The Rhythms of Life: Encore publication, original from 2002.
To everything,

There is a season

There is an appointed time for everything

And a time for every affair under the heavens

A time to be born, and a time to die

A time to plant, and a time to uproot the plant

A time to mourn, and a time to dance

Words from the Book of Ecclesiastes

Men and woman cannot divorce themselves from the rhythmical imperatives of the world around them.  Humans are part of the natural rhythms of life.  Man has the same internal physiological rhythms as other animals, and similar daily, seasonal and yearly rhythms, but he has created variations on the rhythmical theme of the natural world that extend into every aspect of human life, including culture and civilization.


There are few physiological functions that Man or his organs perform that do not conform to the general pattern of 24-hour periodicity.  It is as if every organ march to the body’s inherant 24 hour beat.  Human heart beat and respiration are directly perceptible and at rest fairly rhythmic activities.  The heart beats faster even at rest during waking hours than during sleep at night.  The daily beat of the body is apparent in many distinct functions.  Body temperature, urine flow, cell division, the alertness of the brain, a huge diversity of hormone levels, moods, the pattern of sleep and wakefulness, and the initiation of labor in childbirth are just some of the intricate body functions that vary with daily rhythm.  The production of cortisol by the adrenal glands follows a bodily rhythm and is higher during the day than at night.  A woman’s menstrual cycle falls neatly into a hormone driven biological necessity.  Underlying the rhythmic changes of the menstrual cycle are complex cycles of hormone production-estrogens and progesterones-that have multiple effects on the workings of the body so that the monthly changes needed to prepare for conception coincide with cycles of mood, libido and personality changes.  Even newborns take the rhythm of the adult speaking voice.  Knowledge of the rhythmic nature of human life can facilitate disease diagnosis and treatment.  During a single day, body chemistry changes and some disease symptoms become more evident during certain parts of the day.  Asthma attacks are more common at night.  More surprising is that the approximately circadian rhythms persist even when all external cues related to the passage of time are removed from the environment.  Circadian is a word derived from the Latin words circa meaning about, and diem-signifying a day.


Each of the 10 million species that have evolved to survive until today carries the time signature of the Earth’s planetary motion within them.  The astronomical movements of the Earth and its moon in conjunction with the powerful effects of the Sun create on this planet a physical, rhythmical environment that serves to support life.  Embedded into the structure, hereditary genes, physiology and behavior of microorganisms, plants and animal-are attributes of the evolutionary mechanism that tell us not only about the conditions on this planet but also about the physical workings of our inner solar system.


For all living creatures, the most critical pattern of planetary motion is the Earth’s spin around its polar axis; this 24-hour rotation produces day and night.  The repeating cycle of day and night represents an important environmental variable that living organisms must adapt to, for most rhythms instilled into earthly life forms are a response to the environmental challenges brought about by the daily alterations in light and darkness.  It induces many other changes of importance to living creatures, especially ambient temperature and relative humidity.  Light, temperature and humidity are potent determinants of biological activity.  Living organisms including humans have developed internal clock-like mechanisms that are reset by environmental cues.  This 24-hour daily rhythmicity influences almost every aspect of the living, encouraging organisms to hatch, grow, feed, photosynthesize food products, move, mate and even die at certain times of the day rather than at others.  Early on, primitive humans adapted to the challenges of the day to night cycle, gathering food and hunting by light and seeking shelter and warmth by nightfall.


The Earth’s distance from the sun does differ throughout the year but this has little to do with the cycling of the four seasons.  The 23-½ degree tilt of the Earth’s axis of rotation alters day-length throughout the year as evidenced by changes in the height of the mid-day sun at similar latitudes.  It is the length of daylight that announces the coming or going of spring, summer, autumn and winter.  At the Equator, daylight is always close to 12 hours long, elsewhere on Earth the same day of the month will always possess the same duration of daylight in any given calendar year at the same latitude.  The higher the latitude, the more extreme the variations in day-length.  At the poles, there is 24 hours of daylight in summer and none in winter.  No other environmental clue can provide living creatures such a clear message of seasonal progression. 


Evolutionary forces over time shape responses to seasonal change.  In the temperate zones the cycling of the seasons is most apparent, and the seasonal variations in temperature is the controlling factor in limiting biologic activity.  Rain rather than variations in temperature and daylight control tropical seasons.  Everywhere between the Tropics of Cancer (231/2( N-latitude) and Capricorn (23 1/2 (S) the sun is directly overhead at least one day of the year.  For primitive human tribes living outside the equatorial tropics it was easy to see that the relative length of daylight waxed and waned in a discernible pattern.  The annual cycle of the seasons was intelligible to early man by simply observing the changing climate and the varying bounty of both the plants and animals available for food.  Life forms require this information to organize their activities over the course of the year.  Humans as well as other long-lived species like elephants show signs of circannual rhythms of roughly 350 days.


The changing of the phases of the moon was probably the earliest cosmic cycles to be recognized by ancient man.  Lunar months were adopted as units of time keeping by the earliest civilizations.  The lunar cycle corresponds well to the menstrual cycle but it does not align itself well with the solar year or to other natural cycles to the same degree as the day or year.  The moon does have a profound effect on the environment on Earth, however.  The moon’s gravitational effect is twice that of the Sun on the waters of the Earth.  Marine organisms living in tidal zones exhibit twice daily and 14 or 28 day periodicity that coincide with tidal time patterns.


What makes Man unique in the Animal Kingdom is not the nature of his life rhythms, but that he has taken rhythms, and ritualized, organized and formalized them so that they became an integral part of his social existence.  By means of conditioning and socialization, humans can distort their innate natural rhythms.  Culture permeates every dimension of our lives.  Cultural rhythms give us our inner sense of feeling at ease in familiar settings or disconcerted in more foreign situations.  Some cultures, especially in the advanced Western world, encourage us to de-emphasize our natural rhythms as many people learn to be like everyone else in seeking to live up to or attain some cultural ideal.  Since the industrial revolution, many humans have willfully subdued their bodily rhythms to the overriding rhythm of the machinery of material production.  Humans can disregard their bodily rhythms and those of the surrounding world, but by doing so they place themselves at risk.  Chronic dysrhythmia can lead to ill health.

     
The heavenly dance of the sun, moon and Earth ensures that living things exhibit activities and processes that are rhythmic in regards to the passing of time.  We may seek to live in synchrony with the environmental rhythms choreographed by the dynamic interplay among these three celestial bodies.  We can strive to live in harmony with them in hope of obtaining optimum health and benefit.  We can struggle to override these natural rhythms in favor of obeying prescribed cultural mores and meeting societal expectations.  Or we as individuals can choose an intermediate course.  We can cooperate with or oppose the cosmic rhythms of the world around us.  For despite the expectations and demands inherant in the unfolding of the New Ages of Technology and Information, we are endowed with the willpower to allow our natural body rhythms to orchestrate the means to our health, profundity, happiness, and longevity.
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