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Introduction

HOW IT ALL BEGAN

Nuns are the ultimate caregivers. The sisters have a lot to
teach us through their inspiring and down-to-earth per-

sonal experiences. Traditionally, nuns have viewed their bodies
as containers for the soul and dedicated their lives to service.
And it is this distinct separation of mind and body as well as
giving, giving and more giving that has led to stress and other
health-related issues common to millions of women. Does all
this sound familiar and resonate in your own life? The sisters
have been receptive to changing their habits to break out of
their traditional roles and to redefine their goals. If they can do
it, so can you!

Changing Habits presents a comprehensive stress-manage-
ment program which includes fitness and intelligent eating
that I created for the Dominican Sisters of Queen of the Rosary
in Amityville, New York where I was invited to bring the body
into the equation of mind and spirit. This program offers strate-
gies and concrete tools to every woman who lives sandwiched
between her children and aging parents and to all women who
are caught up in doing rather than being. Many have lost their
personal identity—who they were before becoming a wife,
mother and caretaker. Changing Habits is designed to create a
healthy self-respect for body, mind and spirit. 

Ironically, even though diet and fitness books line the book-
store shelves, Americans are more overweight and out of shape
than ever before. While Changing Habits is not a cookie-cutter
diet/fitness book, it helps the reader to take responsibility for
her body, become fit and if necessary lose weight. It addresses
the reality that we overeat, or eat the wrong things and fail to
exercise because we ignore the root causes of poor health—
stress and depression. It is the rare woman who doesn’t eat to
fill up an empty heart, who carves out enough time for exer-
cise, or notices her energy levels dropping. 
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Changing Habits addresses the spiritual and fitness needs of
all women who feel drained by their responsibilities, “good lit-
tle girls” who are hungry for self-expression and soul-recogni-
tion. Because you may not know how or where to begin, I take
you by the hand not only to explain exercises which can be
done anywhere and without special equipment, but to go deep
inside to address the heart and soul of movements that matter.
What does it feel like to mind that muscle? Why am I afraid?
What kind of benefits will I get from this? How much time is
needed for this routine?

Although there are more than 44 million Americans, 18 and
over, who provide some kind of voluntary in-home care for
another adult or child (most likely both), the average age of
caregivers is 46, and the majority are women. Women are
brought up to be caregivers. Changing Habits will help you to
see the whole context of your life and guide you to take a series
of small actions leading to happiness. You will learn how to
restore balance in order to take control of your life. Depression,
anxiety, obesity, confusion, type 2 diabetes, cancer and arthritis
do not have to be part of your aging process. Studies have
shown that fitness and optimism can turn back the clock; exer-
cise prevents, manages and cures many ailments.

Changing Habits is about giving birth to yourself many times
over during the course of a lifetime. My mother taught me this
in the way she lived her life with determination, honesty and
compassion. I am my mother’s daughter. Tuna Goldman, a
holocaust survivor, came to this country with my father and an
infant daughter, forging a fresh new life and learning the lan-
guage of freedom and optimism. Although the three of us lived
in poverty, we were not impoverished—we were rich in love
and laughter. The view from our window was not pretty, but
my mother transformed the landscape. Ignoring the planting
directions on the back of seed packets, she scattered zinnia,
salvia, marigold and morning glory seeds in shallow glass



dishes and tea cups on our protruding window sill. My little
girl eyes witnessed a miracle. All of the different flowers
bloomed, a burst of color obscuring the dismal view. This is my
legacy—a window sill garden. 

My personal experience as a caregiver helped to shape
Changing Habits. I have been a caregiver to two parents who
had Alzheimer's disease, first my father and then my beloved
mother. Since I was an only child, it all rested on my shoulders.
While juggling terminally ill parents, a husband, three children
and my work, I realized that I was just going through the
motions without my usual sense of humor and cheerfulness.
While some people feel fatigued and drained when they are
mildly depressed, I rushed from one busy activity to the next to
avoid thinking. There was an ache in my heart which wouldn't
go away, but which somehow needed to be addressed. 

Because writing is my passion, I felt intuitively that tapping
my creativity would counteract my depression. I put this manu-
script in my mother's hands like a beloved gift while she still
had a glimmer of what it meant to both of us. And from this
experience I learned that happiness means to be reasonably
happy and that each one of us has the ability to experience hap-
piness even in the midst of difficulty. This in fact, can make you
appreciate and relish the good moments. 

Changing Habits evolved easily and naturally from my first
book, Turn On Your Inner Light: Fitness for Body, Mind and Soul.
Having participated in my Turn On Your Inner Light stress-man-
agement workshop, Sister Peggy Tully, a Dominican Sister and
friend, urged me to create a program for her community. For
the first time convent life was demystified as I learned about
the daily schedules of nuns and how much they could benefit
from a strength-training program for body and spirit. Sister
Peggy and I were ignited with creativity by our joint venture. I
realized that it all hinged on having strength in your faith and
faith in your own strength.
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An inspiration can only go so far without a plan of action. I
met with Sr. Peggy and the health director of the convent sev-
eral times. I interviewed the sisters who were candid and
embracing. Then I created a series of sessions, tweaking them
as I went along to de-stress and strength-train nuns to help
them live more fully with movements that would improve life
quality. While I did not have to tell the nuns to Turn On Their
Inner Light, I did have to tell them to turn it up a notch—to 
create a balance between giving and receiving and to make
exercise and functional foods a part of their health regimen.

I consulted with Frank Mikulka, a trainer elite at the
Hollywood Atrium Club in Lawrence, N.Y., a martial artist,
boxing coach and former Marine about the fitness moves for
the program. In fact, his exercises and fitness concepts were an
integral part of Turn On Your Inner Light—the think-it and do-it
outline for empowerment and happiness. Frank loved the idea
of stress-management for nuns and how it would ripple down
to all women. Flashing a smile, he said, “Since this originated
with the nuns, let’s call the program Changing Habits. I see this
as a whole new movement!” 

So whatever habits you have to change, this book will give
you a jumpstart to move forward when you have lost the moti-
vation to do what you know is good for you. You will learn the
emotional tools to release the energy drains of resentment and
unrealistic expectations to make room for a more reasonable
happiness. When you feel unhappy and don’t know why, just
turn to the Changing Habits’ Triple A Program for peace of
mind, nourishing foods and functional fitness. The difference
between a sinner and a saint is that a saint keeps trying. Changing
Habits addresses the whole person—body, mind and spirit—so
that you will soon feel happier, more self-confident and ener-
gized. So let’s get started!
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Chapter 1

THE TRIPLE A PROGRAM
ACTIVITY ALLEVIATES ANXIETY

�
We live in a fast-paced society filled with anxiety and

stress. We can feel it in the air: terrorism, super germs
and viruses, budget crises, and aging. No one is immune
from anxiety—not even the sisters cloistered in the convent.
Anxiety and sadness have a way of seeping into the cracks in
the mortar of our homes and infiltrating the vents in the heat-
ing and cooling systems. Similarly, the sisters inhale the dark
fumes of their community’s concerns as well as their own
families’, just like any wife, mother and caretaker. 

The Dominican Sisters of the Queen of the Rosary convent
in Amityville, New York have learned from participating in the
Changing Habits program that the quickest and healthiest way
to shed stress is to move! If everyone would please rise from a
seated or supine position and just move, then, within ten min-
utes we would all feel better. Don’t take my word for it—just
do it! Note: It takes 21 days to create a habit.
Why is exercise so important?

The following happens to your body when you exercise:
� Stress hormones are shed. Anxiety and worry drive up

levels of cortisol, a hormone that interferes with diges-
tion, regulation of the immune system, and other bodily
processes—activating the instinctual preprogrammed
fight-or-flight mode of behavior. If we are sitting on the
couch or lying sleepless in bed while feeling anxious, we
are not fighting or fleeing our demons. Instead we are
caught in their grip. By interfering with bodily processes,
cortisol literally eats away at us, chipping away at our
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bones. Note: osteoporosis has been linked to stress and
depression. We need to decompress.

� Endorphins are released. Delicious feelings of well-
being spread from the brain to the body. We begin to feel
happier, lighter and more at ease. What bothered us just
a few minutes ago, what seemed to have no solution, dis-
sipates as we start to live in the moment.

� We begin to think more clearly and increase our ability
to focus. Exercise drives oxygen into the brain and the
muscles. Problems have solutions; obstacles are mere
glitches when further analyzed. Instead of putting all our
energy into worrying and complaining, we can now
channel our energy into a solution.

� We become empowered.We begin to feel more confident
and stronger. Our muscles and bones get stronger—if our
skeletal frame is strengthened, the spirit is supported by
a stronger house. The heart muscle beats more efficiently.
The joints grow more flexible. As we work on our core
balance and posture and stand straighter, the effect on the
psyche is measurable.

� We improve our health and prognosis rather quickly.
Changes are noticeable as soon as we become active.
Those who suffer from metabolic syndrome, high blood
pressure, type 2 diabetes, obesity, and high cholesterol
levels would reap the greatest quantifiable benefits. This
rapid change for the better improves the spirit because a
sick body drags down the soul.

� Exercise removes the fear of frailty that accompanies
aging. Many of us fear losing our independence and
essential quality of life as we age. Exercise alleviates this
worry because, unlike any genie in a bottle or external
plastic surgery, exercise works from within to reverse the
aging process. We become spry and stronger. Our minds
grow sharper by learning new skills. We are less afraid of
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falling because we have built bone mass and improved
our muscles.

� We lower our risk of cancer. Exercise has been shown to
help prevent cancer by activating the immune system
and shedding the stress that can serve as a trigger for can-
cer. How much easier to prevent than to cure! And
should we develop cancer because of genetic or environ-
mental triggers, the latest research shows that we may be
able to walk our cancer away. Exercise boosts the effects
of treatment and prolongs remission.

Being an empathic caregiver is an energy drain! Whether we
are nuns or women in “the sandwich generation” taking care
of parents and children, we can become depleted rather quick-
ly if we do not take care of ourselves and maintain our balance.
For example, Mary, thirty-eight years old, is the primary care-
giver for her mother, husband, two sons, ages nine and eleven,
a fourteen-year-old daughter, two cats, a dog, and fish. “I feel
like everyone is lined up waiting for me all the time. Even the
dog looks at me with big, hungry, brown eyes first thing in the
morning. With all the animals in the house I feel like I live on a
farm, working from dawn to dusk.” 

Mary wants everyone in her world to feel happy and pro-
tected. She tries to keep her whole family safe from mishap,
pain and disappointment. She is an accomplished juggler. Not
only does she run the house, but she works three-quarter time
in a hectic pediatric office and is co-president of Family
Ministry at her parish. She plans events for the church and is
involved with the religious education of the children.
However, Mary wishes that she could have a little more time to
exercise to get rid of her stress. “I realize that exercise is healthy;
I just don’t make enough time for it because I am always doing
for others. I’m the last one on my list. Good thing the dog needs
to be walked, so I can accomplish two things at the same time.
In good weather the dog and I do a brisk two-mile walk.” If


