Get Some Sun!

Over the past few decades, the medical community has swamped us with warnings about how many dangers a hot, sunny day presents such as sun stroke, skin cancer, heat fatigue, and premature aging due to sun tanning. Gone are the days where people covered themselves with tanning oil and used foil reflectors to accelerate their tan. While some people still flock to tanning beds and sunbathe in order to achieve a golden glow, sun-darkened skin is about as socially acceptable today as smoking indoors or using a beeper. In fact, with so much focus on sunscreen, sun hats, sun glasses, and sun-blocking clothes, some people panic at the idea of a random ray of sun striking their unprotected skin. 

However, there has been so much focus on the damaging and dangerous nature of too much sun that  we forget life as we know it would not exist except for the benevolent star at the center of our solar system. As summer heat descends upon us, we should be cautious about too much sun but should also thank it for all it has to give us. 

One of the many benefits that sun offers us is Vitamin D, a vital substance that protects bone health by helping the body metabolize calcium. Vitamin D helps children avoid rickets and adults prevent bone fractures. While we can obtain Vitamin D through food and vitamin supplements, the best quality source of Vitamin D is just outside your door. According to the article “Benefits of Sunlight” from the Environmental Health Perspectives journal, “For most white people, a half-hour in the summer sun in a bathing suit can initiate the release of 50,000 IU (1.25 mg) vitamin D into the circulation within 24 hours of exposure”.

We all know that too much sun exposure can cause cancer – most of us have an acquaintance who has undergone skin biopsies or had parts of their skin cut off. Ironically, too little sun exposure can also lead to cancer. This is primarily because adequate Vitamin D intake plays a role in cancer prevention. So while spending an entire day out on the lake without a drop of sunscreen is not a good idea, letting sun shine on your skin for about fifteen minutes a day is a good cancer-preventing strategy. 

Sunlight is also important to your body's production of melatonin, a hormone that helps regulate your sleep patterns, fight off cancer and infections, and protect you from skin damage. Our bodies produce melatonin when it is dark out and stop producing melatonin when we are exposed to light, particularly sunlight. If we are outside in the sun during the early morning hours, this shuts down our body's daily melatonin production at an earlier time, which helps us sleep at nighttime. If you suffer from insomnia, a daily stroll in the early morning can be a good way to improve your sleep patterns. 

In addition, the sun also affects our seratonin levels. Both seratonin and melatonin are produced by the pineal gland in the brain. During daylight hours, this gland produces seratonin but once light fades for the day, the pineal gland converts seratonin into melatonin,  Seratonin is a mood-regulator, and elevated levels of seratonin tend to make people happier and more able to ward off depression. When days are short and nights are long, many people suffer from Seasonal Affective Disorder (SAD); this depression is often caused because people are not getting enough sunlight to spur their seratonin production. Someone who has a case of the blues or is struggling with depression can find an emotional lift from something simple as 15 minutes of daily sun exposure. 

Now, this doesn't mean that you can toss your sunscreen and spend long hours outside with no sun protection whatsoever. Sunscreen, sun glasses, and sun-blocking hats are all important parts of your summer gear. However, your bare skin should have regular contact with the warm, life-giving rays of the sun. Ten or fifteen minutes a day of unprotected sun exposure will not put you in danger of skin cancer or fry your skin. Instead, it will help you boost your mood, strengthen your bones, fight off depression, and improve your sleep. The next time you take a stroll outside or spend a few minutes digging in your garden, feel free to soak up the rays for a few minutes. You'll thank the sun!   

