Thoughts on heart disease, cholesterol, stress, and lifestyle…


Two people close to me recently suffered serious heart problems.  One is recovering from open heart surgery and the other from a minor heart attack (is there such a thing?).  The later has a heart attack and open heart surgery 10-years prior and has since watched his weight, diet and exercise, duly fighting 'the cholesterol war'.  But just this week he was informed by one of his many doctors that recent research that shows that stress is now thought to be the largest factor in heart disease.  

Not diet?  That makes sense to me.  After all, moms, grandmas, farmers, lawyers and doctors used to eat bacon, eggs (and veggies & fruit) for breakfast for hundreds of years without heart disease appearing as an epidemic.  Heart disease of epidemic proportions is a disease of modernity.  

What about cholesterol?  Nope.  Many experts now agree that cholesterol is merely a sign of the presence of an enemy – it is not the enemy itself.  Just as more police does not result in high crime, cholesterol does not result in heart disease.  Rather it is an indicator that high crime is occurring in the body.  If we lower cholesterol with pills, the crime does not go away.  It continues to ravage its environment free of police.  And many healthy people can't lower their cholesterol 'low enough' - despite pills, diet, and exercise (as we know by the many commercials recommending and even more potent cholesterol-lowering drugs).  An important question becomes:  What is happening in the body of these relatively healthy people that is calling for more cholesterol production?  What is the crime that the cholesterol-police are responding to?

First we must look at what cholesterol does in the body.  Cholesterol is a lipid that is converted into steroid hormones and bile salts.  The bile salts emulsify the fat from ingested foods allowing them to be processed or eliminated.  Here we can see the need for more cholesterol if our diet was too high in fat.  A good case for a lean diet.  

Our reproductive and adrenal systems release steroids for use in the body.  Why the call for more raw material (cholesterol) to meet the demands of these systems?  Is it all the sexy ads everywhere?  The drama on TV?  The road rage?  Diets high in foods that are difficult, 'stressful' if you will, to process and eliminate?  

Probably a ‘yes’ to all.  The crime is probably our lifestyle.  ‘Stress ‘in a word.  These experts are not referring to sausage, eggs, or ice cream eaten as part of a nutritious diet – it means being overweight, over indulgent in toxins (drinking, smoking, treats, etc.), environmental toxins, and being under-exercised, under-connected to loved ones, and perhaps even lacking in high-stress.  Yep!  Some experts assert that many of our chronic illnesses arise from living with a constant level of low-stress and toxification.  Neither do we completely relax (meditation, tai chi, deep relaxation or connection with others or our pets…) nor do we get stressed to the max where we face fight-or-flight situations.  A swing that some experts say is like exercise for our stress-response system. Instead, our adrenal system is on constant low-level alert, neither dumping its full load nor getting to close up shop and take the weekend off.

If the definition of health is to be truly free to create and respond to our life, then this last idea really intrigues me.  How do we at least lower our stress, if not give it that full pendulum swing of high performance and full rest? As I ask many of my clients, what it your ‘pebble-in-the-lake’?  This concept refers to one of the many ways to affect change.  Let’s say the lake is your lifestyle and it needs changing - what is the best way to do it?  Change all the water in the lake?  Big job.  Put more stuff on the lake?  In it?  Change stuff around it?  One idea that works for many is to choose a good pebble.  One that, when thrown well into the lake, makes the whole lake ripple.  I ask my clients what is the one thing, that if changed, would create the biggest ripple effect in your life?  Sleep (that’s it for me!)?  Diet?  If diet, what specifically?  More water…more greens…protein…eliminating snacks…alchohol?  Or is it deep relaxation, exercise or vigorous play?  

If we are trying to change our choloesterol=lifestyle equation, what is the best pebble-in-the-lake for each of us?  How can we, in our ultra-safe society, experience both ends of the pendulum to include frequent deep relaxation along with some occassional fight or flight intensity?  We could light ourselves up with sports, play intense games, go hunting, do combat-like exercise (kickboxing), running, shoveling.  What about simply contributing in a way that really rings our bell, etc.; doing things that really get us excited, and tires us out.  Not wears us out; tires us out.  And what to do on the deep relaxation side of the pendulum?  Perhaps meditate.  Love.  Relax.  Connect.  Be tired and SLEEP.  Did I mention love?  These are some pebbles we might think of picking up and tossing into our lakes of life and seeing the effect they have.  Give it a try and let me know what works for you.
