Shmirat Haguf

Health and Wellness in Body and Mind
Materials prepared by Amy Dorsch for EPA USY
Big Ideas: How the Jewish concept of Shmirat Haguf (Guarding one’s body) can be applied to exercise, nutrition and stress management

Goals: 
· USYers will recognize that the health of both body and mind are interconnected. 

· USYers will learn that the Jewish approach to health, nutrition and stress management can be practiced through the mitzvah of Shmirat Haguf or guarding one’s body
· Long Term (application to “real life”): USYers will learn to incorporate Shimrat Haguf practices into their own lives through exercise, nutrition and stress management techniques. 
Materials:

(Copies of Health and Wellness sources (Shimrat Haguf texts)
(1 copy of Progressive Muscle Relaxation exercise from My Choice, My Life (Jay Greenfeld, 2009).
Step 1: Boot Camp

*Given that USYers will likely be in Shabbat clothes, adjust exercises to whatever they can do in good clothing while still getting to your point.

Welcome the group to USY Boot Camp. You’re going to try a little warm up exercise with them before the kitah begins (get their blood flowing a bit). 

Instruction: Do as many as you can in 30 seconds (if you don’t have a watch, estimate or count 30 seconds). This IS NOT a competition but you have to at least try…it’s for fun. 

· jump jacks
· pushups

· proper squats

· pop ups (down into push up, jump up)

· springs on the spot as quick as you can

Step 2:

Everyone should be out of breath and likely laughing at themselves, feeling good and relaxed.

Discuss:

As you heart rate started to pick up, how did you feel?

Did you feel pressured, stressed or tense while you were exercising?

How do you feel now?

Point to make through key questions- 
What does exercise do for the body (obvious)? 
What does exercise do for the mind (not so obvious)?

Exercise proves how the body and mind are inter-connected the body. 

How do you feel when you’re tired or sick? When your body is weak, sick or tired, you’re usually in a bad mood right? We’re irritable when we’re tired or feeling weak, right?

How do you feel  when you’re full of energy and expending that energy? When we’re pumped up, excited and full of physical vitality, we feel pretty good. Exercise increases our endorphins are our “feel good” hormones. Exercise does for the body just as much as what it does for the mind and soul. And we could all use some help easing our minds. 

Step 3: Introduce Core Concepts

1. Jewish mitzvah of keeping the body healthy- Shmirat Haguf.

2. Guarding Your Body and Mind: Stress and Your Life

3. Exercise and Nutrition as a coping mechanism for stress and key factors of Shmirat Haguf

Activity 1: Stress Test/Human Pie chart activity

Have USYers gather in a relaxed circle, making sure there is room for everyone. Ask each of them to think of a typical day and how they spend their time. Call out where/how you spend you time. With each example, the circle moves inward (tighter).  

Examples:

Time at School- a large chunk of the day, move the circle in smaller/tighter

Obligations to parents- chores- move the circle in a little tighter

After school clubs/activities (like USY)- move the circle in a little tighter

Homework- tighter circle (it should be awkward or uncomfortable at this point)

Friends- the circle should be almost ready to collapse. 

Explain (maintain the really uncomfortable circle): This tight, almost explosive circle (as in, ready to fall apart), is your life. It represents your commitments- school homework, extra-circulars, friends, family. You can see by how the circle became uncomfortable and near impossible to retain as each stressor was added. 

· How do you keep your circle in shape? 

· Where do you fit into yourself own circle? 

· What are the consequences of not taking time out to care for yourself? 

(BREAK THE CIRCLE TO ILLUSTRATE CONSEQUENCES). Both your body and peace of mind will eventually break down (illness, panic attacks, breakdowns, etc.). Health of the body=health of the mind. 

Ask the USYers to explain how they manage their stressful, full schedules and what they do to take care of themselves. 

Step 4: Shmirat Haguf- introduce Jewish concept 

The group can be seated. 

Explain: Although you’d never know it, given what our holiday menus look like, and our not-so-hot record of Jews in sports, Judaism places a major emphasis on health of the body and health of the soul. In Jewish tradition, there is no separation between mind, soul and body- they are all inter-connected. This mitzvah of taking care of one’s body (and its connection to the spirit and mind) is called Shmirat Haguf. 

----hand out text sheets----
1. Have a volunteer read the opening paragraphs on Judaism and the body. Ask for examples of how the body is used for holy purposes in Judaism (bris, mikvah, tallit, movement in prayer, Tefillin, see source sheet).
2. Explain that the body, as vessel of the soul, is sacred and should be treated as such. Five pillars help explain how. 

3. Ask USYers to make groups of 3 and read the texts on Shmirat Haguf. 

4. The 4 Pillars of Health: Ask each group to choose the one they feel is most important and share it. [NOTE: The other quotes on Judaism and the body are for their interest, you don’t have to read them].
5. Ask them to choose one of the four pillars that they struggle to live by and what obstacles/challenges/excuses they have for not practicing what the text describes. 

Example: I never eat breakfast. Why? Why is this important? I don’t exercise because I don’t have time. 
Try to respond to their challenges/excuses/reasons:

1. Exercise: Well, if you don’t have time, your body will soon respond to that self-neglect and slow you down (illness, lack of sleep, inability to focus, etc., un-healthy weight gain). If a sports team isn’t your thing, because you don’t feel comfortable competing with others, join a gym, use home exercise equipment or use a Netflix Sports and Fitness video, so that you’re only competing with yourself!
2. Sleep: If you aren’t well rested, you will become irritable, have trouble concentrating and just not physically capable of keeping up with the schedule you’re trying to maintain

3. Eating breakfast- how can you concentrate first period math without fuel for your body? Would you drive your car on empty?

Ask USYers to consider one challenge they personally face in terms of practicing Shmirat Haguf. Explain that you will focus today on Shmirat Haguf and using your body for stress management, as this is a typical teen challenge. 

Step 5: Using Your Body to Manage Stress

Activity 2: Progressive Muscle Relaxation Exercise
 (see PDF attachment)

Preface- you may feel silly doing a quiet, muscle relaxation activity here as a group. This is for you to practice on your own, in a quiet place, when you feel you most need it. We will illustrate how we can use the body, to quiet the mind. High intensity exercise, as well as  a slow muscle relaxation technique also works well to ease your stressed mind. Any physical activity helps! Shimrat Haguf means mind and body…you can’t have a healthy mind without a healthy body!
----Perform Muscle Relaxation Exercise--- 

Step 6: Debrief

Feelings? Thoughts? Reactions? Intentions? (meaning, will you use this? Will this help you?) Ask USYers to respond. 

Discussion:

This may not be helpful for some of you. Some of you may need a punching bag or kick boxing class to relax. Some of you may need to do 100 jumping jacks while studying for an exam to help you focus. The point is to show you:

a) the important connection between a healthy body and a healthy mind- a key Jewish concept

b) The mitzvah of SHmirat Haguf and how essential it is, especially as teenagers, to practice this. Life doesn’t get easier…as you head toward college, jobs, family life, stress will only keep piling up! You need stress management techniques and most importantly need to take care of yourself…both in body and in mind. And this is what Shmirat Haguf is…guarding one’s mind through guarding one’s body. 

Step 7: Taking it Home/Shmirat Haguf Action Plan

Explain: Think back to the circle activities on your daily priorities. We all get stressed out. We all have trouble balancing our busy lives, and we all make excuses as to why we can’t make changes for ourselves. 

Conclusion/summary: Think of one way that you can include Shmirat Haguf practices (examples from the texts we studied) in your DAILY routine. You’ll be amazed at how using your body will affect your mind and general well being. Take that one excuse you keep using and toss it out the window! You have time for what you want to have time for, it’s all about priorities. And for the sake of both mind and body, you should be one of your priorities. 

Ideas:

· If time is a factor, try the progressive muscle relaxation technique when you wake up and before bed. Google or Youtube search other examples of Progressive Muscle Relaxation exercises if this was helpful. You can easily do this 180 second exercise any time you need to, any where if you need to calm down a bit. 

· Wake up 10 minutes early and do 100 crunches and jumping jacks

· Start jogging on weekends

· Cut out excess sugar and replace with fruit

· Eat smaller meals, 6 times a day so your body has fuel

· Take a weekly Zumba or Yoga class

· Join your parent at the gym/pool

Have each USYer share one thing they feel they can try for at least 2 weeks (a month is ideal but let’s start with 2 weeks). End with everyone’s hands in the middle as a symbol of commitment and end with a “Shirmat Haguf!” cheer to encourage them (silly, but highly motivating).
Jewish Sources on Health and Wellness

Mitzvah: Shmirat Haguf
Sources on Judaism and the Body

Judaism is a religion of the body.  From our Biblical roots — in which our ancestors saw the material world as the holy creation of God — to the new paradigm of Neo-Hasidism, in which contemporary seekers see it as God Itself, Judaism has long had within it a strong environmental and body consciousness.  

Contrary to some traditions and beliefs, these forms of Judaism hold that the soul is not distinct from the body. The body is not a place of sin or destruction; it is a site for holiness.
Traditional Judaism sanctifies the body in hundreds of ways:

· Blessings on going to the bathroom

· Dietary laws

· Laws of the mikvah or ritual bath

· Eating bitter herbs or apples and honey

· Exhortations to enjoy sex as a holy act

· Movements during prayer

· Laws pertaining to the body

· Brit Milah/Circumcision

· Taharah – laws about how to deal with the body after someone dies (ritual washing, cleaning, preparing, and clothing)

The 4 pillars of health:

1. Exercise and motion

a. “By the sweat of your brow shall you get bread to eat” (Genesis 3:19) – The Medieval commentator, the Kli Yakar, understands “the sweat of your brow” to mean that one should also work and exercise with regard to food.

b. On exercise the Rambam says, "As long as a person exercises and exerts himself…sickness does not befall him and his strength increases…. But one who is idle and does not exercise…even if he eats healthy foods and maintains healthy habits, all his days will be of ailment and his strength will diminish." If this is so regarding the era of the Rambam when even daily life was physically demanding, all the more so in our times when technological progress "spares" us much exertion.

2. Nutrition

a. On the importance of eating breakfast: “Our masters taught: Many things were said of the morning bread. It is an antidote against heat, against cold, against winds, and against demons. It instills wisdom into the simple. It helps a man to be acquitted in a lawsuit. It helps him study Torah and to teach it; his words are heeded, and he retains what he has learned” (Babylonian Talmud, Bava Metzia 107b)

3. Daily attitude / Spirituality

a. "Guard yourself and guard your soul very carefully" (Deuteronomy 4:9-10) – “Be as careful with the health of your soul as you are with the health of your body” (Jacob Isaac of Lublin). This is used as the source to declare smoking, unhealthy eating, and unhealthy drinking to be practices that violate the Torah.

4. Rest and stress management

a. On needing sleep to function well (but not sleeping too much!): “Rabbi Simeon ben Eleazar said: ‘And, behold it was very good’ (Genesis, 1:31) refers even to sleep. But is there any sleep that is very good? I wonder. After all, have we not been taught: ‘Only when it is the wicked who indulge in wine and sleep is it comely for them and comely for the world’? What Rabbi Simeon in fact meant was that, because a man sleeps a bit, he is able to get up and labor long at the study of Torah” (Genesis Rabbah, 9:6)

b. “Rabbi Judah said: The night was created for no other purpose than sleep” (Babylonian Talmud, Eruvin 65a)

Quotes on caring for the body:

· It is our purpose in life to come close to God through studying Torah and by keeping the commandments. In this way the soul is elevated and merits eternal goodness in the World to Come. However, in order for the soul to exist in the material world, it must be clothed in a body through which the soul may achieve its purpose. For this reason we must supply the body with its essential needs like food, water, sleep, and exercise, without which the body could not exist and the soul could not fulfill its potential. (Rabbi Yirmiyahu Ullman)
· Maimonides (Rambam), the great Torah scholar and physician of the 12th century, wrote: "maintaining a healthy body is among the ways of serving God, since it is impossible for one who is not healthy to understand or know anything of the Creator. Therefore one must distance oneself from things which harm the body, and accustom oneself to the things which strengthen and make one healthy."

· The Zohar teaches that the 248 positive Torah commandments correspond to the 248 "limbs" of the human body while the 365 Torah prohibitions correspond to the 365 "sinews". Keeping the mitzvot brings the body in healthy balance with the spiritual energy of the Torah. In fact, serving God actually brings blessing into our daily food, which also protects our health: "You shall worship Hashem your G-d and He shall bless your bread and your water, and remove illness from your midst" (Exodus 23:25).

The holiness of the body

· On caring for one’s body: “He who does good to his own person is a man of piety” (Proverbs, 11:17). “Such a one was Hillel the Elder. After taking leave of his disciples, he proceeded to walk along with them. His disciples asked him, ‘Master, where are you going?’ He answered, ‘To perform a Mitzvah.’ ‘What Mitzvah?’ ‘To bathe in the bathhouse.’ ‘But is this a Mitzvah??’ ‘It is indeed. Kings’ statues set up in theaters and circuses are scoured and washed down by the official specially appointed to look after them, who receives a salary for the work. More – he is esteemed as one of the notables of the empire. How much more and more am I required to scour and wash myself, who have been created in God’s image and likeness, as is written, ‘In the image of God made He man’ (Genesis 9:6).” (Vayikrah Rabbah, 34:3)

· "In my flesh, I see God” (Job, 19:26)

· On not doing any unnecessary damage to the body:

Vayikra 19:28: You shall not make any cuttings in your flesh for the dead, nor imprint any marks upon you: I am the Lord.
An argument can be made that this is a prohibition against any markings that are lasting. But if one reads the second half of the commandment, any marks or imprints of any kind are included out of respect for the body as a holy vessel. We should not do damage of any kind to our bodies, that isn’t necessary but rather maintain the four pillars of care and maintenance. 
� Activity adapted from My Choice, My Life: Realizing Your Ability to Create Balance in Life, by Jay Greenfeld, 2009, Appendix A, pages 158-161, available on Amazon.com








