwhile, the prefrontal cortex—your rational 
brain responsible for higher-level thinking—becomes measurably thicker and more connected.

What’s particularly encouraging about these changes is how quickly they begin to manifest. After just 
eight weeks of 10 to 15 minutes of daily meditation practice, brain scans show decreased amygdala 
reactivity. Research has documented a 27% increase in GABA—your brain’s natural anti-anxiety com-
pound—after a single 60-minute meditation session.

Between every trigger and your response lies a space, a pause. Most people never notice this space 
because they’re stuck in automatic reactions. But meditation gradually expands this pause, giving you 
the power to choose your response instead of being hijacked by old patterns.

Think about it like this. Let’s say someone cuts you off in traffic. Without meditation training, the se-
quence is lightning fast:

Trigger (car cuts you off) → Reaction (anger, stress hormones, raised blood pressure)

But with meditation practice, you develop the ability to insert a pause:

Trigger → PAUSE → Chosen Response

Meditation strengthens the neural pathways between your prefrontal cortex (rational brain) and your 
amygdala (emotional brain), creating what neuroscientists call “response flexibility.” This pause is 
where acceptance can occur, allowing you to shift from a state of distress to a state of ease.

It’s crucial to understand what disturbs you isn’t the event itself, it’s your mind’s interpretation and contin-
ued replaying of that event. Let me say this again to make sure you caught that: What disturbs you isn’t 
the event itself, but your mind’s interpretation and the continued replaying of that event which causes 
you to suffer so much.

Your mind is like your personal residence and whatever thoughts you hold on to there keep getting 
recreated, strengthening those neural pathways each time. I see this play out all the time in practice. 
Take, for example, two individuals who use wheelchairs after spinal injuries. One focuses endlessly 
on what they’ve lost:  “This is so unfair,” “I’ll never do the things I love again,” “People look at me with 
pity,” “My life is ruined.” Each of these thoughts triggers a cascade of stress chemicals that impact 
everything from sleep quality to immune function to pain perception. Meanwhile, the second person, 
while acknowledging the very real challenges, has developed a different internal dialogue: “I’m 
learning to navigate life differently,” “I can still contribute meaningfully,” “This challenge has shown me 
strength I didn’t know I had.”
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Same physical reality, completely different experience.

The key insight is that when we’re caught up in our mind’s constant commentary about the past or 
future, we’re not actually living in reality, we’re living in our mental projections. But through specific 
meditation practices, we can learn to accept our present experience fully and step out of this mental 
loop into present-time consciousness.

Most people are so entangled with their reactive brain patterns they don’t even realize they’re caught 
in them. It’s like being in a thought tornado—you’re so caught up in the swirl that you can’t see you’re 
in it. When we’re in a state of distress, our primal, reactive brain gets triggered along with our entire 
sympathetic nervous system. This part of our nervous system is wired for survival and can easily hijack 
our thoughts and emotions, flooding us with stress hormones.

Meditation does something remarkable—it helps you develop what’s called the “observer mind.” 
Instead of being caught in every reactive thought and emotion your protective brain generates, you 
start to notice them from a slight distance. “Ah, there’s that old worry pattern again” or “I see my mind 
starting its usual stress spiral.”

Every time you pause during meditation to simply observe and let go of the thoughts that pop up, 
you’re actually training your brain to practice acceptance, which allows you to enter a state of 
ease. This skill becomes invaluable in daily life when something doesn’t go the way you want or 
expect it to.

This isn’t suppressing emotion, it’s developing the freedom to choose your response. You’re essentially 
telling your brain, “I see this thought, but I don’t need to follow it down a rabbit hole of worry or get 
upset by it.” With practice, you begin to instinctively choose happiness and peace instead of getting 
entangled with your reactive brain’s constant commentary.

The cruel irony is the more negatively charged we are about something, the more it can have negative 
repercussions. Of course, the initial “I want to change” is necessary to start moving us towards a new 
goal, but the constant internal chatter of “I can’t handle this, this isn’t fair, why is this happening to me” 
is going to create a stress response that can actually intensify our symptoms. It’s the emotional charge, 
the intensity of your fear, frustration, anger, or despair that makes it worse.

This isn’t toxic positivity or denial—it’s simply a different relationship with the same circumstance. The 
person constantly fighting against reality creates additional suffering beyond the physical challenges, 
while the person practicing acceptance creates space for adaptation and even growth. Their physi-
cal situations may be identical, but their lived experiences and even their physiological responses are 
radically different.

What helps is keeping a level head, a clear mind, and not needing your condition to change but 
instead being willing to work with your body instead of fighting it, being gentle and kind with yourself 
and how you are responding. Keeping a relaxed mental attitude is key.
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Four Essential Meditation Practices

Here are the four key practices I recommend to my patients for developing present-time consciousness:

1. Focused Attention Meditation with Controlled Breathing

 This foundational practice combines the ancient wisdom of meditation with scientifically validated 
breathing techniques that have been shown to reduce cortisol levels and activate the parasympathetic 
nervous system. Studies have demonstrated this combination can decrease anxiety by up to 40% in 
just eight weeks of regular practice.

Begin by sitting comfortably with your spine straight while establishing a rhythmic breathing pat-
tern—inhale for 5 seconds, hold briefly at the top, then exhale for 5 seconds. This specific 5-5 pattern 
activates the vagus nerve that runs through the diaphragm, triggering your parasympathetic nervous 
system (your “rest and digest” mode).

When your diaphragm contracts during deep inhalation, it creates pressure receptors that directly 
stimulate vagal tone, sending calming signals to your brain’s regulatory centers. As you exhale slowly, 
this vagal stimulation helps release acetylcholine, a neurotransmitter that slows heart rate, reduces 
blood pressure, supports digestion, and relaxes muscles throughout your body.

The 5-5 pattern is particularly effective because it extends both phases of breathing long enough to 
maximize vagal nerve engagement, increases heart rate variability (a key marker of physiological 
resilience), and helps shift your autonomic nervous system away from sympathetic “fight-or-flight” 
dominance. This physiological cascade creates feelings of calm and mental clarity within just a few 
breath cycles.

As you repeat this rhythm, keep your attention gently focused on the sensations of your breath, notic-
ing the coolness of the air entering your nostrils, the expansion of your lungs, and the warmth of each 
exhale.

When your mind inevitably wanders (as all minds do), simply notice the distraction without judgment 
and gently return your focus to your breathing. This non-judgmental awareness is crucial—research 
shows that self-criticism during meditation actually increases stress markers, while self-compassion 
enhances the parasympathetic response.

Each time you notice your mind wandering and bring it back, you’re strengthening neural pathways 
associated with attention and self-regulation, much like strengthening a muscle through repeated exer-
cise. Neuroimaging studies have revealed that just eight weeks of this practice produces measurable 
changes in the prefrontal cortex and amygdala—the brain regions responsible for executive function 
and emotional regulation.

I also recommend incorporating the Valsalva maneuver during your practice. This technique involves 
taking a deep breath and then bearing down by contracting your abdominal muscles while keeping the 
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air trapped (as if you’re trying to exhale forcefully against a closed airway). Hold this pressure for 5 to15 
seconds before slowly releasing your breath. You may experience momentary lightheadedness when 
performing this maneuver. This is a normal symptom for many and can indicate your system is shifting into 
parasympathetic relaxation, causing a drop in blood pressure. Research has shown that the Valsalva ma-
neuver can significantly increase HRV. Perform this technique five to 10 times during your 10 to 15 minute 
meditation session, spacing the maneuver throughout your practice for maximum benefit. 

Note: If you have or have had an aneurysm, recent surgery, 
experience severe lightheadedness or fainting, or have worsening 
breathing symptoms, should consult your healthcare provider before 
attempting the Valsalva maneuver to ensure it is safe for you to do.

2. The “What’s Not Wrong Right Now” Practice

Our reactive brains are constantly scanning for threats and problems—it’s what they’re designed to 
do. This practice deliberately redirects your attention to what’s actually working in the moment, coun-
terbalancing your brain’s natural negativity bias.

To practice this technique, set a timer for 3 minutes. During this time, mentally list everything that’s not 
wrong right now: “My heart is beating.” “I can breathe.” “The temperature is comfortable.” “My body 
is supporting me.” “My eyes can see.” 

As neuropsychologist Rick Hanson explains, “Your brain is like Velcro for negative experiences and 
Teflon for positive ones.” This practice helps rebalance that tendency.

Regular practice strengthens your brain’s ability to notice positive aspects of your experience automat-
ically, gradually reshaping your default perspective.

3. Loving-Kindness (Metta) Meditation

This powerful practice directly works with emotional processing by cultivating feelings of warmth and 
goodwill. Begin by sitting comfortably and generating feelings of warmth. Visualize these feelings as a 
gentle light in your heart area. Then, gradually extend these feelings in expanding circles:

First, direct these wishes toward yourself: “May I be happy, may I be healthy, may I be safe, may I 
live with ease.” Next, extend them to loved ones, then to neutral people, then to difficult people, and 
finally to all living beings.

Research has demonstrated remarkable benefits from this practice including increased empathy and 
emotional regulation, reduced chronic pain and PTSD symptoms, improved relationships, and de-
creased self-criticism and anxiety.
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4. The “Micro-Meditation” Method

While longer meditation sessions remain valuable, “micro-meditations” throughout your day can be 
equally powerful. These brief, 30 to 60 second pauses interrupt autopilot patterns and reconnect you 
with the present moment multiple times throughout the day.

During these micro-meditation moments, stop whatever you’re doing, take three conscious breaths, 
feel your feet firmly on the ground, notice your current sensory experience without analysis or judg-
ment, and then proceed with renewed awareness. These short practices are particularly effective 
when integrated into transition points in your day—before starting your car, meals, meetings, checking 
email, going to sleep, and upon waking.

One of my patients, Michael, an executive with severe IBS, transformed his condition by practicing 
micro-meditations before each meal. This simple habit activated his parasympathetic nervous system 
before eating, dramatically improving his digestion  and reducing symptoms within a few weeks with-
out him having to change his diet.

Sensory Anchoring: Bringing Mindfulness to Everyday Activities

One of the most effective ways to cultivate present-time consciousness beyond formal meditation is 
through sensory anchoring, a practice that transforms routine activities into opportunities for presence. 
While dedicated meditation sessions are valuable, sensory anchoring allows you to access states of 
presence throughout your day, creating multiple “micro-moments” of nervous system regulation.

Sensory anchoring involves deliberately focusing your complete attention on the sensory experience of an 
everyday activity. Instead of performing tasks on autopilot while your mind races elsewhere, you consciously 
drop into your senses—sight, sound, touch, taste, and smell—anchoring yourself firmly in the present moment.

The practice is simple yet profound, Here are three steps to practicing sensory anchoring:

1.	 Choose an Anchor Activity: Select everyday activities you can use as triggers for pres-
ent-moment awareness. Ideal choices include:

◊	 Your first sip of morning coffee or tea
◊	 Washing your hands or showering
◊	 Walking between rooms or to your car
◊	 Waiting at traffic lights or in checkout lines
◊	 Preparing or eating meals
◊	 Opening doors or climbing stairs

2.	 Engage All Relevant Senses: When performing your chosen activity, consciously direct 
your attention to each sense involved:

◊	 Notice colors, shapes, and movements you can see
◊	 Listen to sounds, both prominent and subtle
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◊	 Feel textures, temperatures, and physical sensations
◊	 Observe smells and tastes when present
◊	 Sense your body’s position and movement in space

3.	 When your mind wanders (as it inevitably will), gently bring your attention back 
to sensory experience without self-criticism

This practice serves as a “state change” technique, interrupting stress patterns, and activating your 
parasympathetic nervous system multiple times throughout your day. Neuroscience research shows 
that even brief moments of sensory awareness can reduce amygdala activation, which can generate 
fear and anxiety, and increase activity in brain regions associated with present-moment awareness.

The beauty of sensory anchoring is that it requires no extra time in your day. You’re simply bringing a 
different quality of attention to activities you’re already doing. With practice, these anchoring moments 
become natural pauses that reset your nervous system and interrupt the momentum of stress before it 
can build to overwhelming levels.

One patient, Eric, created a powerful sensory anchoring practice around doorways. Each time he 
walked through any door—at home, work, or in public—he would take three conscious breaths while 
feeling his feet on the ground. “Doorways became my transition points not just between physical spac-
es but between mental states,” he explained. “This single practice dramatically reduced my anxiety 
levels within just two weeks.”

The cumulative effect of these brief anchoring moments throughout your day can be profound. Re-
search demonstrates that individuals who incorporate multiple brief mindfulness practices into their dai-
ly routines show improvements in heart rate variability, inflammatory markers, and subjective well-be-
ing comparable to those who engage in longer formal meditation sessions.

Start by selecting just one routine activity as your sensory anchor. Practice bringing full awareness to 
this activity whenever you engage in it for one week. Notice how this simple shift in attention affects 
your overall sense of presence and ease. Gradually expand to include additional anchor points 
throughout your day, creating an integrated practice of present-time consciousness that extends far 
beyond the meditation cushion.

Getting Started: Your Practical Meditation Guide

Think of your mind like a movie theater where your thoughts are constantly playing on the screen. 
Most of us are so caught up in the movie, we forget we’re just the audience. Meditation teaches you 
to step back and realize that you’re not the movie, you’re the one watching it.

Our minds constantly pull us in two directions away from the present moment. Forward into anxiety about 
things that haven’t happened yet or backward into regrets and shame about the past. Meditation trains 
you to anchor yourself in the present moment, where both future fears and past regrets lose their grip.
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Think of it like developing a new superpower: Just as meditation teaches you to notice when your mind 
wanders during practice, you’ll start catching those fear and shame programs the moment they boot 
up in daily life. You’ll begin to recognize the telltale signs—that tightness in your chest, the heaviness 
when old regrets surface, or that surge of frustration taking over.

The key is finding your sustainable rhythm. I try to do 15 to 20 minutes of meditation at least two times 
a day and sometimes three times daily—upon waking, around lunchtime, and before bed. Remember 
consistency matters more than duration. Start where you are even if it is only for 5 minutes twice a day.

Try creating a simple trigger to remind you when to practice. I keep a candle on my dresser, so when 
I put my phone on the dresser and plug it in, seeing the candle reminds me to light it and signals to my 
brain it’s meditation time. You might stack your practice onto existing habits like meditating right after 
taking your morning supplements or brushing your teeth.

Take a few minutes to try my favorite technique: Focused Attention Meditation with Controlled Breath-
ing, which combines mental focus with vagus nerve stimulation, through these simple steps:

1.	 Sit upright to maintain alertness while allowing relaxation.

2.	 Take a few deep, intentional breaths to signal the transition.

3.	 Begin the 5-5 breathing pattern, inhaling slowly for 5 seconds, holding briefly at the 
top, then exhaling for 5 seconds. This specific pattern has been shown to synchronize with 
cardiovascular rhythms, improving nervous system balance, and increasing heart rate variabil-
ity.

4.	 Pick a single point of focus such as a spot on the wall in front of you or a physical sen-
sation like the feeling of your breath entering your nostrils.

5.	 Your eyes can be half open when focusing on a visual point, which for many of us helps 
maintain present-moment awareness better than closed eyes.

What makes this approach so powerful is it works simultaneously on two levels by training your mind 
to stay present while directly shifting your nervous system toward parasympathetic dominance and a 
state of ease. The controlled breathing pattern itself sends immediate safety signals to your body, even 
if your mind is still racing.

It’s important to understand that during your practice, you may spend 90% of the time lost in thoughts 
and that’s completely normal. Don’t get discouraged. The key moment in meditation isn’t when your 
mind is perfectly quiet—it’s the moment you notice you’ve been thinking and gently bring your attention 
back to your breath or point of focus. Each time you do this, you’re strengthening the neural pathways 
of awareness.

Not every meditation session will leave you feeling noticeably different and that’s okay. The benefits 
accumulate through consistent practice, not from any single session. What matters most is showing 
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up regularly and bringing yourself back to the present moment and physical sensations in your body 
whenever you notice you’ve drifted into thought.

During meditation, don’t be surprised when your mind serves up a highlight reel of your greatest re-
grets or embarrassing moments from the past. This is completely normal. The goal isn’t to silence these 
thoughts completely, though moments of mental quiet may come as your practice deepens. Instead, 
the goal is to develop a new relationship with your thoughts through acceptance.

Here’s the powerful truth: We aren’t meant to be naturally skilled at meditation nor are we meant to 
be inherently calm. Our brains are wired with strong survival instincts that keep us scanning for threats, 
planning for what might go wrong, and reviewing past mistakes to avoid repeating them. This was 
adaptive for our ancestors but in modern life this same mechanism often keeps us trapped in cycles of 
anxiety, shame, and regret.

I often tell patients “meditation equals frustration.” When people say “I can’t meditate because my 
mind won’t be quiet,” that’s exactly why they need it most. It’s like saying “I can’t go to the gym be-
cause I’m out of shape.” The very reason you feel you can’t do it is precisely why you need it. The 
frustration you feel when your mind wanders during meditation isn’t failure—it’s the practice itself. Each 
time you notice your mind has wandered and gently bring it back, you’re strengthening the mental 
muscle of awareness.

Through consistent practice, we can develop new neural pathways and emotional patterns. When we 
commit to the practices of calm, centered people—even before we feel calm or centered—we gradu-
ally rewire our default responses.

As your capacity for present-time consciousness grows, something remarkable begins to happen: You 
start experiencing what psychologists call “psychological flexibility,” the ability to hold your thoughts, 
emotions, and sensations with perspective rather than being consumed by them.

This is where true freedom emerges. Instead of being hijacked by every fear-based thought your 
protective brain generates, you develop the capacity to witness these thoughts without automatically 
believing or acting on them.

Maria, a patient with autoimmune thyroiditis, described this shift beautifully: “For the first time, I can 
watch my anxiety about my health without becoming my anxiety. I see the thoughts arise—What if this 
never gets better?What if my lifestyle approach stops working?—but I don’t get swept away by them 
anymore. They’re like clouds passing across the sky of my awareness.”

When you can witness your distressing thoughts without being consumed by them, you interrupt the 
cascade of stress hormones they would otherwise trigger.

A Daily Practice Framework

Here’s an example of how you can incorporate all the practices we’ve discussed into a daily routine:
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Morning

•	 Practice 10 to 20 minutes of focused attention meditation with controlled breathing
•	 Set intention for present-time consciousness
•	 Brief loving-kindness practice

Throughout the Day

•	 Practice sensory anchoring during routine activities
•	 Use the STOP technique when opportunity arises
•	 Implement micro-meditations at transition points

Evening

•	 Practice 10 to 20 minutes of focused attention meditation with controlled breathing
•	 Gentle reflection on moments of presence
•	 Note three things you’re grateful for

As your capacity for present-time consciousness deepens, you’ll find yourself naturally integrating 
everything we’ve explored in our journey so far. The mind-body connection becomes not just an intel-
lectual concept but a lived experience. Those protective brain patterns we discussed begin to loosen 
their grip as you develop the capacity to witness them rather than being consumed by them. The strug-
gle between control and acceptance dissolves in the light of present awareness.

It’s important to understand this transformation doesn’t come from merely gaining insights or knowl-
edge. Many people believe they just need to discover some profound truth or technique that will 
magically change their lives. That’s like believing learning about a new exercise will transform your 
body without ever doing the actual work. Knowledge alone is not enough.

It’s not about insights. It’s about doing. You can have all the insights in the world, but if you don’t consis-
tently take action, nothing changes. This is especially true when your nervous system has been stuck 
in fight-or-flight for years. If you’ve been operating in a state of chronic stress, you need to actively 
retrain your body through consistent behavioral changes. Just as you wouldn’t expect to transform your 
physical fitness by exercising once, you can’t transform your nervous system with occasional practice.

Regular meditation and breathing exercises will gradually change your biology. With consistent prac-
tice, you’ll begin to create space between yourself and those reactive negative thoughts. You’ll stop 
getting tangled up in the stress your mind causes and the state of distress your nervous system is in. But 
the key word here is consistent—these practices must become part of your daily life, not just something 
you turn to in moments of crisis.

Present-time consciousness isn’t just another technique—it’s the foundation that makes all other healing 
possible. When you’re fully present, you can notice those old stories arising without getting caught in 
them. You can feel resistance without becoming resistant. You can experience symptoms without being 
defined by them.
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Remember: The goal isn’t to never have negative thoughts or emotions. The goal is to develop the ca-
pacity to see them for what they are—temporary mental events, not absolute reality. Through accep-
tance, you can enter a state of ease where true transformation becomes possible.

In the next chapter, we’ll explore exactly how this transformation unfolds—the predictable stages, the 
common pitfalls, and the strategies for pushing through when things get tough. But you’ll approach 
this journey differently now, grounded in present awareness rather than caught in the mind’s constant 
commentary about how things should be.

Your journey of healing isn’t about reaching some perfect state where all symptoms disappear and 
all challenges resolve. It’s about developing the capacity to embrace life fully with all its messiness, 
uncertainty, and imperfection. Because when you can be present with what is through acceptance, 
you discover that the well-being you’ve been seeking has been there all along. 


