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Your Brain
Wants to Change

What modern neuroscience confirms about

meditation, habit, and the human potential for growth

By Peter Van Houten, MD

from now?

You are going to change in six months no matter what you do. The only
question is whether you let habitual patterns determine that change, or make
it a more conscious process. Thanks to advances in brain imaging over the
past few decades, we now have scientific evidence that the brain will actively
cooperate with whatever goals you set, even goals that seem well beyond your
present capabilities. The brain, it turns out, does not recognize limits the way
we assume it does.

How would you like your life to be different six months

Of all the tools available for directing that change deliberately, meditation is
among the most powerful and the most thoroughly researched. I know this not
only as a physician but as someone who has practiced and studied meditation
for nearly fifty years.

What the brain does with a new intention

When people first decide to take up a new behavior, the brain begins changing
before they take any actual steps toward their goal. With the setting of the
intention alone, the brain starts to mobilize.

For most people, the first two weeks of any new practice are the most
challenging. But at around the two-week mark, something shifts. The changes
the brain has been making begin to manifest in outward behavior, and progress
that felt effortful starts to feel more natural. After six months, those changes
show a significant degree of permanence.

I experienced this firsthand when I took up skiing in medical school, returning
each season to find my skills had not only held but improved, even without
practice in between. The explanation is neuroplasticity, the brain's remarkable
capacity for structural change in response to behavior. The same process is

at work when someone begins a meditation practice: the brain registers the
intention and starts rewiring itself to make the practice easier, deeper, and
more accessible over time.

This is why starting matters more than starting perfectly, and why the first two
weeks of any meditation practice deserve particular patience and commitment.

What the research shows about meditation specifically

Early in my career I was fortunate to participate in one of the first scientific
studies on meditation, conducted at the University of California at Irvine in
the late 1970s. I served as both a researcher and a subject, and that is where I
first learned to meditate myself. That experience ultimately led me to Ananda
Village, the intentional community near Nevada City where I have practiced
and taught ever since.

The central scientific debate at the time was whether meditation was simply

a form of napping. Well-known physiologists argued that meditators were

just getting a little extra rest and would naturally feel better as a result. The
studies showed otherwise. Meditation produces a state distinct from both
normal waking consciousness and sleep, with measurable and unique effects on
the body, brain, and nervous system.

Since then, research has confirmed that regular meditation promotes calmness,
emotional resilience, and mental clarity, and is particularly effective in

addressing anxiety, depression, and addictive behavior patterns. These benefits
reflect actual structural changes in the brain, the same neuroplasticity at work
in any learned skill, but directed inward toward the quality of awareness itself.

Paramhansa Yogananda, the Indian yoga master who brought meditation to
the West in the 1920s, understood this long before brain imaging existed.
He explained that during deep meditation, life force accumulates in the brain
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The brain you have today is not the brain you are stuck
with. It is an extraordinarily responsive instrument,
shaped by what you give it to do.

b

and permeates its cells, gradually replacing harmful negative tendencies
with constructive ones. What he described intuitively, neuroscience is now
confirming systematically.

How to build a meditation practice that sticks

In my medical practice in Nevada County, I have incorporated meditation as
a core element of treatment for patients dealing with anxiety, chronic stress,
depression, and addiction. What I have observed over decades mirrors what

the research shows: the people who benefit most are not those who meditate
longest or most intensely, but those who practice consistently.

A few principles that make the difference:

Start before you feel ready. The brain begins changing with
the intention, not just the action. Beginning, even imperfectly,
initiates the process.

Expect the two-week threshold. The initial period of any
meditation practice is the most effortful. If you persist through
those first two weeks, the brain’s own momentum begins to carry
you.

Consistency matters more than duration. Ten minutes of
meditation every day produces more lasting change than an
hour once a week. The regularity of the signal is what prompts
structural change.

Your environment shapes you. The brain is influenced not only
by what we deliberately practice but by the environments we
inhabit and the people around us. Seeking out calm, supportive
settings is not a luxury. It is part of the practice. Meditating with
others or taking time for a dedicated retreat, like those offered
at Ananda Village, can provide the kind of sustained, supportive
environment that accelerates what solo practice alone cannot
always achieve.
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Meditation: A tool available to anyone

What I find most compelling about meditation, after decades of practice
and observation, is how democratic it is. You do not need special equipment,
a particular belief system, or unusual circumstances. You need only a few
minutes, a quiet space, and a willingness to show up consistently.

The brain you have today is not the brain you are stuck with. It is an
extraordinarily responsive instrument, shaped by what you give it to do.
Meditation gives it something worth doing, and the brain, as science has
confirmed, will meet you more than halfway.

If you are curious about beginning or deepening a meditation practice, Ananda
Meditation Retreats at Ananda Village offers two distinct campus experiences
just outside Nevada City, both designed to support exactly the kind of
immersive, consistent practice the brain responds to best. Whether you come
for a weekend or stay longer, the setting and the guidance provide a focused
start that is hard to replicate at home.

Learn more at meditationretreat.org or call (800) 346-5350.

-
About the Author
Peter Van Houten, MD, is a family physician based in Nevada
City who has incorporated meditation into his medical
practice for decades. An Ananda Minister and long-time
meditator, he has co-authored several books on the use
of yoga for health problems and lectures on the effects of
relaxation and meditation on the brain and behavior. He
practices and teaches at Ananda Village in Nevada City.
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Feeling Healthy in Your Own Skin:

Rejuvenate, Restore, and Look Years Younger
By Vital Health Medical Group

t Vital Health Medical Group, we Unlike traditional esthetic spas that do associated with luxury cosmetic centers.

Al()elieve confidence begins with not have licensed physicians, that often . . .
eeling healthy in your own skin. charge premium prices for temporary Before treatfnent F)eglns, paFlent's recewve a

Our advanced laser and skin rejuvenation facial treatments that don’t last, our laser comprehensive skin evaluation, including
services are designed to help patients procedures will produce significantly better DermaSensor technology screening when
look younger, feel refreshed, and restore and longer-lasting results at similar pricing. appropriate, helping identify areas that
confidence through medically supervised Patients often spend more on repeated may require additional medical evaluation
treatments tailored to individual goals, skin facials, where medically guided laser prior to cosmetic procedures. This integrated
types, and budgets. procedures can dramatically improve the medical screening process helps provide an
Using the new VIORA V30 laser system — appearance of aging skin and body concerns.  gqded layer of safety and peace of mind not
considered one of the most advanced and Our treatments can help patients commonly available at standard esthetic
state-of-the-art medical spa laser platforms appear 5 to 15 years younger by: spas.
in the world today — we provide the same ¢ Reducing fine lines and wrinkles . .
elite-level technology used by high-end ¢ Tightening loose or aging skin We are convementl}f located in Penn Valley
luxury medical spas and aesthetic centers ® Removing rosacea and facial redness across from Lake Wildwood.
across the country. ¢ Treating spider veins and vascular lesions Whether your goal is healthier skin, cosmetic

¢ Reducing age spots and sun damage
¢ Improving acne and acne scarring
® Smoothing cellulite and
improving body contouring
e Enhancing overall skin texture and tone

rejuvenation, wrinkle reduction, body
contouring, or renewed self-confidence, our
experienced clinical team is here to guide you
every step of the way.

Vital Health Medical Group

What makes Vital Health different is that
every laser procedure is medically guided and
performed by our physicians within a truly
comfortable medical practice environment.
Our integrated approach combines advanced

cosmetic technology with clinical oversight, We also offer customized treatment plans

patient safety, and personalized treatment designed to fit your pocketbook, allowing 11386 Pleasant Valley Road
planning. Donna Murtaugh, NP and Todd patients to achieve meaningful results Penn Valley, CA 95946
Bouchier, MD are accepting new patients. without the excessive costs commonly www.vitalhealthca.com

Reveal Your Best

CONFIDENCE STARTS HERE

Advanced Laser Solutions for Smoother, Clearer, More Radiant Skin
SAFE & EFFECTIVE

Advanced technology for visible, lasting results

e Affordable Payment Plans

e VIORA V30 Advanced laser Technology
CUSTOMIZED FOR YOU ¢ Lowest Treatment Prices in NorCal P % BEAUTIFUL
Treatments tailored to your skin goals and needs ° Physician Performed RESULTS.
{ REAL
e Better and safer Results than non-Laser | | CONFIDENCE.

MINIMAL DOWNTIME

Get back to your routine with confidence

Esthetic procedures

OUR LASER SERVICES

PORE REDUCTION g_\_;kl FACIAL & BODY CONTOURING
Refine pores for a flawless look Sculpt & define your natural shape

é_ HAIR REMOVAL
& Long-lasting smooth skin

E:j.; SKIN TIGHTENING o ACNE & ACNE SCAR TREATMENT & LIP PLUMPING
A5 Face, neck & body 2 Clearer skin, renewed confidence Enhance volume & shape

—- WRINKLE REDUCTION @ HYPERPIGMENTATION e CELLULITE REDUCTION
~" Smoother, younger-looking skin 2%/ Even out tone on face & body &) Smoother, firmer-looking skin
O SKIN RESURFACING 4 VASCULAR LESIONS % REMOVE SPIDER VEINS

Z Improve tone, texture & clarity +%  Treat redness, rosacea & broken capillaries

4+ ALL SKIN TYPES e ALL SEASONS e REAL RESULTS YOU CAN SEE

tv / \,; V I T A L 530-451-6234 ¢ vitalhealthca.com
' s 11386 Pleasant Valley Rd., Penn Valley e Across from Lake Wildwood

'\-'|| I?Il' ﬁl GROUP
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A Positive Outlook

When Dealing with Visual Impairment

By Hollie Grimaldi Flores

ne conversation with

Sarah Souza and you

will likely have made
a new friend. The married
mother of two spent her time
as an active volunteer when
her boys were in school, and
is tech savvy, (something not
all can claim) helping anyone
with a need. With her boys
now grown, she and her hus-
band spend the bulk of their
time and resources attending
any number of baseball games
or taking extended cruises
to far off places around the
globe. None of this may sound
all that remarkable until you
understand Sarah is legally
blind. Born with Retinitis
Pigmentosa, a rare genetic eye
disorder that progressively
deteriorates the retina, Souza
has been rendered legally
blind for some time, but she
simply adjusts and moves
forward.

that freedom was
hard, but risking
the lives of others
was not worth it.
She explained
she still has very
limited vision from
the side of her eyes,
but no peripheral
vision and some
days are better
than others. She
uses a mobility cane
for guidance and
protection consis-
tently, though she
was shocked to learn
not everyone recog-
nizes the purpose of
the white cane! “It
does amaze me how
many people don’t
know what it is. If
you have a Califor-
nia driver’s license,
that is a question
they ask, maybe it’s

“] cannot control this, but | can control
how | feel about it and how | handle it.”

Souza got her first pair of
glasses at age three and was
later part of a pilot program
utilizing hard contact lens to
improve her vision for most
of her youth. She was able to
drive until she was in college,
but a failed renewal test made
a difficult decision for her. She
understood that letting go of

6 Healthy You 2026

—Sarah Souza

a question you missed,” she
remarked with a laugh.

Her first pregnancy res-
ulted in a significant loss of
vision as did her second. With
two small children at home
she struggled until her father
(who is also blind) found and
helped her attend a five day re-
treat for the visually impaired.

Enjoying the evening on the town.

She learned to ask for help as
well as social life skills, cane
training, and how to navigate
daily living activities. “It was
the largest life changing event
in my life,” she said.

Her attitude is a positive
one and not seeing the world
the way most people do has
only made her more determined
to live a full and happy life.
Souza, who grew up in Nevada
County, does not let her lack
of vision deter her from saying
yes to anything she cares to
attempt. “If you want to live,
you have to make the effort
to live,” she said adding her

father was that example for
her and it was simply “what
you did.”

Early on she decided that
while she could not stop the
progression of her condition,
she could control her attitude
around it. “There’s a lot of
stuff I can control. I cannot
control this, but I can con-
trol how I feel about it and how
I handle it. It sucks to be
blind! But it would suck more to
be mad and upset about
it because then I am letting it
control me.”

Sarah strives to keep her
lack of vision from becoming



an excuse. Like any challenge
thrown her way, she worked to
find resources to keep her and
her (at the time) school age
children active, “I volunteered
at school because I felt that
was important to be involved.
I found early on I could be
useful,” she said. And now that
her kids and husband are

at work most days, she finds
herself learning new ways

to remain independent while
home alone. “I’m retraining
myself. It’s an adjustment but
I know I can do things. I can
be successful.”

And she is not one to waste
her time. She and her husband
are huge baseball fans. She
said she loves going to the
games because she can utilize
a radio to hear what is going on
and feel the crowd around her.

They tend to go on cruises
because most ships in a cruise
line layout the same, so once
she becomes familiar with one,
she can usually navigate
them all. “Life is short,” she
exclaimed! “Some of my great-
est memories have been from

Sarah Souza (center) at a tropical family vacation.

anything to give — maybe you
aren’t looking too closely. You
have a set of skills you are giv-
en, and you can utilize them or

“You have a set of skills you are given,
and you can utilize them or not.”

travel. I like to stay active.”

She wants people to know
if you see her, say hello Sarah,
and please tell her who you
are! She may not easily place
a voice, even if she has known
you for a long time. Secondly,
she is adamant that people
should focus on what they can
do no matter what their age.

Souza concluded, “The older
I get; I am starting to realize
we are all different flowers in
the same bouquet. We serve
our purpose. I think it’s silly
if you don’t think you have

—Sarah Souza

not. I'm still living. I under-
stand I live differently. I can’t
see. But I am still alive and

I am going to keep living.”

Hollie Grimaldi Flores is a
freelance writer who writes
regularly for The Union and
it’s affiliated publications.

Water Can Be Therapeutic
for Your Body & Mind

Join us at the Nevada City Swimming Pool
Water Exercise & Lap Swim for Adults
June - August
Morning and Evening times available

We also offer swim lessons, junior lifeguard camp
and public swim times.

Gz

Nevada City

Parks & Recreation

Find details at
nevadacityca.gov/Summer
Or Call 530-265-8223
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ENTER TO LEARN, LEAVE TO SERVE

MENTORING TEENS TO SERVE AND THRIVE

By Hollie Grimaldi Flores

n 2013, Nevada County
I received a gift of immea-

surable worth when Marty
Lombardi and his wife, Kath-
leen, moved into the Grass
Valley home they had pur-
chased years earlier, knowing
the community would one day
become their retirement home.
The modest former banker is
on a mission to help teens und-
erstand their value; that they
matter, that they are import-
ant, and that they are here
to serve others. By all accounts,
that mission is going well.

Lombardi grew up in the

North Beach community of
San Francisco, the child of im-
migrant parents. He attend-
ed Sacred Heart High School
where “Enter to learn. Leave

to Serve.” is etched in the ent-
rance of the building. Lombardi
saw that message and it be-
came ingrained within him as
well.

After a less than inspiring
career in international bank-
ing, he eventually took a
position in Mendocino County
for which he was vastly
overqualified, but he saw the
opportunity his position as a

“You develop a relationship with them,
and you can give them your advice... |
tell them ‘we (in school) are practicing.
Don’t put yourself in a box. You can
accomplish anything.’””

—Marty Lombardi

Festive students serve as elves to help young children “shop” for gifts.
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Marty Lombardi. Photo by Hollie Grimaldi Flores.

banker would afford him in
caring for a small community.
Looking beyond the bottom
line, he spearheaded
unusual banking prac-
tices to help members
withstand economic
uncertainty. He was
effective.

Luckily for all who
reside here, Lombardi
said he knew Nevada
County was where he
was meant to retire,
and becoming part of
the fabric of the high
school was what he was
meant to do.

He came with the
intention of earning the
trust of faculty and stu-

dents and soon became a reli-
able figure on campus. At the
same time, he began joining
the boards of several nonprofits
to discover and understand
who, where, and what resources
were available. Showing up
with donuts, candy, or other
treats quickly endeared him

to students and community
leaders alike.

Soon, it seemed, everyone
in town had met and loved
Marty Lombardi. But that is
not where he would like to
focus. His focus, his adventure,
is with the youth.

Just by being present,
Lombardi has established cre-
dibility with hundreds (if
not thousands) of students



Lots of students gather early in the morning for some heaving lifting at the Firewood project.

“You have to weave it into the fabric of
your life, the greater good. If you do
that, something little, even, it will be
great for your self-esteem.”

over the years. He is an ear to
listen; a friendly person to hug
or to fist bump. He is a place
to turn when they are feeling
dark. He is a place to shine
when they are feeling accom-
plished. And he is someone
they respect; someone they
want to be around and some-
one they want to emulate.
Knowing the learning
was taking place, it was time
for Lombardi to model the
second half — to serve — and
soon he was helping with the
high school arm of Rotary,
called Interact. Making a few
structural changes, the club
expanded from a dozen or less
active students doing one or
two projects to over 160 stu-
dents participating in nearly

—Marty Lombardi

30 service projects in a school
year (and counting). Commu-
nity leaders come in to speak.
Interact students are now
leaders in community events,
reaching out to organizers and
coordinating volunteers where
needed. Their service projects
range from helping at the
Food Bank and Turkey Trot to
serving as elves who help chil-
dren “shop” for gifts for their
parents. Students also volun-
teer at the Red Light Ball, the
Penn Valley Egg Hunt, Daffo-
dil Run, Armed Services Day
celebration, Meals on Wheels,
and the Senior Services Fire-
wood Program. And the list of
events in Nevada County goes
on. “My truth is that I can
always feel a little better about

myself, for any wrong I have
done, or whatever, if I help
somebody. So, my message to
them is that fundamental,”
Lombardi explained.

His second message is
about relationships. “Every-
thing is about relationships,”
he said. Schools need to
prepare kids for when they are
out of their comfort zone to
invest a little bit of themselves
by asking about others, to
reach out, and to build genuine
connections with people.

“You develop a relationship
with them, and you can give
them your advice. I talk to
them on their level. I tell them
‘we (in school) are practicing.
Don’t put yourselfin a box.
You can accomplish anything.”
He said he used to hear that
and didn’t believe it, but he
believes it now. And he is com-
mitted to making sure today’s
kids hear it and believe it.

He said just saying some-
thing as simple as “I am here
for you” — and meaning it — is
what many kids need to hear.
And whenever they are feeling

down, he lets them know

the antidote is simply doing
something kind for someone
else. “You have to weave it into
the fabric of your life; the
greater good. If you do that,
something little, even, it will
be great for your self-esteem.”
he said.

“All any of us needs is kind-
ness,” the 79 year old concluded.
“And I get to do this for the
last years of my life.”

Hollie Grimaldi Flores is a
freelance writer who writes
regularly for The Union and
it’s affiliated publications.

Comfort
Keepers.
Elevating the

Human Spirit”
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At Comfort Keepers®,
we provide in-home care that
helps seniors live safe, happy
and independent lives in

the comfort of their own homes.

Uplifting in-home

senior care services

+ Personal care

+ Companionship

- Grocery shopping and errands
+ Meal preparation

+ Medication management

+ Alzheimer's and Dementia care
- Respite care

+ Private Duty Nursing

Contact us for a free consultation

530-274-8600

Home + Life + Care
www.comfortkeepers.com/marysville-ca

HCO# 584700001
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Lifestyle Medicine

The Most Powerful Prescription May Not Be in a Pill Bottle

By John Seivert

few years ago, while flipping through one of my physical

therapy journals, I came across a continuing education

course titled Lifestyle Medicine. As I read through the
course description, I had to laugh a little because it sounded
remarkably similar to many of the health and wellness columns
I’'ve been writing over the past several years.

Turns out, the healthcare world has finally given an official
name to something many of us have intuitively known for dec-
ades: how we live profoundly affects how we feel.

Lifestyle Medicine is now one of the fastest-growing areas in
healthcare. Rather than focusing only on treating disease after
it develops, Lifestyle Medicine emphasizes preventing and even
improving chronic illness through daily habits. In other words,
the choices we make repeatedly — what we eat, how much we
move, how we sleep, how stressed we are, and whether we feel
socially connected — directly influence our health and longevity.

As a physical therapist working with aging adults for more
than 40 years, I see the effects of chronic disease every single
day. Heart disease, diabetes, obesity, chronic pain, respiratory
disease, osteoporosis, and neurological conditions often develop
slowly over decades. While genetics certainly play a role, life-
style behaviors strongly influence how these conditions progress.

The encouraging news? Small changes made consistently
can dramatically improve quality of life.

Lifestyle Medicine is built around six major pillars of health.
None is more important than the others, and they all tend to
work together like spokes on a wheel. When one area improves,
the others often follow.

1. Physical Activity

You knew this one was coming.

Exercise remains one of the most powerful medicines we
have. Regular movement improves cardiovascular health,
strengthens muscles and bones, improves balance, reduces
chronic pain, improves mood, enhances sleep, and lowers the
risk of countless diseases.

The current recommendation for most adults is at least 150

10 Healthy You 2026
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minutes of moderate exercise per week along with two days of
strength training. That sounds intimidating until you realize it
breaks down to about 30 minutes a day, five days a week. And
no, you do not need to become a triathlete. Walking counts.
Gardening counts. Dancing counts. Chasing grandchildren
around the backyard absolutely counts. As I often tell patients:
motion is lotion.

2. Nutrition

Nutrition may be the area where people overcomplicate
things the most. Every week there seems to be a new miracle
diet promoted online by someone with six-pack abs and ques-
tionable credentials.

Most evidence-based nutrition advice is actually pretty simple:

e Eat more whole foods

e Eat more fruits and vegetables
e Eat less ultra-processed food

¢ Drink more water

e Reduce excessive sugar intake

The healthiest dietary patterns in research studies tend to
be Mediterranean-style or plant-forward eating plans empha-
sizing vegetables, fruits, legumes, nuts, fish, healthy fats, and
minimally processed foods. I also like one simple rule: eat foods
with shorter shelf lives more often than foods that can survive
a nuclear winter in your pantry.

3. Sleep

Sleep is the body’s recovery and repair system. Unfortunately,
many adults wear sleep deprivation like some strange badge of
honor.

Poor sleep has been linked to chronic pain, depression, obe-
sity, impaired immune function, memory problems, increased
injury risk, and cardiovascular disease. Most adults need ap-
proximately seven to nine hours of quality sleep per night. And
yes, scrolling social media at midnight while eating tortilla
chips probably does not count as a healthy bedtime routine.

Consistent sleep schedules, reduced screen time before bed,
limiting caffeine late in the day, and regular exercise all im-
prove sleep quality.



4. Stress Management Lifestyle Medicine also emphasizes reducing behaviors that

Modern life is stressful. Between work, finances, politics, increase disease risk, particularly smoking, excessive alcohol
family responsibilities, traffic, and 24-hour news cycles, our use, and substance abuse.
nervous systems rarely get a break. Now, before anyone panics, I am not suggesting your occa-
Chronic stress affects nearly every system in the body. It sional glass of wine with dinner automatically places you on a
contributes to elevated blood pressure, muscle tension, poor medical watch list. Moderation matters. But it is worth honestly
sleep, anxiety, depression, digestive problems, and increased evaluating habits that may negatively affect long-term health.
inflammation. The beauty of Lifestyle Medicine is that it empowers people. It

Managing stress doesn’t mean eliminating all stress — that’s reminds us that our health is not determined solely by prescrip-
impossible. It means creating regular practices that calm the tions, surgeries, or genetics. Daily choices matter — often more
nervous system. For some people that may be meditation, prayer, than we realize.
yoga, deep breathing, or mindfulness. For others, it’s exercise, The goal isn’t perfection. The goal is building sustainable
music, photography, hiking, gardening, or simply walking the habits that allow us to remain active, independent, engaged,
dog in the woods. Personally, a long bike ride through the Sierra and joyful as we age.

Nevada foothills works wonders for my mental health.
After all, most of us don’t simply want to live longer. We want to

5. Social Connection

One of the strongest predictors of long-term health is sur- live better.

prisingly simple: meaningful human connection.
John Seivert, PT, DPT, OCS, FAAOMPT,

member MINT, has been a Physical Ther-
apist for 42 years and has written health

Research consistently shows that loneliness and social iso-
lation negatively affect physical and emotional health. Humans
are social creatures. We do better when we feel connected to
family, friends, community, and purpose. This is one reason and wellness columns for The Union
group exercise classes, cycling clubs, hiking groups, church

communities, volunteer work, and neighborhood gatherings can

Newspaper since 2016. Former owner
of Body Logic Physical Therapy in Grass
Valley from 2001-2023, he now works
part-time as a consultant, teacher, and
writer while gradually transitioning into

be so beneficial. They improve both physical and emotional

well-being simultaneously.

6. Avoiding Harmful Substances retirement in 2027,

Call: 530-268-7423
For a Free In-Home Assessment

In-Home Care

Providing Dependable and Compassionate In-Home Assistance

PartHQISIncare Our highly qualified and trained caregivers are ready to help you and
- Jecaude thete'd. we placs like fome.... your loved ones with a variety of daily activities.

Our personalized services are available seven days a week and can range from 4 hours a day to 24-hour care.
Serving Nevada County & Surrounding Areas.
www.picseniorcare.com
HCO License #3147002

Hospice Care

Focused On Quality Of Life PICComfortCare
Providing Dependable & Compassionate Comfort Care

How We Can Help:
A team of caring professionals work closely together to understand patient and family needs,
providing individualized physical, spiritual, and emotional care 24 hours a day, 365 days a year.

Call: 530-885-9948 To See If You Qualify

Medicare | Medi-Cal | Private Insurance

Serving Nevada County & Surrounding Areas. * www.pichospice.com



NATIONAL HEALTH
AWARENESS CALENDAR

American Heart Month

National Cancer
Prevention Month

National Eating Disorders
Awareness Week

National Minority Mental Health
Health Month Awareness Month

Alcohol Awareness Month Women’s Health Month

National Stress National Stroke
Awareness Month Awareness Month

National Immunization
UV Awareness Month Awareness Month

Juvenile Arthritis Month National
National Park & Breastfeeding Month

Recreation Month Children’s Eye Health and
Safety Month

National Diabetes Month

Lung Cancer
Awareness Month

Pancreatic Cancer
Awareness Month
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Men’s Health Month

Alzheimer’s and Brain
Awareness Month

PTSD Awareness Month

December

Crohn's and Colitis
Awareness Month

World AIDS
Awareness Month

Seasonal Affective
Disorder (SAD)
Awareness Month




Cervical Health Awareness Month
Promotes cervical cancer prevention through HPV
vaccination, Pap tests, and regular screenings to
encourage early detection, treatment, and improved
women’s reproductive health outcomes.

National Blood Donor Month

Encourages blood donation during winter shortages
to support surgeries, emergency care, cancer
treatments, and patients requiring lifesaving blood
transfusions nationwide.

National Glaucoma Awareness Month
Raises awareness about glaucoma, emphasizing
regular eye exams and early treatment to prevent
irreversible vision loss and blindness, especially
among older adults.

American Heart Month

Promotes heart disease prevention through healthy
eating, exercise, blood pressure management,
smoking cessation, and awareness of heart attack
and stroke symptoms.

National Cancer Prevention Month
Encourages healthy lifestyle choices, regular
screenings, and preventive care to reduce cancer
risks and improve early detection and long-term
survival outcomes.

National Eating Disorders

Awareness Week

Raises awareness about eating disorders, promotes
early intervention, reduces stigma, and encourages
access to mental health treatment and supportive
PECOVEry resources.

National Nutrition Month

Encourages healthy eating habits, balanced nutrition,
hydration, and physical activity to support overall
wellness and reduce risks of chronic diseases.

National Colorectal Cancer
Awareness Month

Promotes colon cancer screenings and early
detection while encouraging healthy lifestyle
habits that may reduce colorectal cancer risks
and improve survival rates.

Brain Injury Awareness Month
Educates the public about brain injury prevention,
rehabilitation, and support services for individuals
living with cognitive, emotional, or physical
challenges after injury.

National Minority Health Month
Highlights health disparities affecting minority
communities and promotes equal access to
healthcare, preventive services, education, and
culturally competent medical support.

Alcohol Awareness Month

Educates communities about alcohol misuse,
addiction risks, prevention strategies, and treatment
resources while encouraging

responsible drinking and healthier coping habits.

National Stress Awareness Month
Promotes stress management techniques such as
exercise, mindfulness, healthy sleep, and emational
support to improve mental and physical health.

Mental Health Awareness Month
Raises awareness about mental health conditions,
encourages seeking support, reduces stigma,

and promotes access to counseling, therapy,

and wellness resources.

Women’s Health Month

Encourages women to prioritize preventive

healthcare, screenings, exercise, nutrition,

mental wellness, and healthy lifestyle habits
throughout every stage of life.

National Stroke Awareness Month
Educates the public about stroke warning signs,
emergency response, prevention strategies,
and lifestyle habits that reduce stroke risks and
complications.

Men’s Health Month

Encourages men to schedule preventive checkups,
maintain healthy habits, address mental health
concerns, and seek early treatment for medical
conditions.

Alzheimer’s and Brain Awareness Month
Raises awareness about Alzheimer’s disease and
dementia while supporting brain health, caregiver
education, early diagnosis, and ongoing medical
research efforts.

PTSD Awareness Month

Promotes understanding of post-traumatic stress
disorder, encourages mental health treatment,
and reduces stigma surrounding trauma-related
conditions and recovery support.

UV Awareness Month

Educates people about ultraviolet radiation risks,
including skin cancer and eye damage, while
promoting sunscreen use and sun safety practices.

Juvenile Arthritis Month

Raises awareness about arthritis in children,
encourages early diagnosis and treatment,
and supports families managing chronic
autoimmune and joint conditions.

National Park & Recreation Month
Encourages outdoor activity, exercise, and
community recreation to improve physical fitness,
mental wellness, and healthy social connections.

National Immunization Awareness
Month

Promotes vaccinations for all ages to prevent
infectious diseases and protect vulnerable
populations through safe and effective
immunization practices.

National Breastfeeding Month
Highlights breastfeeding benefits for infants
and mothers while promoting education,
lactation support, and family-friendly workplace
accommodations.

Children’s Eye Health and Safety Month
Encourages early vision screenings, eye safety
practices, and healthy habits to protect children's
eyesight and support academic success and
development.

Suicide Prevention Month

Raises awareness about suicide prevention, mental
health support, crisis resources, and recognizing
warning signs while encouraging open and supportive
conversations.

Childhood Cancer Awareness Month
Supports pediatric cancer research, raises
awareness about childhood cancers, and
encourages community support for affected
children and their families.

Healthy Aging Month

Promotes healthy aging through exercise,
nutrition, preventive healthcare,

social engagement, and wellness habits that
support independence and quality of life.

National Breast Cancer

Awareness Month

Promotes breast cancer education, mammograms,
early detection, survivor support, and fundraising
efforts to improve treatment outcomes and
awareness nationwide.

Domestic Violence Awareness Month
Raises awareness about domestic violence, supports
survivors, promotes prevention education, and
encourages access to counseling, shelters,

and legal assistance.

National Depression and

Mental Health Screening Month
Encourages mental health screenings,

early treatment, and emotional wellness
while reducing stigma surrounding depression
and related mental health conditions.

November

National Diabetes Month

Promotes diabetes prevention and management
through healthy eating, exercise, blood sugar
monitoring, and regular medical care to reduce
complications.

Lung Cancer Awareness Month

Raises awareness about lung cancer risks, smoking
cessation, early screening, and research efforts to
improve treatment and survival outcomes.

Pancreatic Cancer Awareness Month
Promotes pancreatic cancer awareness,

supports research funding, encourages recognition
of symptoms, and advocates for improved early
detection and treatment.

Crohn's and Colitis Awareness Month
Focusing on expanding public education, supporting
patients, and raising vital funds to find cures for
inflammatory bowel diseases.

World AIDS Awareness Month
Commences globally on December 1st with World
AIDS Day. It is dedicated to showing support for
people living with HIV/AIDS, commemorating those
who have passed, and promoting testing and
education to reduce the spread of the virus.

Seasonal Affective Disorder (SAD)
Awareness Month

December is characterized by shorter daylight

hours and colder temperatures in the Northern
Hemisphere. This month highlights the mental health
challenges related to winter-onset depression,
encouraging individuals to seek therapies, light
treatments, or counseling.

Healthy You 2026
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Shop SPD Market
For'a Healthier You!

Large Selection of Organic &
Natural Foods in ALL Departments

Fruit & Vegetables e Meats & Seafood e Dairy & Eggs ¢ Prepared Foods
Bulk Nuts & Grains ¢ Bakery e Deli ® Post Office

SPD

— MARKETS Best Grocery Store
Serving Nevada County Since 1959 25 Time Winner!

TWO LOCATIONS TO SERVE YOU .

735 Zion Street, Nevada City | 129 W. McKnight Way, Grass Valley
530-265-4596 530-272-5000

Sunday-Saturday 7AM-9PM @ www.facebook.com/spdmarkets/

www.spdmarket.com

14 Healthy You 2026



USING MACRONUTRIENTS TO TELL
THE STORY OF BODY STRENGTH AND HEALTH

By Monica Conforti

et’s picture a typical

high school student

named Noah. Noah has
early morning classes, after
school sports, and always has
late-night homework, Noah
is constantly on the move. Like
most teens, Noah will often
grab whatever food is quick,
convenient and easy, some-
times skipping meals or rely-
ing on snacks that do not pro-
vide lasting energy. Over time,
Noah begins to feel more tired
during his sports practices, is
struggling to focus in class,
and has noticed a decline in
strength and performance.

Noah simply does not under-
stand that is body is running
low on the nutrients it depends
on the most: macronutrients.

Macronutrients—protein,
carbohydrates, and fat—are
the foundation of everything
the body does. They provide
the energy needed to move,
think, grow, and recover.
Without the right balance,
the body simply cannot per-
form at its best.

Noah decides to talk to
his coach and learns that
carbohydrates are the body’s
main source of energy.

When Noah starts adding
foods like oats, brown rice,
fruits, and vegetables into
meals, he feels something
changing. He notices that
his energy levels have imp-
roved during practice. This
is because carbohydrates

are broken down into glucose,
which fuels muscles and the
brain. Even more importantly,
carbohydrates spare protein,
allowing it to do its job instead
of being used of the source of

energy.

Noah starts to understand
what he is missing and begins
to add protein into his diet.
Noah begins to incorporate
foods like chicken, eggs, yo-
gurt, and beans into his meals
throughout the day. Over time,
recovery after workouts and
practices begins to improve,
and his muscles feel stronger.
The reason is because pro-
tein supports muscle protein
synthesis, which is the pro
cess that builds muscle mass,
especially during periods of in-
tense training, growth or even
when calorie intake is lower.
Without protein, the body will
begin to break down muscle
for energy, which can eventu-
ally weaken overall strength
and performance.

Fats, which are often
misunderstood, also play an
essential role in Noah’s jour-
ney. When Noah adds healthy
fats like avocados, nuts, and
olive oil, he begins to feel more
satisfied after meals and expe-
riences more consistent energy
throughout the day. Fats
support brain development,
hormone production, and help
the body absorb essential
vitamins. They also serve as
a long-term energy source,
especially during periods of
lower-intensity activity.

After a couple of weeks
of changes to his diet, Noah
starts to notice a transform-
ation, not just physically but
mentally. He is more focused
in class, has better endurance
during practice, and has no-
ticed a quicker recovery after
practices. He understood that
the changes were not a special

The heightened nutritional demands of athletes and teens vividly illustrate the universal
need for balance, proving that optimal fueling is essential for peak performance and

growth. Photo from Metro Media.

supplement or an extreme diet,
it was simply understanding
how to properly fuel the body
with the right balance of mi-
cronutrients.

This balance is key. Car-
bohydrates should make up
about 45-65% of daily calories
to provide energy. Protein
should account for 10-35%,
ensuring the body can build,
repair, and preserve muscle
mass. Fats should contribute
20-35%, supporting overall
health and sustained energy.
When these macronutrients
are consumed in the right pro-
portions, they work together
to keep the body strong,
energized, and functioning
optimally.

Noah’s story is not unique.
It reflects what happens in
the body every day. Having a
healthy balance in our foods
applies to everyone at every
age and stage of life. Macro-
nutrients are more than just
numbers on a nutrition label,
they are the fuel that powers

life, supports growth, and
protects something essential:
muscle mass. By nourish-
ing the body with the right
balance of macros, anyone can
build a foundation for long-
term health, strength, and
performance.

SOOI OOOOOOOOOOOOOOE

Monica Conforti holds a mas-
ter’s degree in nutrition and is
passionate about helping others
make healthy and informed de-
cisions about their health. With
a strong academic background,
Monica is dedicated to translat-
ing complex nutritional science
into practical and accessible
advice for individuals. Outside
of her professional pursuits,
Monica enjoys reading and
spending time with her family.
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Bridging the Gap

Between Rehabilitation and Fitness

Many people believe they have to choose between
rehabilitation and fitness. You're either recovering
from an injury, managing chronic pain, or trying

to stay active in a fitness environment that may

not always support how your body moves and
functions.

But movement doesn’t have to be divided that way.

One of the most important concepts in
rehabilitation today is that healing does not

mean stopping movement altogether. Even while
protecting an injury or recovering from pain, it is
still possible — and essential — to focus on what
the body can do. Maintaining strength, mobility,
balance, and confidence during recovery can help
people stay connected to their health while safely
progressing toward their goals.

The most effective approach combines protection
with progression respecting what needs to heal
while continuing to strengthen the body as a
whole. Rehabilitation, post-rehabilitation training,
and fitness should work together — not exist as
separate stages.

That philosophy is the foundation of The

Pilates Place, which has been helping clients
move better for the past 20 years. Founded by
Roxanna Cohen, PT, Board Certified Orthopedic
Clinical Specialist, Fellow of Movement System
Impairments, Senior Educator for Polestar Pilates,
and Adjunct Faculty for Nevada Union High School

The Pilates Place

WHERE HOW YOU MOVE MATTERS

4 Physical Therapy

4 Pilates Sessions
Private ¢ Duet  Small Group

4 Full Equipment Classes

4 Mentorship Based Instruction
Weekly mentoring ensures the highest level
of care and expertise.

Dance, the studio offers both physical therapy
services and Pilates-based fitness training,
creating a seamless transition from rehabilitation

to post-rehab conditioning and long-term wellness.

Education and mentorship are central to the
studio’s approach. The entire instructional team
participates in weekly mentoring sessions,
combining clinical reasoning, movement analysis,
and Pilates education to continually refine how
they support clients at every level.

The Pilates Place team includes Jose Romero,
Pilates Instructor, who brings more than 10

years of rehabilitation experience and has been
recognized as Best Personal Trainer two years

in a row. Jacqui Michaelsen, a Pilates instructor
and former studio owner in Chico for over a
decade, brings extensive teaching and movement
experience to the studio. Sofia Palacios, a dancer
and aerialist who recently completed her Polestar
Pilates certification under Roxanna’s mentorship,
represents the next generation of movement
professionals trained in the studio’s philosophy of
intelligent, individualized movement.

The studio also continues its long-standing
connection with instructor Lisa G., who teaches
online mat Pilates classes from Washington
state. A former Jazzercise franchise owner, Lisa
completed her Polestar Pilates certification under
Roxanna and taught in person at the studio for

many years. She remains actively involved in the
studio’s weekly mentoring program and continues
to enjoy working with her longtime Grass Valley
clients.

Together, the staff works with a wide range of
clients — from individuals recovering from injury
to athletes, performing artists, and clients seeking
lifelong strength and mobility.

Unlike many fitness environments that take a
one-size-fits-all approach, Pilates can be

adapted for nearly every body and every stage

of movement. As the area’s most comprehensive
full service Pilates studio, The Pilates Place offers
private sessions, duet sessions, and small group
classes utilizing the full range of Pilates equipment
— not just reformers. This allows instructors

to create more individualized experiences

while helping clients improve mobility, stability,
coordination, posture, and strength.

At its core, Pilates is not simply about exercise.

It is about understanding movement, supporting
recovery, and building resilience for life. Joseph
Pilates famously said, “Change happens through
movement and movement heals.” That philosophy
continues to guide the work at The Pilates

Place today.

The Pilates Place ...“where how you move...
matters.”

REHABILITATION
Protect. Heal.
Move with Confidence.

YOU DON’'T HAVE TO CHOOSE BETWEEN REHABILITATION AND FITNESS.

. At The Pilates Place, we focus on what you CAN do while protecting
what needs to be protected. Our integrated approach combines physical therapy,
post-rehabilitation training, and Pilates-based fitness to help you move
better today and build a stronger tomorrow.

For 20 years, we've helped clients of all ages and
abilities move with less pain, greater freedom, and lasting confidence.

¢ Change happens through movement
and movement heals.9® — Joseph Pilates

A | T
POST REHAB FITNESS
Rebuild. Restore. Perform. Prevent.
Regain Strength. Live Well.

Located inside of

Body Logic Physical Therapy
715 Maltman Dr., Grass Valley

Intelligent.
Personalized.
Transformative.

%, 530-477-5167

&5 ThePilatesPlaceGrassValley.com
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BREASTFEEDING

BENEFITS, CHALLENGES, AND FINDING YOUR SUPPORT

By Mercedes Ricciardi

ecoming a new mother

is one of the most

exciting and often
overwhelming experiences in a
person’s life. There is no short-
age of advice, opinions, and
information coming from every
direction especially for new
moms today. Breastfeeding is
no exception. Understanding
the real benefits of breast
milk, anticipating the possi-
ble challenges, and knowing
where to turn for support can
help families feel more confi-
dent in whatever their feeding
journey might be.
What the Experts
Recommend

Both the World Health

Organization (WHO) and the
American Academy of Ped-
iatrics (AAP) recommend
exclusive breastfeeding for
the first six months of life,
with continued breastfeeding

alongside complementary foods

for two years or beyond. Breast

milk adapts in composition as

a baby grows offering benefits

that cannot be fully replicated.

Benefits for Baby
and Mother

The benefits of breast-
feeding reach both baby and
mother. For infants, breast
milk provides optimal nutri-
tion, immune protection,
and a reduced risk of infec-
tions. Breastfed babies also
have lower long-term rates of
obesity, asthma, and type 2
diabetes.

Breastfeeding provides
significant physiological and

emotional benefits to mothers,
aiding in postpartum recovery
in the release of hormones
that both help the uterus to
contract more quickly after
delivery and that help support
bonding and emotional well-
being. Breastfeeding is also
associated with lowering

the long-term risk of chronic
conditions like cardiovascular
disease, diabetes, and certain
types of cancer.

The Village We’ve Lost
For much of human history,
breastfeeding knowledge had

CALM
NERVOUS
SYSTEM

YOUR

been passed down through
generations of women living
closely together. A new mother
had her own mother, grand-
mother, sisters, and aunts
nearby able to offer hands-on
guidance, reassurance, and
help in those earliest days.
This close, shared support
made a meaningful difference.
Today, families may be far
more spread out. Many mothers
find themselves navigating
new parenthood without the
familiar presence of those who
have been through it before.

Without that readily available
familial support, the early
weeks of breastfeeding can feel
isolating and uncertain. Buil-
ding a support network before
baby arrives whether through
community resources, local
groups, or healthcare provid-
ers can help fill that gap.

Knowing What Challenges
May Come

It’s important to under-
stand that breastfeeding can
come with challenges. Com-
mon ones include latch difficul-

ties, sore or cracked nipples,

Customized Facials - Massage Therapy
Waxing, Brow & Lash Services

Relax, Reset & Restore
Friendly Neighborhood Spa with a Warm,
Welcoming Atmosphere
Personalized Care with Visible Results

Prepaid Package Pricing Available
Priority Scheduling - Seamless Checkout
Receive $15 off your first visit

Tab n Bl Sitle . Ty Your M Tove, [\

17487 Penn Valley Drive, Penn Valley, CA 95946

(530) 278-5560 « www.metimesanctuary.com/book
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Mother breastfeeding.

concerns about milk supply,
engorgement, plugged ducts,
mastitis, and issues with oral
function that can affect how

a baby feeds. Many mothers
also simply feel uncertain and
overwhelmed in those early
days and weeks.

Many of the challenges
mothers face early on can be
managed with the right sup-
port. Having an understand-
ing of breastfeeding before
baby arrives and knowing what
potential challenges might
be can make a difference in
your feeding journey. Getting
support early is key.

Setting Up for Success

For mothers who would like
to breastfeed, taking a prena-
tal breastfeeding class before
baby arrives can be truly
beneficial. Understanding

18 Healthy You 2026

the mechanisms of lactation,
good positioning, and how to
support a proper latch gives
mothers a foundation before
the intensity of those first days
sets in.

Equally important is know-
ing who can support you in
those first few days and weeks.
Finding your support team
before baby arrives means one
less thing to figure out in
those tender and often tiring
early days. Our community
has a strong network of lacta-
tion professionals, midwives,
doulas, and pediatric special-
ists, as well as several new-
born feeding support groups
available to families. Taking
the time to build those con-
nections before baby arrives
means families feel supported
from the very beginning.

Returning to Work
Returning to work or school
is one of the most common
reasons mothers stop breast-
feeding earlier than they had
planned. Pumping at work
requires time, a private space,
and a supportive environment,
and access that is not always
available, particularly for
mothers in hourly or service
jobs. Managing a pumping
schedule alongside the de-
mands of a job or classroom is
genuinely hard, and mothers
should not be made to feel that
struggling with this reflects a
personal shortcoming.
Planning ahead, under-
standing workplace rights
around pumping breaks,
and talking with a lactation
specialist before returning
to work can help ease that

transition.

Support for Every Feeding
Journey

Perhaps the most import-
ant thing for families to know
is that breastfeeding does not
have to be all or nothing. Some
mothers breastfeed exclusively.
Some combine breastfeeding
with pumping or supplementa-
tion. Some breastfeed for a
few weeks, and others for a year
or more. All of these paths are
valid.

The goal of support is not to
pressure families into a single
approach. It is to meet moth-
ers and families where they
are, understand what mat-
ters to them, and help them
reach their own feeding goals.
Whether that means trou-
bleshooting a latch, finding a
pumping solution that works,
or simply having someone to
talk to without judgment,
support is available.

Mercedes is an International
Board Certified Lactation Con-
sultant (IBCLC) and registered
nurse of 20 years, who spent a
large part of her nursing career
in the NICU. Her goal is to offer
compassionate, evidence-based
lactation support that honors
both your baby’s needs and your
instincts as a parent. Mercedes
is a longtime community mem-
ber of 18 years and mother of
two.
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cience says yes — and Nevada County may be one of the
best prescriptions around.

As a physical therapist, cyclist, photographer, and
someone who spends an unhealthy amount of time staring at
weather apps before outdoor adventures, I've long believed that
time spent in Nature is good for us. Fortunately, science is be-
ginning to catch up with what many of us have felt instinctively
for years.

And here in Nevada County, we are surrounded by
one of the greatest wellness resources imaginable — the
outdoors.

Whether it’s hiking the trails around Scotts Flat, walking
along the South Yuba River, riding a bike through the pines,
kayaking on Rollins Lake, or simply sitting quietly beneath
towering cedar trees, spending time outside appears to have
profound effects on our physical and mental health. Research-
ers have now spent more than two decades studying the effects
of Nature on the human body and brain. The findings are
remarkably consistent: people who spend regular time outdoors
tend to be healthier, happier, less stressed, and more emotion-
ally resilient.

One of the landmark studies came from researcher Mathew
White at the University of Exeter in England. His team studied
approximately 20,000 people and found that individuals who
spent at least two hours per week in green spaces reported sig-
nificantly better physical health and psychological well-being
than those who did not. Interestingly, the benefits appeared
regardless of age, income, occupation, or existing health cond-
itions.

And the two hours didn’t have to happen all at once. It could
be spread throughout the week in small doses. That’s encour-
aging news for those of us who occasionally think, “Well, I only
have twenty minutes, so why bother?”

Apparently, it still counts.

The research on Nature and health has exploded in recent
years. Richard Louv, author of the influential book Last Child
in the Woods, coined the phrase “Nature Deficit Disorder” to
describe what happens when modern humans become discon-

nected from the outdoors. Louv notes that hundreds of quality
studies now support the idea that Nature is not simply pleasant
— it is essential to healthy human functioning.

Many of these studies compare people living in highly urban
environments to those with greater access to parks, trees,
trails, or wilderness. While researchers acknowledge these are
often observational studies rather than gold-standard random-
ized controlled trials, the consistency of the findings is difficult
to ignore.

So what exactly does Nature appear to do for us?

Research suggests spending time outdoors may:

e Lower blood pressure

¢ Reduce stress hormone levels

e Improve mood

e Reduce anxiety

e Improve sleep quality

e Enhance immune system function

e Improve attention and concentration

¢ Increase feelings of calm and emotional well-being

...people who spend regular time out-
doors tend to be healthier, happier, less
stressed, and more emotionally resilient.
|

Some studies even suggest that children who spend more
time outdoors demonstrate improvements in focus, emotional
regulation, and attention.

And honestly, after watching kids spend six straight hours
staring at screens, this probably isn’t shocking news to any
parent or grandparent reading this column.

One of the more fascinating areas of research comes from
Japan, where the practice of “forest bathing” — known as Shin-
rin-yoku — has become widely studied. Forest bathing doesn’t
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involve hiking fast or exercising intensely. It simply means im-
mersing yourself in a forest environment using all five senses.

Researchers have found that time spent in forests may
reduce cortisol levels (our primary stress hormone), lower heart
rate, and improve feelings of relaxation. Some scientists believe
aromatic compounds released by trees, called phytoncides, may
even contribute to immune system benefits.

In simpler terms: trees might actually help us chill out.

As a photographer, I've also noticed how people emotionally
respond to Nature imagery. My work place, is filled with large
landscape photographs from places like Yosemite, Iceland, the
Sierra Nevada, and the deserts of Utah. Patients frequently
comment that the images make them ‘feel calmer’ and more
‘relaxed’ before treatment even begins.

Nature is not simply pleasant — it is

essential to healthy human functioning.
|

There’s actually science behind this too. Studies using brain
imaging have shown that viewing scenes from Nature can
activate areas of the brain associated with empathy, emotional
stability, and positive feelings.

Nature also has a remarkable ability to shift perspective.
Problems that feel enormous indoors often become more man-
ageable after a walk outside. Something about moving through
forests, rivers, mountains, or open skies reminds us that we
are part of something larger than our daily stressors, deadlines,
and news feeds.

The beautiful thing is that Nature therapy doesn’t require
elite athletic ability. You don’t need to climb Half Dome or
mountain bike down technical trails to receive benefits. A short
walk through a local park, gardening in the backyard, sitting
beside a creek, or quietly watching birds from your porch can
all help reconnect the nervous system to a calmer state.

And perhaps that’s one of the reasons so many of us feel
drawn outdoors in difficult or stressful times. Nature slows us
down. It engages our senses. It interrupts the endless mental
chatter that modern life constantly feeds.

So this week, give yourself permission to step outside for Ty i ;
a little while. Leave your phone in your pocket. Listen to the Man walking the dog on a trail in Lake Wildwood.
wind in the trees. Watch the light change across the hills of

Nevada County. Take a walk without turning it into a fitness )
competition. John Seivert, PT, DPT, OCS, FAAOMPT,

member MINT, has been a Physical Ther-
apist for 42 years and has written health

Your heart, brain, nervous system, and maybe even your

soul will likely thank you for it.
and wellness columns for The Union

Newspaper since 2016. Former owner
of Body Logic Physical Therapy in Grass
Valley from 2001-2023, he now works
part-time as a consultant, teacher, and

writer while gradually transitioning
into retirement in 2027.
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The Healing Power of Faith,
Community, and Belonging

By Father Seth Kellerman

was seventeen years old

and my life looked pretty

good by most metrics. I
had great friends, was healthy,
enjoying academic success,
and some achievements in
sports. But I was miserable. I
had no sense of purpose, iden-
tity, or hope. In fact, I found
that each of those successes
in my young life came with a
feeling of a new weight being
put on my shoulders as the
expectations for me grew. I
had hoped that these victories
would satisfy me and make
me feel complete inside, but I
felt increasingly empty and
adrift with my general sense
of wellbeing in the dumps.

It was during this time
of emptiness that I started
attending a church. Not for
a good reason, but because
the girl I was dating (she is
now my wife) went there. At
that church I heard a mes-
sage which changed my life.
Through faith in God, I could
have hope, peace, identity,
and life. All of those things
which I had been searching
for in success were freely mine
and did not depend upon my
achievement. Along with this
spiritual transformation and
peace came an instant commu-
nity and a sense of belonging.
We live in a world of infor-

mation and technology, much
of it offering to make our lives
easier, safer, and cure our
problems. In the midst of this,
it can seem arcane to look to
something so ancient as faith
and the community it provides

Prayer Circle. Photo from Metro Media.

for addressing our modern
challenges. Yet the Department
of Health and Human Ser-
vices, in its Social Determin-
ants of Health tells us that
“people who have strong social
connections have a lower risk
of health conditions like heart
disease, stroke, dementia, and
depression. They’re also better
able to cope with stress and
the challenges of daily life.” In
addition, according to the Na-
tion Alliance of Mental Illness,
“research suggests that reli-
giosity reduces suicide rates,
alcoholism and drug use.”

I must confess that I am
not entirely equipped to define
how this happens, but I am
thankful that I am able to ob-
serve it. I enjoy the trem-
endous blessing of being able
to see people welcomed into
community and relax into con-
nection and friendships. These
relationships span from the
casual comfortable recognition
of one another in worship to

the more profound manifest-
ations where people become
the closest of friends. These
relationships become like shock
absorbers to the challenges

of life, helping people to cope
with suffering without being
crushed.

Similarly, the rites and cer-
emonies of the church assist us
to make sense of inexplicable
things like illness and death
and share in the joys of birth
and marriage. In like manner,
the content of the teaching of
the church can bring peace
in an uncertain world. As we
hear of the hope in the mes-
sage of God’s mercy, it allows
us to let go of the petty entan-
glements which seek to hold us
down. The pride, greed, judg-
ment, fear, and hopelessness
that we are often confronted
with both from our own hearts
and from the world are mit-
igated by the life which God
has revealed to us and invites
us into. In holding fast to this

new life, we are invited to live
with mercy and compassion
to all, which is a tremendous
stress relief.

After listing all these bene-
fits of faith and community,
I would like to take a moment
to acknowledge that faith
communities do not always
function in a healthy and
supporting manner, and many
have been wounded by the
church. As a church leader I
want to apologize for this. My
hope is that despite the weak-
nesses which even the best
of congregations struggle with,
that all people can experience
the hope and peace that I have
found in my faith and in the
church community.

Seth was raised in Nevada
County, but moved away for
college, a stint as an Airborne
Ranger in the Army, semi-
nary, and serving his first two
churches in Dallas, TX. He
has been serving as the rector
of Emmanuel Episcopal
Church in Grass Valley since
2009 when he and his wife
and their four daughters moved
back to town. He enjoys work-
ing on hopeless cars, welding,
and being outside, especially

as an assistant coach for the
alpine ski team at NU.
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The Timeless Search for
Peace in an Anxious World

By Gregory Ingram, MDiv, MA, Executive Director from Anew Day

ore than 2,500 years

before modern psy-

chology, the ancient
Greeks were already wrestling
with stress, anxiety, despair,
and emotional suffering. Today,
amid the extraordinary
technological advancements,
medical progress, and mate-
rial comforts of the modern
Western world, many of those
same inner struggles remain
remarkably familiar.

Perhaps that is because

human beings are not built
merely to consume, achieve,

Photo from Metro Media.

entertain themselves, and
then somehow feel fulfilled. At
some deep level, people seem
to need meaning, purpose,
connection, and love. Whether
religious or secular, many
eventually discover that a mea-
ningful life almost always
involves loving something or
someone beyond the self.

As a volunteer and pro-
fessional hospice chaplain for
more than 27 years, I have
spent a great deal of time
around people under stress.
Interestingly, the most
anxious person in the room is
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often not the patient nearing
the end of life, but the loved
ones gathered nearby trying to
process uncertainty, exhaus-
tion, grief, and the painful rea-
lity that they cannot control
everything.

Over the years, many peo-
ple have asked me essentially
the same question: How do you
deal with stress and anxi-
ety? How do you keep going
when life becomes emotionally
heavy?

As a person who has
genuinely tried to live accor-

ding to my faith, I believe
spiritual life matters deeply.
Faith can provide meaning,
hope, perspective, and a sense
that suffering is not entirely
without purpose. At the same
time, even deeply faithful
people still have to live through
ordinary human reality. Stress
still affects the body. Anxiety
still interrupts sleep. Grief
still hurts.

The ancient Greeks wres-
tled with these questions
through philosophy, reflection,
and tragic plays centered on
fear, suffering, grief, and the

struggle to endure hardship.
Modern psychology wrestles
with them through therapy,
research, medication, and evol-
ving theories about the mind.
Both, in their own way, reflect
humanity’s enduring search
for peace and stability. Yet
despite all our advancements,

dens. In my experience, people
endure stress and suffering
far better when they remain
connected to something larger
than themselves.

I do not believe stress and
anxiety can be permanently
eliminated from human life.
The Greeks could not elimi-

«..people under stress often search for
highly complicated solutions while
neglecting surprisingly basic things.
|

suffering and anxiety remain
familiar companions to human
life.

Over time, I have noticed
that people under stress often
search for highly complicated
solutions while neglecting sur-
prisingly basic things. When
my own life feels overwhelm-
ing, I try to return to what
I think of as the elementary
foundations of being human:
eat, sleep, walk, and love.

Eat decent food consistently.
Sleep enough. Walk outside.
Spend time in nature. Put the
phone down occasionally. None
of this sounds revolutionary,
but these simple habits matter
profoundly when stress begins
pulling people emotionally and
physically out of balance.

And then there is love. Not
merely romance or emotion,
but genuine care directed bey-
ond oneself. Faith. Purpose.
Family. Friendship. Communi-
ty. Service. The willingness to
will the good of the other even
while carrying your own bur-

nate them, and modern society
has not eliminated them
either. But I do believe people
can learn to carry life more
steadily through healthier
rhythms, meaningful relation-
ships, spiritual grounding,
and a deeper sense of pur-
pose as they continue onward
through an uncertain world.

Gregory Ingram, MDiv, MA
is a former hospice chaplain
and construction executive
whose lifelong commitment to
compassionate service and
spiritual care now guides his
leadership at Anew Day which
offers affordable counseling
for individuals, couples, fam-
ilies, & groups.



XSYOFNSSENLUTFDNTIMUNTF 7 It
0O VROOENUSBAOETITFNNOOTDSEB o
YFCCCUPXG6GNTISSETCORPLOP thatl exercise
Ve ELURSXAVBSDU OTYRUBIXSG °
6VPPSOCILYFUNCTIONTLU the brain
XI NPLPBULAGMEFESTUBTLYNSHEO Mental health is an important topic
S TXNOLAMPTCUONUGOAPNTITT ON to acknowledge and discuss, and
E UNOOA ATITLXTLTEARNTINGTITIDO §uch r_ecognitiop is vital for_all people,
ECSIGSSAMFSLETETPTIVRTTI||nudngtheagingpopulation.The
World Health Organization indicates
CELTGTYRYILNUXBUMAARAT 57 million people had dementia
N XBIYVYTINUTEUAERUPTTITLMN worldwide in 2021. The National
EEFNUBUG CAEUGRTEIXTETTFTDTCRE Institutes of Health reports the global
I RDGVIPNURNMPMIOSTTC CUOT prevalence of dementia in individuals
under the age of 70 increased by
LpPCOBTSVYSFGNOBEMLTFT 122 percent in recent decades, rising
I 0F CCYETIUFXAVGTIRENA from roughly six million people in 1990
S NUOXVSENTIARBOCITULUVTIY to more than 13 million in 2021.
EGNIVLOSMELBORPMNOIES®E Although many factors are involved
RDSDFCNOITPECREPPNTX in the development of dementias and
YSSERTSPCXREACTTIUONSY cognitive decline, Alzheimer's disease
YR OMEWMURETFDXTIODBGRAIBIUTI or other neurodegenerative illnesses
are not inevitable as one gets older.
But it is understandable why so many
- /| adults make brain health a priority.
People of all ages can benefit from
incorporating activities that exercise
ATTENTION FUNCTION PROBLEM SOLVING
BRAIN INFORMATION PROCESSING * Learn a new language
CLARITY LEARNING REACTION e Learn new skills
COGNITION MEMORY RESERVE * Take dancing classes
EXECUTIVE NEURAL Steep - Use all of your senses
FLEXIBILITY NEUROPLASTICITY ~ STRESS *Work on puzzles
| Focus PERCEPTION SYNAPSES y \’S°°'a"ze with others )

[

_

) THE UNION .

%" W, www. LTHUNION .com ¥ A

.rn
\ £
R
A

YT N S AR ]

-

5

Healthy You 2026 23



W Dlgnlty Health. A member of CommonSpirit
CDG> Sierra Nevada Memorial Hospital

Recognized
asalop
Rural Hospital.

Sierra Nevada Memorial Hospital has been recognized by The Leapfrog
Group as a Top Rural Hospital for a third consecutive year. This distinction by
the nation’s leading safety reviewer is a reflection of our team’s commitment
to patient care—built on compassionate listening, a personal connection

to provide comfort and hope, and a steadfast belief in the healing power of
humankindness. Learn more about us at DignityHealth.org/SierraNevada.
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