Taking Care: Refresh, Renew, Restore

Dear Reader,

In the spring of 2007, Franklin County Home Care Corporation presented a series especially designed for caregivers, those people caring for loved ones, either at home or nearby.  The name of the series, Taking Care, Refresh, Renew, Restore reflects the theme, which is to promote health for caregivers by sharing advice and suggestions for taking care of oneself.

The spring workshops took place over a period of several months and included three workshops and a full day retreat.  Caregivers shared information, tried out ideas, and considered skills and practices that aimed to help them achieve a greater sense of health, restoration, and relaxation. This was done in the full knowledge that as they felt refreshed and restored, so they would be better able to care for their loved ones.

If you are a caregiver, a friend or family member of a caregiver, or a leader of a support group for caregivers you will find this booklet helpful. The booklet is arranged into twelve sections, each section was presented as a handout during the Taking Care series. You can review the handout yourself, talk it over with a friend, or perhaps share it as a part of a group or workshop session.  All the handouts can be copied for your own personal use, but not used for any business or for profit.

We hope that this booklet, a compilation of some of the materials from the Taking Care series, will inform and encourage you as you carry out one of the most important tasks: caring for an ill loved one. We also hope that the information presented here will encourage you to take care of yourself as well, by helping you to refresh yourself, learn creative ideas about new activities to try, how to make your home a brighter, fresher place, and many other suggestions.

Enjoy, to your own good health!
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Your Health Checklist

Look over this checklist to see what you are doing now and what you can start doing to make sure you are reducing stress and t6aking care of your health.

__ I get enough rest so I am not tired during the day.

__ I try to do some stretching every day to improve my energy and feel better.

__ Most days I get some form of exercise, even if I do not leave the house.

__ I pay attention to what I eat, and try to include fruits and vegetables in my daily food intake.

__ I stay up-to-date on health news and am not afraid to ask my doctor about new tests or other ways to stay healthy.

__ I have someone I can call to help me with tasks or for problem-solving.

__ I keep up with friends and activities as much as I can.

__ My home is set up so I feel comfortable.

__ I take vitamins or other supplements that I know to be good for me.

__ I drink enough water and add fiber to my diet.

__ I air out the house on a regular basis.

__ I have a physician or nurse practitioner that I trust and can call if I need to.

__ I keep up with regular dental and medical appointments.

__ I watch the amount of salt and fat I eat daily.

__ I limit caffeine and alcohol, as well as other drugs.

__ I have activities I plan for and look forward to.

__ I have one or two hobbies or interests I enjoy and take time for.

__ Most of the time I look for something positive during the day.

__ I am aware that humor helps, and try to laugh when I can.

__ I have some time when I can relax and be quiet, each day.

In addition, I:

My Exercise Plan

The exercise I like best is:

I can easily exercise each day by:

The exercise that does not require lots of money, equipment or other people is:

I know this exercise is good for me because:

The amount of time each day I can take for exercise is:

MY PLAN:

I plan to exercise doing_____________________________________

Each day at ______________________________________________

And I know this will make me feel ______________________________

As a reward for myself I will __________________________________

Gentle Stretching

Yoga is an ancient practice of prayer, centering, and creating a deep sense of inner calm. Parts of yoga practice have been used for gentle stretching as a way to improve health and energy, and reduce stress.

Listed here are several gentle stretches that can be done while sitting. Remember to always check with your doctor before staring any new exercise program or if you feel these stretches may contribute to any physical problem you may have,

While stretching:

Start small

Stretch gently

Hold the stretch

Do not measure or compare yourself to others or past achievement.

Breathe………

Stop if you feel dizzy or light-headed

Be gentle with yourself and do not bend anything that feels like it should not be bent.

Gentle Stretching:

Gentle sitting posture

Look up to the ceiling

Move your head from side to side, very gently

Stick out your tongue

Screw up your nose

Make a prune face

Spread out your hands

Move your fingers

Move your arms up, only as they are comfortable

Let your arms rest gently in your lap

Move your legs only so they feel comfortable

Wriggle your toes

Flex your feet

Move your hand and wrist

Massage each of your fingers

Try some gentle breathing

Enjoy some quiet moments before you get up.

Learning to Relax

Relaxation. The very word conjures up images of a sunbathing on a beach,  reading a book in a hammock, or perhaps a yoga class. Sometimes relaxation sounds like fun, other times if seems to require work. Many of us just do not feel like we have the time to relax. Relaxation, we think, is for other people. Folks with more time or resources, but not us.

The purpose of this column is to help you learn ways to relax. For true relaxation is within our reach. It may take a little imagination; a little discipline, but you can achieve a deep sense of ease and peace, a quality of enhanced well being that comes with being truly relaxed.

There are many myths about relaxation. Here are a few:

Myth One: Relaxation is sitting and doing nothing. This does not have to be true at all. Hobbies, pastimes, walking, yoga, tai chi, meditation are all forms of relaxation. 

Myth Two; Relaxation is boring. Relaxation should engage our minds as well as our bodies. A nap may be relaxing, but a crossword puzzle can be too.

Myth Three: Relaxed people are lazy.  Some people find that they are more productive if they feel relaxed and less stressed. They are able to concentrate more, and are more organized.

Myth Four: Relaxed people are messy or sloppy. We have all heard the saying, “ she is very relaxed about her… housework, child care ...whatever” To be relaxed does not mean an abdication of responsibility. 

Myth Five: Relaxed means to not care about much. Again, not true. Relaxed and apathetic are not the same thing.

So what does it mean to be relaxed?  Relaxation is a calm, or peace that includes the body, mind and spirit. The opposite of relaxation is tension, or tightness. When we are relaxed we feel less tense in our bodies, our muscles feel looser, our minds are not locked into worries and tension, and our spirits may feel more open and loving toward the world.

To be relaxed does not mean to sleepwalk through life but instead to develop a greater awareness, to enjoy the roses, so to speak. In some ways we may slow down more, but in other ways our attention is more focused and calmer so we can take in more.

Since relaxation is a body-mind-spirit connection we can learn to relax in a number of ways. And most of these ways are connected. For example, if we are worried about something, we can relax our bodies and often our minds become less tense as well. Who has not taken a warm bath at the end of a tense day and found their worries seem to drift away with the bath water?  And conversely, if  our muscles are tense we can relax our minds, and often our bodies relax as well.

What to do now?  Try an easy relaxation method.  Sit back, get into a comfortable position, and take a long, slow deep breath, a sigh. As you exhale simply say the word, relax, to yourself. Try this once or twice, no more. Let your lungs fill up with fresh air, and think of the air as healing and relaxing.   That’s all.

Relax Your Breath

Relaxation is a body-mind-spirit connection. For example, when we relax our bodies through stretching, exercise or a warm bath, our worries seem less. And conversely, when we relax or quiet our minds, our bodies often become less tense.

Nothing shows this more than learning to relax through our breathing. Paying attention to one’s breath, just noticing how we gently breathe in and out, can help to ease away worries and tension.  Relaxing our breath can work when we are in a tight pinch or a stressful situation, but it can also be effective when we pay attention to our breathing several times a day, over a period of time. 

So an effective and easy way to relax is to pay attention to your breath. It may be easy to say this, but how do we do it?  Try these suggestions to help you learn to breathe easy, to relax through your breathing:

When you begin to feel stressed and anxious, sigh in a natural way. Just let your breath flow in and out of your body.

Place your hand on your stomach. Notice how your stomach area rises and falls with each breath.  When we are stressed we tend to take short, shallow breaths. Relax, and breathe naturally, which will help to lengthen and deepen your breathing.

However, you do not have to take deep breaths, and in fact this could cause you to become dizzy or lightheaded.  Instead, just breathe as naturally as possible.

Focus on your breathing.

Let thoughts and feelings float away with each breath.

Think of yourself on a small boat, and let your breath be the gentle waves that move the boat.

You can also count your breaths as a way to concentrate on your breathing. Try counting from one to five, or one to ten if you want. Sometimes this makes people nervous, so only do this if it seems to make you feel more relaxed.

Try this a couple of times a day, perhaps when upon awakening in the morning, and before going to sleep at night.

As you become more accustomed to paying attention to your breath, you may want to try this during the day when you are feeling tense or worried. It can help to clear your mind and make you feel less nervous and tense.

Remember, your breath you always have with you. Pay attention to it, and let your breathing become an easy, relaxed focus that helps you to relax not only your body, but your mind as well. 

It is also well to remember that the ancient Hebrew word for breath is ruah, or spirit.  Breath work can help to lift our spirits as well as ease away tension. 

Meditation Made Easy

Meditation helps to slow down one’s thinking while increasing a sense of awareness. There are many types of mediation practice but most serve to create a sense to deep inner calm. Meditation is found in many cultures, past and present. These suggestions may help you find a meditation practice that feels right for you.

For our purposes meditation practice consists of five elements:

A quiet setting

A comfortable position

A quiet, or open mind

A point of concentration

A period of uninterrupted time

Begin with your breath.  Breathe naturally and normally, paying attention to the rise and fall of your abdomen area as you breathe in and out. Rest your hand on your stomach, letting the motion of your body move your hand and arm. Gently concentrate on this motion. Always make sure you have at least twenty percent of your breath left so you do not become dizzy or lightheaded. Make sure your breathing is natural.

The counting breath: count as you breathe in, and breathe out.

Imagine breathing relaxation and calm into your body.

Or…. As you breathe naturally and normally, think of a comforting word or phrase to say to yourself.  Use this word over and over as you breathe. Do not worry when you become distracted. Just gently bring yourself back to your word or phrase.

Or… with your eyes open, softly look at and touch an object of nature that brings you a sense of calm: a smooth stone, a shell, an acorn seed….

Try to meditate for about ten to twenty minutes. As you practice you will gradually learn how to relax.

Twenty Things I Love to Do

List twenty things you love to do.

They can be big things or little things.

1. 

2. 

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

9.

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19

20.

Please a check by the things you are doing.

Place a star by the things you would like to do.

As you look over this list, what plans can you make to do things you love?
Forty Ways to Refresh and Renew

Listening to music

Singing

Driving

Walking

Hiking

Riding a bike

Winter sports

Summer sports

Gardening

Reading books

Reading magazines

Having cut flowers

Napping

Knitting

Crocheting

Sewing

Embroidery, quilting, other handwork

Woodworking

Puttering

Meal with friends

Talking with friends or family

Travel

Yoga or tai chi

Church or faith community

Exercise

Poetry

Journaling

Pets: dog, cat, birds…

Bubble bath

Drawing

Painting or other artwork

Radio, Television

Email, Internet

Games/cards

Writing letters

Video games

What else could you include?

Something for YOU

Do something nice for yourself.

Choose from this list of suggestions or an idea of your own.

A few suggestions:

Try a new hairstyle or haircut.

Paint your fingernails, or toenails.

Buy a new lipstick, or try lipstick.

Wear a pretty scarf, which are now back in fashion.

Try a barrette or other ornament for your hair.

Buy yourself a new pair of earrings.

Go through your jewelry box and pull out a piece of jewelry you have not worn in years – and wear it!

Invest in a new pair of glasses, or reading glasses.

Buy a pair of sandals, just for fun.

Buy a new CD and listen to it around the house – maybe music you have not heard in a while.

Use a body rinse or fragrance after the shower.

Forget the shower – take a bubble bath.

Buy a new, soft hand and body cream and use it every day.

Carry a new purse, or replace that old wallet.

What other ideas do you have?

Refresh Your Home
Our home is where our hearts are, or at least where we spend a fair amount of time. Make your home a peaceful place where rest and relaxation can also foster a sense of, well, homecoming.

Walk through your home. Look around, How does what you see make you feel?  It may be time for a little rearranging or redecorating.  Try these simple ideas to create a home environment that is relaxing and reflects you.

Walk through your home and look at all the objects you have there: photographs, pictures, artwork, knick-knacks, vases, pillows, and so on. Each objects reflects a memory. Is it time to update these?  Perhaps move some around.

Go through and clean all these objects, thinking about what you want to keep, give away, move, or exchange. For example, do you need a new photo of your grandchildren?

Review all that you have in your home, including furniture.

Ask yourself:

Do I need it?

Do I like it?

Does it make me happy to have it?

Can I replace it or move it?

What else might I put where it was?

Reduce all clutter. which can create a sense of disorganization.

Put all the clutter into a big bag and give it to the next tag sale or a local thrift store.

Collect all medical containers and keep them organized, perhaps in a basket or box that is easy to reach for but somewhat out of the way.

Sort through all important papers, making sure you are not keeping duplicates, and create a filing system so you know where everything is but it is not spread around the house.

Add to your home environment:

Color: a throw pillow, curtains, a picture…

Light: clean windows, lamps, lighter curtains

Nature: plants, stones, shells, flowers

A pretty calendar to hang on your wall

Sound: what kind of music do you like?

Fragrance: candles, flowers….

****** What else might you think of??

Guided Visualization

Sometimes imagining a restful scene can help to reduce stress. Using your five senses, think about a place that seems particularly restful for you. This can be a real place or something out of your imagination. A beach, a forest path, a small pond, a front porch, or simple evening walk can work. Make sure you can have a clear enough picture of this in your mind.

Construct this scene, thinking of what you can see, hear, smell, taste and touch, for example:

The smell of rain

The feel of the sun on your skin

Bird songs

Crickets

The ocean, or beach.

A cozy backyard setting,

.

A campfire

A walk with the dog

A mountain lake or stream

Waves

A babbling brook.

A gentle breeze

And so on

Develop the scene by helping the person prompt her imagination, for example

You are walking along a.  

You hear………..

You notice…  

You begin to feel……….

You can almost taste…

If this seems too evocative you can supply a scene. Think of one yourself you are comfortable describing and write it down here. Examples are: a walk in the woods, on the beach, rocking chair…

Details of shape, color and sound will make this come alive.

Try this for a few weeks. Do not give up as it can take awhile to get used to this form of relaxation and rejuvenation. Just remember that this is what day dreaming is all about …. just a little more intentional.

Affirmations

An affirmation is a belief we hold about ourselves and the world in general. It can be thought of as a piece of one’s personal philosophy.

Think over the affirmations you have heard and select one or two that you believe, that work for you and help you to shape your view of the world.

For example:

Everything works out.

I can learn from this.

All will be well.

Let go and let God.

This too shall pass.

…………What other ones can you think of?

In creating affirmations think about:

What you most value – about yourself, the world, and other people.

What is comforting

What is meaningful.

What connects to your experience.

Also remember to:

Keep affirmations in the present moment.

Always phrase affirmations in the positive.  

Keep them short and to the point.

The key is to believe that your affirmation is true and reflects your own personal philosophy.  Say it over to yourself as often as you want, and tie it in with perhaps other readings or sayings that you know about or practice.

Using the affirmation as a way to help you to relax, and also in meditation practice, can be a real gift for yourself, and others.

What might be an affirmation that you could say to yourself?

Try this for awhile and see if it is helpful for you.

Sometimes using a piece of a prayer, poem or song can help to create the affirmation that is right for you.

Practicing Loving Kindness

This meditation can help to expand your awareness and create a deeper sense of connection with the world.

Begin with your breath.

Breathe naturally, noticing in-breath and out-breath.

As you breathe, let these words envelope you:

May I be happy, may I be relaxed, may my suffering be healed.

To someone you know:

May you be happy, may you be relaxed, may all your suffered be healed.

To people you do not know but encounter; perhaps on the street:

May you be happy, may you be relaxed, may your suffered be healed

To people throughout the world:

May you be happy, may you be relaxed, may your suffering be healed.

For the earth and its creatures:

May you be happy, may you be relaxed, may your suffering be healed. 

**********************************

Practice this throughout the day, when you think of it. Let this become a natural part of your awareness.

