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Introduction

Most likely, your lifespan will be longer than that of your parents. But this thought comes with a caveat: As you age, you want to age gracefully, not waste away in a wheelchair somewhere, parked in front of a TV that is slowly turning the minds of everyone in that room to mush.

As our friend, neurologist William P. Cheshire Jr., MD, wrote: “The arrival of grey hairs can signify both the attainment of wisdom and the accumulation of age. In the words of Solomon of old, grey hair ‘is a crown of splendor; it is attained by a righteous life’ (Prov. 16:31 NIV). Grey hair is also a visible reminder of the uncertainty of maintaining mental faculties in old age. For many people, the prospect of deterioration in brain function is feared more than any other ailment of aging. Joints may give way and vision dim without eroding personal integrity. The brain, however, is essential to who we are. Its grey matter is the centerpiece of the living tapestry of personal identity.”1

The burgeoning field of neuroscience, fueled by an amazing and increasing array of non-invasive technologies that can “see” what is going on inside your skull, is nothing short of a fourth societal revolution, according to Zach Lynch, in his compelling book, The Neuro Revolution: How Brain Science Is Changing Our World. The first three? Agricultural society, industrial society, and the information society. “Today we sit on the cusp of another overwhelming societal transformation, beginning to feel the liftoff of a wave potentially more dramatic than any of the three that came before. It is the emerging neurosociety,” says Lynch.2

All of this has happened since the first whole-body magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) scan of a human being was taken on August 28, 1980, in Scotland, the first major advance in diagnostic imaging in almost 100 years (the X-ray, 1895), for which its inventors won a Nobel prize. By the early 1990s, an advancement had already occurred with MRI technology, with the development of functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI), which captures images not of what has happened, such as a torn cartilage, but images of activity that is going on in real time. Neurotechnologists can use the fMRI to detect regions of the brain that are activated when stimulated by things such as visual images. “If [neurotechnology] really works,” said neuroscientist Read Montague, PhD, “then it’s like nuclear energy. And these technologies are going to mature faster than people imagine. I am stunned, myself, by how well we can eavesdrop and get practical measures of what’s going on in people’s heads. Today, we can tell whether or not you are thinking about yourself or somebody else…. We wouldn’t even have had this conversation ten years ago. So if it’s accelerating, we’re going to have a discussion of something equally surprising in just a few years.”3 Other new technologies such as the single photon emission computed tomography (SPECT) scan and the positron emission tomography (PET) scan are also used to glimpse brain health non- invasively (discounting the required injection of radioactive isotopes); computed tomography (CT) scans are sometimes used in conjunction with the latter method.

In the not too distant past, it was assumed that the older a person became, the less brain acuity he or she would possess, because the aging brain was more or less fixed or immutable. This assumption may have been based on the observation of many who developed Alzheimer’s disease over time or descended gradually into dementia before expiring. Brain autopsies of those whose brains aged poorly tended to confirm the assumption, creating a self-fulfilling prognosis and a variety of myths that are in the process of being debunked. Ten of these are listed by Alvaro Fernandez in The SharpBrains Guide to Brain Fitness, including that: genes determine the fate of our brains; aging means automatic decline; medication is the main hope for cognitive enhancement; we will soon have a Magic Pill or General Solution to solve all our cognitive challenges; there is only one “it” in “Use it or Lose it”; all brain activities or exercises are equal, there is only one way to train your brain, we all have something called “Brain Age”; “Brain Age” can be reversed by ten, twenty, thirty years; and all human brains need the same brain training.4

The new technologies and brain fitness training programs are showing that the human brain is capable of lifelong learning; indeed, that neurogenesis, the generation of neurons, continues throughout life. “Learning is thought to be ‘neuroprotective,’ ” Fernandez says. “Through neuroplasticity, learning increases connections between neurons, increases cellular metabolism, and increases the production of nerve growth factor, a substance produced by the body to help maintain and repair neurons.”5

Complicated as some of this new information may seem, the good news is that the pillars of brain health are relatively simple and similar to the basics of good physical, emotional, relational, and spiritual health in general, with a little more focus on nutritional specifics and stress management, including meditation or prayer, physical exercise, and mental stimulation.

Think of this book as a “readers digest” compilation of information that can help you keep your mind, not lose it, as you age. We surveyed and distilled relevant and credible information from hundreds of books, articles, research findings, and internet postings in order to accomplish this.

Though a comprehensive review of the subject would take many volumes, some of them destined for obsolescence before they could reach the press, we trust you will find what we have found both helpful and hopeful as you ponder your options and opportunities for staying as sharp as possible for as long as you’re privileged to share these new horizons with the rest of humanity.

—Dave, Jim, and Bobbie
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Alter Your Brain with Prayer
and Meditation

The brain needs a healthy soul and the soul needs a brain that works right.

—Daniel Amen1

Scientists continue to be astonished at the flood of information coming to light with new scanning technology that captures images of the living brain at work and play. Longheld beliefs about the benefits of such practices as prayer and meditation have also been proven before their very eyes. It has become an undisputed fact that prayer and meditation actually alter the brain in ways that promote physical, emotional, cognitive, and relational health. This is an exciting affirmation for those who have spent many hours talking to God and encouraging others to do the same. Meditation, also known as “mindfulness,” is a practice that produces well-being and emotional balance by sculpting the brain. Dr. Daniel Amen describes meditation as a “concert state” for your brain. “By concert state I mean a relaxed body with a sharp, clear mind, much as you would experience at an exhilarating symphony. Achieving this state requires the ability to relax and focus.”2 A quick scan of the Bible produces twenty references about the practice of meditation.

In their 2009 book, How God Changes Your Brain, Dr. Andrew Newberg and Mark Robert Waldman illustrate how spiritual practices like intense prayer and/or meditation improve memory, cognition, and compassion while suppressing undesirable responses like anger, depression, and anxiety. They explain how these practices work directly on the brain circuits. For instance, the anterior cingulate in the brain is identified as our “neurological heart” and provides communication between the frontal lobe (thoughts and behavior) and the limbic system (feelings and emotions). The more active our anterior cingulate, the more empathy we will have and the less likely we will be to react with fear and anger. Prayer and meditation help us to become more compassionate!3

Gus was a participant in one of Newberg and Waldman’s studies on the benefits of meditation. He had come to the clinic because of concerns about his faltering brain, but had never meditated a day in his life. He overcame his skepticism and was determined to give it a try. He was prescribed a routine of twelve minutes of mindfulness exercises a day. “After only eight weeks of practice his brain was scanned and showed remarkable increase of neural activity in the prefrontal cortex, an area involved in helping to maintain a clear, focused attention upon a task. In addition, the anterior cingulate was also activated which is involved with emotional regulation, learning, and memory and is particularly vulnerable to the aging process. The anterior cingulate plays a major role in lowering anxiety and irritability and also enhances social awareness.”4

Intense prayer has similar effects upon our brain. Five minutes once a week will have little effect, but people who make prayer a meaningful part of their day actually train and modify their brain in a way that is believed to be permanent. The more one believes in what he or she is praying about, the stronger the response will be. Catholic nuns who had practiced “centering prayer” for a minimum of fifteen years were studied. The goal of centering prayer is to get in touch with the heart of God, which brings about a sense of peace, comfort, and compassion. The brain scans found that intense prayer brought about significant neurological changes that were very different from how the brain usually works.5

Numerous studies have verified that even as young children we begin to form a mental image of who God is. This might begin, for example, on our very first Christmas when we are surrounded with all kinds of visual, auditory, and olfactory stimuli, which we connect with Jesus’ birthday. Since as young children we think in pictures and cannot as yet form abstract thoughts, our view of God and Jesus is formed by what we experience and what we hear the adults around us saying. The whole experience of reading the Christmas story, setting up the manger, making the special cookies, the arrival of grandparents laden with gifts, the beautiful tree, and the singing of carols all hopefully form positive images of a loving Father God.

This early view then continues to evolve as we grow and have additional positive experiences related to the character of God. Studies have shown that if a person was exposed to God or Jesus as a young child, a memory circuit is established and is triggered each time the person has similar experiences or even just thinks about God. Therefore, prayer or meditations that center on a loving God strengthen that early neuronal pathway and pave the way toward a more “adult” experience of security and serenity that are the best protection from the brain-threatening anxieties and stresses that often accompany life’s inevitable difficulties. We just love that Old Testament promise: “Thou wilt keep him in perfect peace, whose mind is stayed on thee: because he trusteth in thee” (Isa. 26:3 KJV).
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Ask: Is It Alzheimer’s, Aging, or Stress?

Our brain creates our life: perception, movement, thought and emotion, memories, speech and intelligence are features of this extraordinary and most complex organ.

—Author unknown1

We treasure our brain and all its “performances”; that is why when we begin to detect some slips and slides in memory we panic and maybe even wonder if we could have Alzheimer’s. To avoid unnecessary worry and to guard our brain health it is important to know the facts and when, or if, we need to get a brain check-up. The great majority of the time when we notice memory problems it is due to the way we process information, increased stress, or even the natural process of aging.

Memory lapses are often caused by a lack of stimulation or being fully engaged in life, which can result in a lag in forming new brain cells and pathways. Forgetting something we just learned yesterday is frustrating, but it’s even worse when we can’t remember something we’ve known for years! What we’re trying to recall seems to be “on the tip of our tongue,” but the brain’s search for the right file in the neuronal archives turns up empty. Of course the harder we try to make ourselves remember, the more stubborn our “search engine” becomes. This plight not only disturbs us, but it can affect our friends as we turn to them with a plea for help only to find that they, too, have developed “amnesia” in relation to what our Googling brain is searching for. When this occurs, our stress level may increase: for example, if we’re late for an important appointment, and we need to call the other person, but we simply can’t remember that telephone number. Avis can’t help us here, either, since the harder we try, the worse it gets.

The phenomenon behind these occurrences takes place in the frontal lobe of our brain, which is very sensitive to stress hormones. When the frontal lobe (the keeper of stored memories) senses fight or flight situations, it shuts down to allow lower brain functions to use the energy. In other words, if our brain detects a dangerous or stressful situation it automatically ramps up the areas needed to keep us safe, in which case remembering our aunt’s address is no longer a priority. Of course that needed piece of information often pops back into our mind when it is no longer needed and we are working in the garden or drifting off to sleep! Dave had this experience recently, when he and his sister were visiting during a family reunion, and she was trying to recall the name of the fire chief in their town when they were kids. Neither could remember, hard as they tried to do so. But when Dave was drifting off to sleep that very night, Mr. Buchanan’s name came to his mind like magic.

Perhaps you can relate to the following excerpts from a New York Times description of one couple’s apprehensions about staying sharp mentally:



It was 12:30 and Natalie and Mel Gordon were having their lunch at a bustling diner on the Upper East Side. They live in Flushing, Queens; married 55 years, and are full of vigor. Mrs. Gordon is 75 and used to be a social worker in a nursing home. Mr. Gordon is 80. Before retiring, he worked in advertising and then taught high school English.

“We joke about having a ‘senior moment,’ the buzz phrase for forgetting something, but it’s also serious,” Mrs. Gordon said meditatively. “Because we all fear Alzheimer’s or something that will affect us mentally.

“The big concern for me is, will I recognize it when it begins,” Mrs. Gordon said. “If I tell a joke a second time to the same people, is that it? The fear for me is, will I not recognize it and then slip into a condition where I will not be able to deal with my family and those I love.”

The Gordons are active people. They volunteer. They go out a good deal. They support each other. They make lists galore. She has a special place where she stashes an extra comb for when he loses his. They belong to a book discussion group, and after the views on the book are offered, the members typically drift into what they teasingly call their “organ recitals,” when they rattle off capsule updates on their ailments…. The other day during one of the organ recitals, the Gordons went ahead and broached the topic. Everyone chimed in. They all expressed their fears.2



As humorous as memory laments can be, situations turn serious when memory lapses worsen or are combined with other symptoms. Dementia, including Alzheimer’s, results in a gradual loss of intellectual function. Symptoms include memory loss, problems with focus, language, and problem solving skills, difficulty controlling emotions and moods, and personality changes. Alzheimer’s, the thief of memory, usually targets the hippocampus first and then spreads to other areas of the brain, slowly killing brain cells and rendering its victim incapacitated. Amyloid, a protein that is produced in the small intestine, is secreted into the bloodstream. When this toxic substance is deposited in the brain it can cause inflammation and nerve cell tangles. In 2009, a multi-center research team made a critically important discovery. Dr. William Klein and colleagues proved that “Oleocanthal, a compound found in extra-virgin olive oil, alters the structure of neurotoxic proteins believed to contribute to the debilitating effects of Alzheimer’s disease. This structural change impedes the proteins’ ability to damage brain nerve cells.”3 Oleocanthal, a different protein than Amyloid, binds to nerve cell synapses and blocks Amyloid binding, which is thought to be the crucial first step that triggers Alzheimer’s. If this finding holds true when tested in upcoming clinical trials it could lead to successful prevention and treatment for this debilitating and incurable disease!

Realizing there is hope will make it easier for people like the Gordons to muster up the courage to take the specific tests at the doctor’s office to determine if symptoms are Alzheimer’s, aging, or stress. In the past it was believed that genes were the key instigator, but now there are many more theories about what contributes to the development of Alzheimer’s. Among them are such things as immune dysfunction, metabolic conditions including obesity, overwhelming stress such as PTSD, and environmental toxins. Recently, saturated fat specifically was implicated when it was discovered that saturated fat can damage the blood vessel lining in the brain, thereby allowing buildup of the protein Amyloid.4

Scientists have shown that in actuality only about 4 percent of the population between ages sixty to seventy-four develop Alzheimer’s. But the figure jumps to almost 50 percent after age 85.5 Dr. William R. Markesbery and his colleagues examined numerous patients at the time of their death and were astonished to find that about half of a large group of elderly well-educated people with no signs of intellectual decline at their deaths actually had numerous plaques and tangles warranting a diagnosis of Alzheimer’s!

How could this happen? Most experts believe that those with damaged brains but few or no symptoms were able to “recruit” healthy neurons and brain circuits in order to function normally.6 In addition, it has been noticed that seniors who exercise and eat a Mediterranean-style diet seem to be at lower risk for Alzheimer’s. This was recently proven by researchers at Columbia University when 1,880 septuagenarian New Yorkers were studied, and those who followed the healthiest diets were 40 percent less likely to develop Alzheimer’s. In addition, those who got the most exercise were 37 percent less likely to develop the disease. The greatest benefit occurred for those who both ate healthfully and remained active. Those who scored high in both areas were 59 percent less likely to develop Alzheimer’s!7

If you are concerned about developing Alzheimer’s, this one finding simply cannot be ignored. On the other hand, if you want to develop some or all of the following symptoms, then change nothing and leave your brain’s future to chance:


	Memory changes that disrupt daily life.

	Challenges in planning or solving problems.

	Difficulty completing familiar tasks.

	Confusion with time or place.

	Trouble understanding visual images and spatial relationships.

	New problems with speaking or writing.

	Misplacing things and losing the ability to retrace steps.

	Decreased or poor judgment.

	Withdrawal from work or social activities.

	Changes in mood and personality.8
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Avoid Dirty Water

Once we can secure access to clean water and adequate sanitation facilities for all people, irrespective of the difference in their living conditions, a huge battle against all kinds of diseases will be won.

—Dr. Lee Jong-wook, Director-General,
World Health Organization1

Okay. You’re standing on that scale again, convinced it must be off by at least ten pounds of ugly fat. But did you know that 60–70 percent of your total weight is water? About 90 percent of your blood is water. About 75 percent of your brain is water. Water is essential for your life. But too much water (water intoxication) as well as too little water (dehydration) can affect your brain and in severe cases even lead to death. That is why it is crucial to drink sufficient amounts of clean water every day and to avoid contaminated water as much as possible.

Children, especially, need clean water, since they are often more vulnerable than adults to problems with drinking water because their bodies and brains are developing. This need has led to testing tap water in schools and daycare centers.2 Problems with unclean water have occurred across the country for a variety of reasons: corroded plumbing of large school buildings, poor water quality of country schools that obtain water from private wells, and under-maintained conditions of large and small daycare centers. These conditions can result in elevated levels of lead and copper. Concerned parents should first inquire with the educational facility’s persons in charge. Some water testing may have already been done. Certified laboratories can be contacted to provide water testing, if needed. In all cases, there should be recent information about the safety of the tap water. Additional concerns can always be directed to the state’s environmental health officers or the EPA (EPA Safe Drinking Water Hotline 1-800-426-4791).

Do you take your tap water for granted? That is, do you expect that every time you turn on the kitchen faucet, clean, drinkable water will come flowing out? Do you also take water for granted when you bathe and shower—when you immerse yourself beneath the safe, warm water and wash your face? This is true for most Americans, even though a 2009 report found that bathroom shower heads are often a breeding ground for bacteria.3

Worldwide, many people would be happy just to have a shower head to sanitize; instead, they don’t even have access to safe, clean water, if they have running water at all. In 2004, the World Health Organization reported that over one million people die every year from water-related diseases, most of them being children under five years of age in countries where safe water and sanitation are lacking. So if you’re traveling abroad, you need to check with travel experts about the safety of the tap water at your destination, and if necessary, take along appropriate treatment options or filtration systems to protect your health in general, and your brain in particular.4

We (Bobbie and Jim) can attest to this when, on a recent medical trip to American Samoa after the tsunami, contaminated water was a significant problem. Not only was it critical to remember never to drink from the faucet or use tap water while brushing teeth, but we had to come up with creative solutions while seeing patients in clinic and when cooking meals. It was hard to convince the Samoan children who love to swim that their favorite swimming beach was now off limits. It was always a priority to remind ourselves and the Pacific Islanders to stay hydrated, counteracting the effects of the hot, tropical climate. We returned home with a renewed sense of thanksgiving for our abundant supply of clean water.

Even water that has been treated and comes out of your tap can have contaminants that affect your health. Although your water supplier may be doing everything it can to provide you with safe tap water, chemicals can enter your water in your own home. Lead is one such contaminant5 and is of particular concern for pregnant women and young children. Lead poisoning can damage the nervous system and brain. Although lead exposure is more common from paint and dust, lead can come from leaded pipe and solder in your home water system.

Animals and birds, as well as humans, contaminate water. You can get sick from drinking water from a creek even though the creek is way up in the mountains, far away from any human activity. Drinking contaminated water can introduce parasites to your body. Most of these cause gastronomical illness until treated, but some can affect the brain.6

You don’t have to drink bad water to get sick. Recreational water illnesses, according to the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, are illnesses that are spread by swallowing, breathing, or having contact with contaminated water from swimming pools, spas, lakes, rivers, or oceans.7 These infections can cause neurologic problems. Children, pregnant women, and people with compromised immune systems are more at risk if they acquire such an infection.

This true story illustrates some of the potential confusion related to clean water:



A concerned mother called her water company. “Is it safe for my son to drink our tap water?” she asked.

“May I ask why you are asking that question?” the water scientist replied.

“My son’s doctor told us that he should avoid the tap water.”

“Was there a reason your doctor told you to avoid the tap water?”

“My son is still on drugs that make him immunosuppressed. He had a heart operation. The heart doctor gave us a long list of things to do and not to do. My son wants to stay active and him being a teenager, there are only so many dos and don’ts I will be able to hold him to.”

“Did the doctor put the need to avoid tap water high on his list?”

“Yes, she did.”

“I’m curious as to what activities your son wants to stay involved with.”

“Well, he likes to swim in the local public swimming pool.”

“Did the doctor tell you to avoid swimming in public swimming pools?”

“No, she did not.”

“I understand your concern for your son and your challenge in holding him to a list of dos and don’ts,” the scientist replied. “But I would suggest that you give your doctor a call. With what I know about the health risks of public swimming pools, you might want to ask the doctor if that should be more important than avoiding the tap water, which actually poses no risk at all.”



The mom did call the heart doctor and she did rearrange the priorities of what her son should avoid to reduce his risks. But the doctor was embarrassed. She called the water company and told them they should not be giving advice to her patients. The bottom line is that while doctors may be experts in the human body, they do not always understand the risks associated with drinking water and recreation in water.

Water is essential for the enjoyment of life, and clean water is essential for a healthy life. You need to maintain a healthy lifestyle that includes regular consumption of safe water. Since you also use water to shower and bathe, to wash your hands, and to wash your food and kitchenware, you need to make sure that your water is clean and safe.

How do you know if your water is safe? The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency oversees the nation’s standards for the quality of tap water when that water comes from a water supply other than a private well or spring. The regulations are enforced by most state environmental agencies. Since 1974, over eighty different contaminants have been regulated. Public water suppliers are required to provide an annual water quality report called a Consumer Confidence Report. This report tells you what contaminants are found in the water you drink, and whether they are found at levels that you should be concerned about. If you are still concerned about the quality of your tap water, you can find a certified laboratory to test your water for the contaminants of concern in your area by contacting your state’s environmental health department. And before you run to the store to load up on bottled water, check with the EPA’s Water Health Series at www.epa.gov/ safewater or call the Safer Drinking Water hotline at 1-800-426-4791 to obtain more information on bottled water, which may contain similar levels of the same contaminants found in tap water around the country.


4

Become a Lifelong Learner

The brain wants to learn. It wants to be engaged as a learning machine.

—Dr. Michael Merzenich1

You may have learned in school that the number of brain cells one has is fixed. With this in mind, educators encouraged us to act with care to preserve whatever number of brain cells we had. At the same time, this teaching may have created a sense of futility that our brainpower was fixed and that, as we aged, the best we could do would be to limit our losses. For example, how many times have you heard that a single alcoholic drink kills X number of brain cells, the implication being that if you weren’t really careful you might pickle your brain by the time you were fifty (assuming you did take that occasional drink and that the brain could not produce new cells).

Today we know that the brain is very capable of growth even into our senior years.2 And there is even more good news. Cognitive performance in older adults appears to be improving over time. A recent study with a United States and United Kingdom sample found that older people today show less cognitive impairment than earlier cohorts. Because of improvements in medicine, health care, and other social factors, many people do perform well in old age and continue to learn new skills.3 One key to retaining brain health into our later years seems to be to keep learning. Learning stimulates the brain. To date, no particular regime of learning is shown to be better than another, so feel free to pursue that lifelong passion. Commit your brain to learning what is fun and satisfying.

Our friend Bruce Incze reports, “My father immigrated to this country in 1951. He was a poor war refugee, who brought with him his twelve-pound, 1937 Remington Junior typewriter, equipped with Hungarian as well as English characters. Dad was and is a writer. His typewriter is now an heirloom and is still in functional order. Being a passionate writer and a practical man, at sixty-five years of age, he realized that learning to word process on a computer would benefit his writing endeavors. Thus, his passion (writing) and a need for learning (word processing) were combined. Learning to operate a computer was slow and frustrating at first, but the brain did not object to the workout. At sixty-nine years of age, he was awarded the Gold Medal for Footprints of Destiny Lane4 by the Árpád Academy of Arts and Sciences, a society for the preservation of Hungarian culture. Since then, Dad has learned one operating system after another. He even had to abandon his favorite word processing software as it became obsolete. This was somewhat traumatic as no other word processing program supports the ease of bilingual writing he had come to master. Given this new obstacle, why persevere? Because he still had a fire in the belly to write. He has published many non-commercial books since then. Even today, he continues to learn new computer technologies, at ninety-four years of age. (He is intentional to say, ‘I am ninety-four years of age’ and not ‘I am ninety-four years old.’) He has moments of frustration, but he learns new skills because they are needed to express his passion through writing. To this day, he remains as sharp as a tack and a delight to engage in conversation.”

And then there is Bobbie’s Aunt Nancy, now in her eighties and still young at heart. Nancy had been an avid sailor in her youth and spent many happy hours out on the water with her husband, Pete, a former Navy man. Her spirit of adventure kept her intent upon living an active lifestyle. A sailing adventure package for seniors caught her attention and she soon had connected with others of like mind and was ready to set sail. She loves to relate her adventures as she and her seven new friends sailed a forty-eight-foot-long Catamaran around the islands off the Bahamas, under the guidance of a fun-loving crew of three. As you can imagine, many of the old brain connections made early in life were re-activated and strengthened amid laughter and the thrill of adventure.

Without doubt, your brain is a resilient organ. Even if you have allowed your brain to become something of a couch potato, it is never too late to try something new. In the largest controlled clinical trial to date, memory, concentration, and problem-solving skills of healthy adults ages sixty-five and older were improved by cognitive training.5

The brain is capable of improved health. Just like someone can make a commitment to losing weight and improving fitness, one can commit to preserving and improving brain- power. And like physical exercise, no one else can do it for you. Since learning is a means of promoting brain health, find a hobby that works the brain. Exploring a new hobby will often put you in contact with new acquaintances, creating new social circles.

Dave’s friend Len has been “retired” for some time, but he has kept his brain sharp by immersing himself continually in new hobby-type engagements, from building a huge model train layout to scale, building ships to scale in a bottle, tackling extremely detailed woodworking, and learning digital photography and photo editing. Len never seems to tire of trying new things.

Remember, your brain wants to learn. Find an activity where learning is play and then let your brain romp around in that field.


5

Brain Safe Your Home

Minds, like bodies, will often fall into a pimpled, illconditioned state from mere excess of comfort.

—Charles Dickens

Your home may be cozy, full of toys and good books. You might have DVD movies with a wide-screen TV. You might have a hot tub in which to unwind after a hard day at work, or a big kitchen in which to relax by preparing and cooking gourmet dinners. But your home may also be filled with safety and health hazards! Have you ever inspected your home using a safety checklist to see how many hazards you might find?

You may spend half of your life at work or school, but the other half you spend at home. Workplaces have safety rules with inspections and warnings for workers. How many homes have you been in where safety rules were posted? Many injuries and illnesses occur in the home environment. These include head injuries from accidental falls, lead poisoning of children, and poisoning from inhaling or ingesting a variety of common substances—all of which can be prevented with common sense and good housekeeping. Use your good mind to protect your brain from injury!

Chemicals may be found throughout your home—bleach, ammonia, roach traps, nail polish remover, isopropyl alcohol, drain cleaner, carpet cleaner, paints, paint thinners, gasoline, glues, and other adhesives. Serious consequences can result from exposure to pesticides and their residues, indoor toxicants, tobacco smoke, solvents, and combustion gases such as carbon monoxide. Read the labels of all the chemicals you store in and around your house. You may be surprised by what you find. Labels contain important information such as warnings to keep them out of reach of children. This does not mean you should get rid of all these chemicals. Rather, you should respect them for what they can do if they are not handled and stored properly.

Carbon monoxide is a very dangerous gas, partly because it is colorless and odorless—it is a silent killer.1 Whenever a gas oven or heater or automobile is running in an enclosed space there can be danger from carbon monoxide poisoning. Early symptoms can include headache and dizziness. Carbon monoxide poisoning affects the heart, lungs, and brain. It interferes with the heart and brain’s ability to get oxygen. Babies, infants, and the elderly are most vulnerable. But there is a way to protect yourself. You can install carbon monoxide detectors, similar to smoke detectors, in your home.

According to the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, approximately 250,000 children aged one to five years have blood lead levels greater than the level at which action should be taken.2 Lead poisoning can occur with no obvious symptoms or warning signs. However, children’s blood lead levels can be checked. Lead poisoning is preventable. Lead-based paint and lead-contaminated dust are major sources of exposure even though lead-based paint was banned in 1978 in the United States. Old homes deteriorate and the lead paint peels off and becomes dust around the house where children play. Children under the age of six years old are at greatest risk because of the effect of lead on their development. Other sources of lead exist, such as contaminated soil and toys, jewelry, cookware, and cosmetics that contain lead.

Other things in your home can also pose a risk to children or adolescents, including access to electrical outlets (for young children), glues and other adhesives used in hobbies, alcohol that is made for consumption, prescription drugs that affect the brain, and even—hard to believe—your office supplies, including various adhesives, solvents, even “canned air.”

Humorous as it may sound, Dave was discussing this chapter with his father, who grew up in the late 1930s and ’40s, and his dad mentioned that there was no warning on the glue that he and his friends used to make models in those days, so they sniffed it and they ate it—thankfully with no long-term complications. But another example from Dave’s life isn’t quite so humorous. Some time ago, a distant relative who was around twenty years old tried to dull the pain that plagued him by sniffing glue and gasoline. At a point when he was obviously not in his right mind, he took his Model 94 30-30 carbine rifle down to the general store in the town where he lived, with the ultimate result being his confrontation with an array of state troopers, all of whom had their crosshairs fixed on his chest. With all the warnings, he knew that if he lifted his own rifle even a little, to challenge his adversaries, they would shoot. He did; and they did. And the result was an epitaph that might have been very different.

You may think that such a thing could never happen to you or your family, but go into your bathroom closet and count the prescription drugs (and other drugs) that a person could use to commit suicide if he wanted to do so. Yes, even Christian kids can reach that sense of hopelessness when their brain is not functioning properly and reality is out of reach for the moment.3 Your teenage son or daughter lives in a highly charged environment, where images of death permeate their music, and examples of early death of their icons suggest that this is a good way to go. You should assume that your teenage kids already know what drugs are in your medicine chest, and how much of each type or a combination of them would achieve the desired effect. Without doubt, for one reason or another, some kids want to get “high.”

Let’s just think of Kyle for example, in the words of his own brokenhearted policeman father:



On March first I left for work at 10 p.m. At 11 p.m. my wife went down and kissed Kyle goodnight. At 5:30 a.m. the next morning Kathy went downstairs to wake Kyle up for school, before she left for work. He was sitting up in bed with his legs crossed and his head leaning over. She called to him a few times to get up. He didn’t move. He would sometimes tease her like this and pretend he fell back asleep. He was never easy to get up. She went in and shook his arm. He fell over. He was pale white and had the straw from the Dust Off can coming out of his mouth. He had the new can of Dust Off in his hands. Kyle was dead.

I am a police officer and I had never heard of this. My wife is a nurse and she had never heard of this. We later found out from the coroner, after the autopsy, that only the propellant from the can of Dust Off was in his system. No other drugs. Kyle had died between midnight and 1 a.m.

I found out that using Dust Off is being done mostly by kids ages nine through fifteen. They even have a name for it. It’s called dusting. A takeoff from the Dust Off name. It gives them a slight high for about ten seconds. It makes them dizzy. A boy who lives down the street from us showed Kyle how to do this about a month before. Kyle showed his best friend. Told him it was cool and it couldn’t hurt you. It’s just compressed air. It can’t hurt you….

Kyle was wrong.4



The fact is, there are probably a dozen or more things in your home right now that could seriously injure or even kill you or your kids. But you can protect yourself and your family. Here are some things to do in your house to help protect and maintain a healthy brain:



•    Check for things that could lead to accidents, such as uneven thresholds between rooms, carpet that is not fixed in place, slippery tiles, steps without railings to hold on to, cords that run across the floor, and places where loose items may spill out onto the floor.

•    Check for chemicals such as cleaning supplies that might be stored under the sink or in a closet, paints and varnishes and related chemicals, insecticides, and bleach near the washing machine. Store these in safe places, such as cabinets that can be locked. Make sure you take notice of the warnings on the labels.

•    When you paint or use solvents, always provide good ventilation.

•    Make sure that heaters, ovens, and stoves are working properly. Improperly operating combustion devices can fill the home with dangerous gases.

•    Place smoke alarms and carbon monoxide detectors throughout the house.

•    Check all items that a child comes in contact with for possible lead content. Make sure old paint and dust are cleaned away. Clean children’s hands when they come in from playing outside.

•    Make sure you do not have old lead pipes in your house or in the service line that brings water to your house from the street main if you are supplied by a public water system.

•    Restrict access to all prescription medications.

•    If small children sometimes visit, be sure your outlets are covered.

•    Keep all your office supplies in a safe place.

•    Remain sensitive and alert to allergies that might be developing in your family.

•    Stay alert to communications between your teenage kids and their friends, in relation to various methods to “get high.” Better to offend them than to bury them.



Make safety and health checks of your home environment. Too many accidents happen every year in the home. You shouldn’t have to wear a hardhat, safety shoes, or a mask at home! Your home should be a safe and healthy place for you and your family, where you can also show hospitality to friends and strangers.
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