

[image: cover]






This book is dedicated to my beautiful, bold, and brilliant daughter, Arwyn; to my best friend, wife, and love of my life, Chelsea; and to my father God, for giving me the platform and favor to write this book. I am beyond blessed!




[image: title]






INTRODUCTION


Recognizing the Flaws of Pharmaceutical-Based Healthcare and Reclaiming Our Health


I was raised in a family that believed wholeheartedly in the power of Western medicine. My grandmother’s conversations often began with the phrase “My doctor told me I should …” And she followed his advice to the letter. As a result, by the time she was sixty she was on fifteen medications and taking forty to sixty pills a day — so many that she carried her plastic pill container with her everywhere, pulling it out of her purse frequently to pop yet another small tablet or capsule into her mouth. In spite of her strict commitment to her doctor’s advice, she was chronically unwell. Her health stood in sharp contrast to my grandfather’s. He took zero medications until he was in his nineties — and he ran a full-time business, golfed, served the poor, and remained robust until he passed away at the age of ninety-six.


My mom shared my grandmother’s faith in Western medicine, so when my siblings and I were growing up, we dutifully took meds for every sniffle and cough. I was raised in Troy, Ohio, and got sick pretty much every winter, often coughing through an annoying bout of bronchitis from early December to late February. Even though we now know that antibiotics are ineffective for bronchitis, which is caused by lingering inflammation in your bronchial tubes after an actual infection clears up, back then I essentially lived on the drugs for those chilly three months. Our doctor was a good man. He was only doing what he thought was right. But when I look back at all the unnecessary, ineffective, and harmful medications I ingested, I see that they contributed to the gut and liver issues I developed later — issues that healed only when I began using traditional remedies and food as medicine.


Although antibiotics can be lifesaving if you have a staph infection or bacterial pneumonia, for instance, it’s best to reserve them for dire circumstances. These medications, designed to kill harmful bacteria, also wipe out the population of healthy, protective bacteria, known as probiotics, in your gut, putting you at risk for inflammatory bowel disease, heart disease, obesity, type 2 diabetes, anxiety, and depression. These medications we’ve all been led to believe are benign are actually quite dangerous. But you’d never know it by how frequently doctors prescribe them during outpatient visits — nearly 260 million prescriptions in 2017 alone.1


Our habitual reliance on prescription medications can be hard to change. In fact, it took a heartbreaking experience for me to finally begin to question the pill-for-every-ill mentality that pervades Western medicine. When I was thirteen, my mom was diagnosed with — and treated for — breast cancer. I’ll never forget the shock of finding clumps of her sandy blond hair on our bathroom floor — a side effect of the toxic chemotherapy — or the months and years afterward, when I realized that while my mom’s cancer was gone, she was far from well. Before her treatment, she was an energetic, athletic swim instructor and gym teacher, who juggled her substantial work and family responsibilities with apparent ease; after, she was chronically exhausted and depressed, she had hypothyroidism, and she struggled with bowel issues. I was still a kid, but even at that age, I found it hard to accept the idea that the only way to cure an illness was to take medications that left you more debilitated than you were before.


That’s when the seed was planted: Maybe our kindly doctor didn’t have all the answers. Maybe there were safer ways to heal disease. Maybe that array of amber bottles in our medicine cabinet was actually part of the problem. And maybe I could, one day, find a more wholesome solution.


Those were radical ideas for me at the time. But looking back, I see how they began shaping my life — how they led me to question the medical and health status quo. For instance, I started connecting the dots between the foods I consumed and the way I felt. As a high school soccer player, I noticed that milk made me phlegmy, which was especially unappealing during practices. So I stopped drinking it. Not long after, I gave up soda — not because it made me feel bad, but because I read an article about it and learned that the beverages I guzzled every day contained zero nutritional value. So why was I — why was everyone — drinking them?


By the time I was in my early twenties, I’d committed myself to learning everything I could about healing. I was living in Florida, earning a chiropractic degree, and becoming more and more immersed in the study of nutrition, as well as Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM), Ayurveda, and Biblical medicine.


I was avidly engaged in that mind-expanding mode when I received a life-changing phone call from my mom. The moment I heard her tearful voice, I knew it was bad. She told me she’d been diagnosed with cancer again. I felt sick with worry and fear, but I also knew there were strategies that might help — ones that wouldn’t leave her debilitated afterward. I knew about the healing power of nutrition, and I’d begun learning about alternative healing modalities in TCM and other forms of ancient medicine. So I vowed to learn as much about cancer as I could.


The question I faced: Where should I focus my research? Since I was already painfully familiar with the side effects of the most commonly prescribed modern cancer treatments, the medical paradigm of the present seemed unlikely to provide hopeful solutions. So I looked to the past.


I wasn’t sure what I’d find when I typed in the search term “ancient remedies for cancer.” But I uncovered a trove of centuries-old wisdom that has been ignored — and sometimes intentionally maligned or buried — by the Western medical establishment. I learned that medicinal mushrooms have been used to treat cancer by traditional Chinese practitioners for years. I discovered research on epigallocatechin gallate (EGCG), an anti-cancer component in green tea. I was surprised again and again to read about the cancer-fighting benefits of herbs like ginseng, turmeric, and astragalus. As I compiled a list of safe, gentle, effective compounds that had been used for millennia, I felt like an explorer who had uncovered a map to buried treasure. Here was the path I’d been looking for. Here were the healing jewels that just might help my mom get well.


Based on my research on ancient healing, I completely overhauled my mom’s diet, tossing out all the processed foods, sugars, and simple carbs that filled her cupboards and fridge, and replacing them with vegetables, berries, herbs, probiotic-rich foods, and bone broth. I taught her to eat healthy fats, like avocado, salmon, and olive oil, as well as a variety of mushrooms, like shiitake, cordyceps, and reishi, known as the “mushroom of immortality” in traditional Chinese medicine. We paired her healthy new diet with other healing modalities, like lymphatic massage, healing affirmations, prayer, and essential oils like frankincense and myrrh, ancient treatments that have been shown to relieve stress and anxiety, support immunity, and fight cancer. Instead of being crippled by toxic chemotherapy, she was supported by healing nutrients — and she began to feel better than she had in years.


Four months after we’d begun our regimen, she went for a CT scan. The images were a stunning affirmation of the path we’d chosen. Her tumor had shrunk to half its original size. She hadn’t done any chemo or radiation, and yet her cancer was receding. We returned from that appointment feeling optimistic, hopeful, and even more determined to stay the course than we’d been before.


Nine months after that, our faith in ancient remedies received the best support we could have hoped for. My mom’s lab work and CT images showed she was in almost complete remission — and she remains vibrant and healthy to this day. In her sixties, she runs 5K races, water-skis, and stays incredibly active. She continues to maintain the healthy diet and lifestyle approaches we devised after her diagnosis. And she says she feels better than she has in years.


Cancer is a challenging diagnosis. When you’re facing a life-threatening illness, every choice should be weighed and decided upon with the help of trusted healthcare practitioners. But watching my mom get well was the final piece of evidence I needed to be certain that Western medicine didn’t hold all the answers — and that looking to the past might be the best way to take care of our health in the future.


The seed for Ancient Remedies for Modern Life was planted in that pivotal moment when we learned that my mom’s cancer had receded in the face of our gentle, holistic approach. In the intervening years, I’ve continued to learn as much as I can about TCM, as well as other ancient healing traditions, like the Indian Ayurvedic, ancient Middle Eastern, and Biblical approaches — and the more I’ve learned, the more shocked I’ve become. Why have we all been taking dangerous, costly pharmaceuticals when these safe, gentle, inexpensive treatments have been here all along? Why has Western medicine ignored plant-based therapies for so long? And those gnawing questions led to another pivotal one: What could I do to get this vital, buried medical information into the hands of the American public, who need it today more than ever?


The answer to that final question is the book you’re holding in your hands. It’s high time you understand that you don’t need to take dangerous drugs for every ailment, that the Western medical system’s profit-based approach isn’t doing your health any favors, and that there are wonderfully effective alternative therapeutics that can heal your health issues and put you safely on the path to lifelong wellness. I’m thrilled to finally be able to introduce these wholesome, natural treatments to you so you can make the best health choices for you and your family.


In Part I, you’ll learn how our medical system was hijacked by pharmaceutical companies, which put profits over people’s health, and why the medications designed to make us well often create a cycle of sickness that’s difficult to break. I also explain why ancient remedies are a smarter, safer choice, and lay out the basics of the ancient approach to curing disease, which lies in a single, simple strategy: Instead of treating symptoms, heal the root cause of the illness. You’ll also learn how to use the tenets of ancient medicine to find a diet that’s right for your body and how to combine foods in ways that make each healthy ingredient exponentially more beneficial.


In Part II, I provide insight into the fundamental foods and lifestyle habits that serve as the foundation for whole-body healing and health. You’ll learn about the value of ancient spices and herbs — including CBD, a component of hemp! — essential oils, and healing mushrooms, as well as potent lifestyle changes like meditation, digital fasting, and various types of therapeutic movement, which can offer breakthrough healing.


Ancient healers not only believed in identifying the root cause of each patient’s illness, but they also did years of meticulous research, cataloguing and studying which natural remedies, derived from plants, flowers, mushrooms, herbs, and spices, work best for which illness. Part III offers an immersive, easy-to-understand guide to this ancient knowledge. I explain an ancient way of looking at illness through the lens of TCM’s Five Elements theory, which includes your organ systems, emotions, and lifestyle; provide eating plans to treat imbalance and ill health within each organ system; and offer ancient prescriptions for more than seventy common ailments that afflict far too many people in our country today, including digestive issues, hormonal havoc, immune dysfunction, neurological disorders, and autoimmune disease.


Finally, in Part IV, you’ll find delicious, healthy recipes to help you put the dietary advice in this book into practice. By giving your organs, blood, and other tissues the simple, wholesome nutrients that have sustained humans for centuries, it’s possible to not only prevent and cure disease, but also to transform your health, so you can live your best life.


As growing numbers of Americans fall ill after following their doctors’ orders and taking dangerous pharmaceuticals, and more people question the wisdom of Western medicine, alternatives are desperately needed. I wrote Ancient Remedies for Modern Life to respond to that need. On every page, I offer a new way of thinking about health and healing — one based on the time-tested knowledge from ancient medical systems the Western establishment would rather you didn’t know about. But by embracing these age-old approaches, you can, just as my mom did nearly twenty years ago, overcome chronic ailments, heal the root cause of your ill health, and reignite your inner spark. I’m grateful to you for picking up this book. In its pages you’ll discover the tools you need to make the goal of lifelong health, strength, vigor, satisfaction, and joy a reality.






PART I
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The Wisdom of Ancient Healing






CHAPTER 1


Ancient Medicine for a Modern World


How Pharmaceuticals Took Over Healthcare, and Why We Need to Reclaim It


It’s surprising to think that the practice of Western medicine as we know it began less than two hundred years ago, when the American Medical Association was founded in 1847. The first pharmaceutical companies were formed around the same time, and in the intervening years, the two industries partnered to set unprecedented prices — and reap sky-high profits. The pharmaceutical era gave rise to an increasingly systematic and formulaic approach to healing — one that is focused on treating individual, superficial symptoms instead of addressing the true, underlying root cause of disease, and has forgotten that each human being is a complex, synergistic blend of body, mind, and spirit. In doing so, modern medicine turned its back on thousands of years of medical knowledge about how the body works holistically — and how best to support healing.


Ancient cultures around the world, including those in China, India, Greece, and the Middle East, created sophisticated medical systems at least four thousand years ago — and they’re still in use today in many countries. In fact, interest in ancient remedies is surging, including in the United States. Here’s why: Through years of trial and error, early physicians crafted gentle but powerful holistic therapies that relied on diet, herbs, essential oils, acupuncture, movement, and emotional strategies, like meditation, prayer, and spending time in nature. Their treatments were designed to heal the body on a deep level, curing disease from the inside out and elevating the mind and spirit to make you truly well — energetic, happy, robust, engaged. Today, these ancient approaches have been validated in hundreds of rigorous scientific studies. But most doctors in the United States still don’t prescribe them.


Instead, they dole out pills. Have a fever? Take an antibiotic. High cholesterol? Use a statin. In pain? Pop an opioid. Feeling blue? Try an antidepressant. Seventy-four percent of doctor’s visits end with a scribbled prescription.1 It’s so common, many of us never think to question modern healthcare’s singular focus on medication. As a result, these lab-created drugs have stealthily taken over our lives.


The Kaiser Family Foundation recently reported that 50 percent of Americans aged thirty to forty-nine are currently taking prescription medication, as are 75 percent of those in their fifties, and nearly 90 percent of those sixty-five and older. More shocking, a third of people in their fifties — and more than half of those sixty-five and older — take four or more prescription drugs regularly.2 Our culture has come to equate healing with drugs, so much so that many of us expect our doctors to give us medication, and we often feel disregarded or mistreated when we leave an appointment empty-handed.


Antibiotics are a tragic example. If you’ve ever had a chronic cough, or your child has had an ear infection, chances are your doctor prescribed one of these bacteria-killing drugs — and you might have been grateful to receive it. But here’s the thing: We now know that these medications aren’t effective at treating chronic coughs, ear infections, and many other common ailments for which they’re routinely prescribed.


Worse, antibiotics can be far more dangerous than we’ve been led to believe. We’ve known for a long time that they wipe out billions of healthy bacteria in the gastrointestinal tract — microbes that play a vital role in helping us digest food, fight inflammation, and maintain a healthy mood and strong immune system. But did you know that taking antibiotics repeatedly might actually increase your risk of cancer? An analysis of a large medical records database, published in the European Journal of Cancer, found that the more courses of antibiotics a patient took in the prior year, the greater their risk of esophageal, gastric, pancreatic, lung, prostate, and breast cancers.3 Healthcare professionals in the United States write roughly 260 million prescriptions for antibiotics every year.4 Although the cancer risk from antibiotics is small, the drugs are jeopardizing millions of people’s health.


As appalling, at least 30 percent of those millions of prescriptions are completely unnecessary, according to the Centers for Disease Control,5 because they’re prescribed for conditions that don’t respond to antibiotics. (I believe that closer to 90 percent are unnecessary, since our bodies are capable of fighting most bacterial infections on their own; and if you need extra help, a number of herbs are effective antimicrobials, with few, if any, side effects.) Those needless rounds of medication not only harm the health of people who take them, but they also contribute to the development of antibiotic-resistant strains of lethal microbes. At least two million people in the US are infected with antibiotic-resistant bacteria every year, and twenty-three thousand die because the bacteria have learned to outwit even our most powerful medications.6 Antibiotic resistance is one of the most urgent public health threats facing the world today. If you have a life-threatening infection, taking antibiotics makes sense. In all other instances, I agree with the sentiment of Francis Bacon, an early champion of the scientific revolution, who noted in the sixteenth century, “Sometimes the remedy is worse than the disease.”


Antibiotics are the tip of the iceberg — and few people understand the true scope or seriousness of synthetic pills’ risks. You probably don’t know, for instance, that long-term use of most medications, both prescription and over-the-counter, can cause serious nutrient deficiencies. Proton pump inhibitors, which are routinely prescribed for acid reflux, limit the body’s ability to absorb vitamins B12 and C as well as iron, calcium, magnesium, zinc, and beta-carotene. They also raise your risk of dying from heart disease, chronic kidney disease, and gastrointestinal cancer.7 Likewise, some diuretic drugs for high blood pressure deplete your body of calcium, magnesium, thiamin, zinc, potassium, folate, and iron.8 These nutrients are absolutely essential for the healthy functioning of your brain, heart, and muscles. And those widely used types of drugs are just two examples, among dozens, of pharmaceuticals that can cause dire nutritional deficiencies. Check out this chart on commonly prescribed medications and the dangerous nutrient deficiencies they can cause.
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You also may not know that adverse reactions to drugs — everything from allergic reactions to antibiotics (common in children) to hemorrhaging from blood thinners — send nearly six hundred thousand people to the emergency room every year,9 27 percent of whom fall so gravely ill that they’re admitted to the hospital.10 What’s more, for every adverse drug reaction that leads to hospitalization, an estimated thirty minor cases are never brought to a doctor’s attention.


The more meds you take, the greater the risk of an adverse reaction, which means that people over age sixty-five are particularly in danger. A 2019 report by the Lown Institute, an organization focused on exposing problems in healthcare, estimates that in the course of the coming decade, medication overload — the result of taking multiple prescription drugs at the same time — will cause the premature death of 150,000 older people in the United States.11 On top of that, researchers at Johns Hopkins have reported that more than 250,000 people die in the United States every year due to medical errors. Think about that: Western medicine is literally killing hundreds of thousands of people.


I took an oath when I became a doctor, as all physicians do. That oath was “First do no harm.” But how can any doctor be true to that oath if we rely exclusively on pharmaceuticals? As Sir William Osler, a revered Canadian physician in the 1800s, said, “The person who takes medicine must recover twice; once from the disease and once from the medicine.”


What I’ve shared is just a glimpse of the vast pharmaceutical-fueled tragedy that’s quietly unfolding across the country. But there’s a deeper truth that makes our dependence on pharmaceuticals even worse: For years, Western medicine has disregarded, ignored, maligned, and sometimes intentionally buried information about safer ancient alternatives.


Take CBD, a non-euphoric substance in the ancient plant hemp (a variety of cannabis). It has been used for healing for thousands of years, but the US government outlawed its use for any purpose in 1970 — putting it in a category with deadly drugs like heroin and, later, methamphetamines. Meanwhile, the government took out a patent on CBD and other so-called cannabinoids (chemicals found in the cannabis plant) in 2003 — and is poised to rake in the money when drugs based on those compounds are created. In fact, in 2018, the Food and Drug Administration approved the first cannabis-based drug, Epidiolex, to treat intractable seizures in children. That same year, the government finally legalized hemp, so long as it contains less than 0.03 percent tetrahydrocannabinol (THC), the substance in cannabis that gets you high. That means that CBD from hemp — but not from other forms of cannabis — is legal on a federal level.


In other words, for nearly fifty years, the government prevented you and me and everyone else in the country from legally using CBD and other safe hemp-based substances, even though they knew these chemicals had medical benefits — and were secretly setting themselves up to profit from them.


If you feel as outraged by that as I do, you’ve come to the right place. I wrote Ancient Remedies for Modern Life to let you know that the pills that are making you sick aren’t the only way to treat disease — and to share with you the very best of the ancient secrets from a variety of healing traditions around the world, including Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM), Ayurvedic medicine, and Greek, Middle Eastern, and Biblical traditions. In these pages, I’ve gathered the true gems from these therapeutic treasure troves. You’ll learn how to use medicinal herbs (including CBD and other cannabinoids), essential oils, healing movement, meditation, prayer, spending time in nature, acupuncture, and ancient ways of eating that are tailored to your personal needs.


While prescription meds come at a perilous cost, physically and financially, these ancient remedies are gentle but powerful, safe and effective when used properly, and affordable — or even free. Oliver Wendell Holmes Sr., one of the most renowned physicians of the nineteenth century, said, “I firmly believe that if the whole materia medica [medications], as now used, could be sunk to the bottom of the sea, it would be all the better for mankind — and all the worse for the fishes.” When I think of the dangerous drugs doctors routinely dole out today, I wholeheartedly agree. If you’re fed up with the big-pharma-driven status quo, and hungry for a natural, safe, and more effective approach, you’ll find hope — and help — in Ancient Remedies for Modern Life.


Dangerous pharmaceuticals — and the safe alternatives no one wants you to know about


My criticism of Western medicine isn’t intended to disparage all of the modern approach. If you’re in a car accident or have a heart attack or brain aneurism or fall prey to a flesh-eating bacterial infection, there’s no better place to be than an American hospital. But if you develop a chronic, preventable illness related to poor diet, stress, age, weight gain, or lack of exercise — the kinds of problems that routinely land most of us in a doctor’s office — the pills your physician is likely to give you may not help. In fact, they’ll almost certainly create another problem that actually makes your health worse.


Nearly every drug doctors prescribe has side effects, and some are severe. Take antidepressants. These drugs are among the most widely used pharmaceuticals ever. Some 15.5 million people in the US have been on an antidepressant for five years,12 and 8.5 million have been on the drugs for a decade or more13 — a risky experiment, seeing as clinical trials last only a couple of years, so there’s zero safety data on long-term use.


The side effects we do know about are frightening. A 2017 meta-analysis published in Psychotherapy and Psychosomatics found that people taking antidepressants had a 14 percent higher risk of heart attacks and strokes and a 33 percent greater risk of death than those not on the drugs.14 And many users experience problems like weight gain, insomnia, headaches, muscle pain, trouble with blood clotting, and reduced libido. Furthermore, weaning off the drugs isn’t easy. Withdrawal symptoms, like dizziness, fatigue, blurred vision, anxiety, crying spells, and flu-like symptoms, are often so severe many users simply give up and go back on the medication.


For someone who is suicidal, or depressed or anxious to the degree that it seriously impairs their ability to function, the drugs may be helpful. But a study in the journal Health Affairs found that in 73 percent of appointments where antidepressants were prescribed, no official psychiatric diagnosis was reported.15 In other words, millions of people with mild mood issues are putting their health unnecessarily at risk.


Those widely prescribed drugs stand in sharp contrast to the ancient remedies that can help with mood disorders. Take a look at these three time-tested ways of treating mood issues, and you’ll see what I mean:


■ Herbs. A number of ancient herbs, including saffron, ginseng, and chamomile, can ease depression, but the most thoroughly studied is St. John’s wort, long used by TCM practitioners for treating mood disorders. A meta-analysis of twenty-seven clinical trials published in the Journal of Affective Disorders found that the herb is as effective as antidepressants for those with mild to moderate depression.16 It’s widely prescribed by doctors in Europe, but it’s typically ignored, or written off as dangerous, by doctors in the United States. While you shouldn’t use it at the same time as antidepressants, and it can interfere with some medications, like digoxin and contraceptive pills, the truth is it has few, if any, side effects.


■ Meditation. Practiced since at least 4000 BC, meditation has now been the subject of hundreds of scientific studies, which have proven its benefits for relieving emotional issues. A rigorous literature review published in JAMA Internal Medicine, for instance, looked at forty-seven trials of meditation for dealing with a range of problems, including anxiety and depression, and found consistent, reliable reduction in symptoms across the studies.17 Meditation works, in part, because it teaches you skills to counteract your dispirited or worried thinking. (I’ll explain how to do one particularly beneficial form in chapter 9.) But over time, it also reshapes your brain by calming the amygdala, the fear center, and bulking up the parts devoted to attention. One study found actual brain growth in people who meditated thirty minutes a day for eight weeks.18 What’s more, there are no adverse side effects.


■ Movement. Yoga’s use as a form of centering and calming the mind can be traced to eleventh-century India, and millions of people can attest to its mood-elevating power today. In recent studies, yoga has been shown to alleviate anxiety and depression in everyone from low-income and uninsured patients19 to veterans suffering from PTSD20 and women awaiting in vitro fertilization.21 Instead of merely treating the symptoms of mood disorders, as medications do, yoga helps you learn to cope with your emotional challenges, so you can minimize, or even eliminate, the problem. Similarly, the traditional mind-body exercise known as tai chi, a form of slow, deliberate movement, dates back at least seven hundred years. A recent meta-analysis of thirty-seven randomized, controlled trials, published in the International Journal of Behavioral Medicine, found that it was an effective, safe way to ease depression, anxiety, and stress.22 These ancient forms of gentle movement offer benefits that are similar to other contemporary forms of exercise, whether it’s walking, running, cycling, or swimming, which have been shown to be as effective at treating mild to moderate mood problems as antidepressants.23 Movement is helpful because it releases feel-good brain chemicals; promotes the growth of new neurons in the hippocampus, a brain region that shrinks with depression; and reduces stress, a primary contributor to mood disorders. And unlike antidepressants, which can cause health problems as a side effect, movement offers cardiovascular protection, builds healthy muscle tissue, and imbues practitioners with a can-do sense of self-worth.


Opioids are another example of a dangerous modern drug that could be replaced by safe, ancient alternatives. You undoubtedly know about the risks of opioids. By treating chronic pain (which afflicts an estimated 20 percent of adults in the United States24) with these pills, pharmaceutical companies and doctors have created an addiction crisis the likes of which our country has never seen. An estimated 41 percent of patients who are prescribed opiates for chronic pain misuse them or develop a dependency,25 at which point they often switch to heroin or fentanyl, which are easier to get and even more dangerous. The toll of this tragedy is heartbreaking. More than 130 Americans die every day from an opioid overdose.26 In 2017, sixty-three thousand lives were lost to drug overdoses, the majority to opiates27 — a number that’s roughly equivalent to the American casualties in the Vietnam and Iraq wars combined.


Three factors make the epidemic even more galling. First, pharmaceutical companies have always known how addictive the drugs are, but they convinced doctors that they were safe and sold them by the billions anyway. Second, opiates are no more effective at treating chronic pain than over-the-counter pain relievers, like acetaminophen and ibuprofen, according to a study in the Journal of the American Medical Association.28 And third, a number of safe ancient remedies are as effective as opiates for treating pain, but doctors rarely, if ever, suggest them. Here’s a sampling of some of the best:


■ Acupuncture and acupressure. Several meta-analyses conducted by Cochrane, the esteemed international nonprofit, have found that acupuncture is an effective way to cope with tension headaches and can help prevent migraines as well as, or better than, prescription medication.29 Likewise, a meta-analysis of twenty-nine trials in the Archives of Internal Medicine, which looked at acupuncture for a range of conditions, including arthritis, musculoskeletal pain, and back and neck pain, found that it could reduce pain by 50 percent.30


■ CBD oil. The non-euphoric substance derived from the cannabis plant may help with arthritis pain by reducing inflammation, one of CBD’s most notable effects. Although CBD research in people is relatively scant since the federal government has impeded its progress, animal studies have revealed that it may actually inhibit pain pathway signaling as well.31


■ Herbal supplements. Used for centuries in Chinese medicine, astragalus is a known anti-inflammatory, which probably accounts for the pain-relieving effects it has demonstrated in scientific studies on animals with osteoarthritis.32 Likewise, another popular Chinese herb, schisandra, has been shown to ease gut pain in animal studies.33 The herb dong quai contains ligustilide, a substance that has an antispasmodic effect, especially on uterine muscles,34 which makes it a particularly helpful herb for premenstrual abdominal pain and cramping. Turmeric is also an effective treatment for pain, according to a review published in the Journal of Medicinal Food,35 probably because it’s so effective at reducing inflammation. Capsaicin, a substance found in cayenne, helps reduce the amount of substance P, a neuropeptide that tells your brain you’re in pain.36 Applied in a cream, it can be helpful for joint, muscle, and postsurgical pain. Finally, magnesium-rich Epsom salt is an effective painkiller for bone and joint pain and muscle soreness — and has been used for that reason for hundreds (maybe thousands) of years.


■ Essential oils. The scent of peppermint can reduce pain, particularly headache pain, according to a study in the International Journal of Preventive Medicine,37 and frankincense oil applied topically has been shown to be helpful for knee osteoarthritis, according to research reported in Nutrition Journal.38 Both can help manage inflammation. What’s more, a meta-analysis in Pain Research and Treatment revealed that lavender oil aromatherapy can be helpful in relieving a variety of different types of pain,39 probably thanks in part to the fact that it’s relaxing, and pain causes the body to tense up.


■ Tai chi, yoga, and meditation. These ancient practices have been found to ease pain in people with a variety of conditions. A review published in Scientific Reports, for instance, looked at eighteen randomized, controlled trials of tai chi and found evidence that it can provide effective pain relief for those with osteoarthritis, low back pain, and osteoporosis.40 Yoga has been shown to reduce pain and fatigue in patients with fibromyalgia,41 knee osteoarthritis,42 low back pain,43 and neck pain.44 Meditation, according to a review of thirty-eight studies, published in the Annals of Behavioral Medicine, not only reduces pain but also lifts depression and improves overall quality of life in pain sufferers.45


Healing without harm


It’s clear to me that we’ve placed our faith in a medical industry that puts profits over people — one that is myopically focused on treating individual symptoms instead of seeing human health as a complex mix of physical, emotional, and spiritual wellness. Contrast that with ancient healers. For them, healing was a partnership. Without the benefit of microscopes or modern technology, they built a vast reservoir of knowledge based on careful physical examination, including listening to their patients’ concerns and paying close attention to their emotional and spiritual well-being. Instead of targeting superficial symptoms, the therapeutics these early healers discovered, like acupuncture, meditation, herbs, and essential oils, work on a deep, holistic level, treating the root cause of disease and restoring the well-being of the body and mind as a whole. And physicians around the world continued to use them through the millennia not because they were profitable, but because they were safe and effective.


Western medicine still dismisses these ancient remedies as “alternative.” But it’s arrogant to marginalize thousands of years of wisdom. In fact, I believe that ancient treatments should be our go-to therapies for non-emergency health problems. And that happens to be the case in many places where people live the longest, including Japan, Hong Kong, and Singapore. Indeed, roughly four billion people around the world — or 80 percent of the population — rely on herbal medicine as a primary source of treatment.46 Herbal remedies, as Yale neurologist Steven Novella has pointed out, “have been part of scientific medicine for decades, if not centuries.” How can treatments that have stood the test of time be “alternative”?


The simple answer: They’re not. Many contemporary drugs are derived from compounds found in herbs and other plants. More than two thousand years ago, Hippocrates prescribed the leaves of the willow plant for his patients with headaches and muscle pain. Fast-forward to the 1800s, when scientists discovered that those leaves contain salicylic acid, the active ingredient in aspirin. Similarly, in the seventeenth century, Jesuit missionaries in South Africa started using the bark of the cinchona tree to fight malaria, probably because the native population used it as a cure. Two hundred years later, scientists extracted quinine, a common modern malaria treatment, from the tree’s bark.


Similarly, we think of mind-body wellness as a cutting-edge concept. But as early as 2000 BC, ancient Middle Eastern and Asian practitioners knew that our emotional, spiritual, and mental health affects our physical well-being, an idea that was also embraced by Hippocrates and other ancient Greek physicians — it is even mentioned in the Bible. In Proverbs 17:22, King Solomon says, “A joyful heart is good medicine, but a depressed and broken spirit dries up the bones.”


And while fasting and using herbs might seem ultramodern, Hippocrates actually focused much of his practice on those very approaches. In fact, he documented more than two hundred healing herbs, and he taught that plant-based medicine could save lives. His philosophy was based on this core idea: “Everyone has a doctor in him or her; we just have to help it in its work. The natural healing force within each one of us is the greatest force in getting well. Our food should be our medicine. Our medicine should be our food.”


Ancient Jewish texts and the Bible are filled with medical wisdom and health advice that’s being “rediscovered” today as well. Prayer, meditation, essential oils, and fasting all have roots in early religious traditions. A passage in James 5:14 reads, “Is anyone among you sick? Let them call the elders of the church to pray over them and anoint them with oil in the name of the Lord.” Holy anointing oil was a blend of myrrh, cinnamon, cassia, calamus, and olive — a combination that has potent healing properties. In the book of Leviticus, God tells the Israelites not to eat pork and shellfish, because they can contain toxins — concerns that have been confirmed by modern science.


Unlike the one-size-fits-all Western approach, ancient treatments are tailored to individuals in all their diversity and complexity. And that’s how I believe we need to approach medicine going forward. Since you picked up this book, I assume you’re interested in that idea as well — and I’m glad you’re here.


An abundance of ancient wisdom awaits you in these pages. Some may be familiar to you, some completely foreign. Either way, the information will help you take control of your health and make more informed choices when faced with illness and disease. Every ancient remedy I endorse is effective for treating the ailments that plague modern culture and ruin too many people’s health — and together, these time-tested treatments serve as a powerful antidote to our dangerous reliance on toxic, costly pharmaceuticals.






CHAPTER 2


Curing the Root Cause


Why Treating Symptoms Destroys Your Health — and Ancient Wisdom Heals


When I was a kid, every time I had a cold my mom gave me the same meal: canned chicken noodle soup and ginger ale. But you know what? It always took me a while to kick the virus. Maybe you had a similar experience when you were young. Given what I know now about healing, I understand why those foods didn’t help me recover. The soup was filled with monosodium glutamate, white flour noodles, and other artificial, processed ingredients that cause inflammation in the body — the opposite of what your body needs to beat a virus — and the ginger ale was essentially carbonated high-fructose corn syrup with 40 grams of sugar per serving, another inflammatory substance.


But there is a valid reason my mom (and maybe yours) believed those foods were healing: In ancient Chinese and Jewish medicine, homemade chicken soup and ginger herb tea were cold-fighting staples. They’re so effective they’ve been handed down through the millennia and even made their way into Western folk medicine. My grandmother gave those remedies to my mom when she was a child. And my wife, Chelsea, and I use them today to kick colds and other bugs with ease.


Those ancient remedies work because they target one of the underlying causes of a cold: being too cold internally. That idea undoubtedly sounds odd if you were raised exclusively on the Western model. How can your body be cold? I admit, it’s a different way of thinking about health and healing — and I’ll explain this and other ancient concepts later in the chapter. For now, it’s enough to know the basics: In TCM, if you’re too cold on the inside, the cure is to eat warming foods, like ginger, garlic, oregano, cinnamon, cayenne pepper, and homemade chicken broth. Similarly, if your body has too much heat, you need to cool it down with foods like apples, grapefruit, cucumber, lettuce, celery, yogurt, eggs, and peppermint.


In ancient medicine, the goal of treatment is to restore balance to your internal environment and strengthen your organ systems (including your immune system), which accomplishes something Western pharmaceuticals don’t: healing the underlying root cause of illness. Let’s return to the example of viruses. You’ve probably heard of “germ theory” — the idea that many common illnesses are caused by contagious pathogens. Louis Pasteur, a French scientist, proved the theory in the 1900s. But it doesn’t answer a critical question: Why does one person get sick and another remain healthy when they’re exposed to the same microbes? The ancient answer is that toxicity and deficiencies due to poor diet, a sedentary lifestyle, smoking, and toxic stress, along with other negative emotions, weaken your organ systems and inhibit your immune system’s ability to fight off pathogens. In other words, your underlying health makes you more susceptible not only to coming down with seasonal viruses but also to dying from them.


If it takes you a long time to recover from viral and bacterial infections, it’s most likely a sign your immune system is weak. You can see this idea at play every cold and flu season, as well as during the Covid-19 pandemic, when people over the age of seventy or those diagnosed with immune deficiency were more severely affected, and more likely to die, than those who are young and healthy. The ancient truth is that healing doesn’t come from a miracle drug, but from within your own body. If your immune system is strong and functioning optimally, you can fight off viruses and bacteria with relative ease. You might not even develop symptoms at all. One problem with relying on a new drug or vaccine to target a virus is there will always be another virus, which requires another medication or immunization. But if you build your immune system, which is designed to fight off all manner of foreign pathogens, you will not only protect yourself from dangerous bugs, but also reduce your risk of cancer, diabetes, and other chronic conditions. In other words, you’ll improve your health overall. And here’s what I find remarkable: Ancient remedies and lifestyle strategies can keep your immune system robust and, as a result, give you the protection you need to fight viruses and bacteria, even as you age.
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Movement and meditation, both of which, as I’ve mentioned, have roots in ancient healing, have been shown to strengthen the immune system, as have probiotic foods, zinc, and vitamins A, C, and D — all plentiful in ancient diets. What’s more, TCM has included strategies to protect the body from viral epidemics for thousands of years. The Huangdi’s Internal Classic, written two thousand years ago, recommended immune-boosting herbs, a healthy diet, and other lifestyle approaches to increase qi (cellular energy) and strengthen the immune system in order to fend off rampaging pathogens.


Indeed, there’s a whole world of ancient immune-boosting, virus-fighting herbs and essential oils that has long been ignored by Western medicine. Elderberry, echinacea, oregano, andrographis, astragalus, garlic, and turkey tail mushrooms all contain virus-fighting compounds that can help your body eradicate illness-causing pathogens. And they’re remarkably effective. A paper published in the Chinese Journal of Integrative Medicine in April 2020 reported on seven studies looking at the performance of a TCM herbal formula during the 2003 severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS) outbreak and the 2009 H1N1 flu pandemic.1 The formula, which contains a variety of immune-strengthening herbs, including astragalus, atractylodes, licorice root, and others, provided protection to Chinese doctors and nurses during both outbreaks. In three studies on SARS, none of the participants who took the TCM formula contracted the deadly illness. Likewise, the infection rate of H1N1 was significantly lower among those who took the formula than it was among those who didn’t. Similarly, there’s preliminary research showing that substances in oranges (hesperidin), galangal (galangin), green tea (EGCG), and onions (quercetin) might suppress Covid-19 infection. I’m often asked why there aren’t any large, randomized, controlled double-blind studies into the effectiveness of these remedies. Here’s why: Those studies are expensive, and no big pharmaceutical company is going to fund them. But here’s what we have in place of that evidence: Thousands of years of history of their use. (In chapter 6 you’ll find an in-depth look at the antiviral properties of specific herbs, and chapter 8 delves into the most effective essential oils.)


Imagine a world where the government spent billions of dollars battling obesity, diabetes, and heart disease — factors that impair the immune system and, during the Covid-19 pandemic, doubled the risk of winding up in intensive care — and making sure everyone had a healthy diet of bone broth, citrus fruits, and an array of immunity-boosting vegetables. When the next contagious bug begins circulating, what if doctors handed out vitamin C, vitamin D, zinc, and an herbal formula with elderberry, echinacea, and astragalus? This type of care would dramatically bolster people’s immune function.


In any case, these ancient dietary, herbal, and lifestyle approaches should be part of your stay-well arsenal during regular cold and flu seasons — and are especially important when a novel virus (one that your immune system has never encountered) is spreading like wildfire around the globe.


Think about how this ancient knowledge could change your everyday life when the next big superbug strikes. If you believe the Western paradigm — that we’re essentially helpless without pharmaceutical intervention — you’ll be overwhelmed by fear, which impairs your immune system. However, if you understand that keeping your organ systems and immune system strong gives you the power to fight off seasonal superbugs, you’ll focus your energy on eating immune-boosting foods; reducing stress with strategies like meditation and regular exercise; and taking herbs and essential oils that fight viruses and fortify your immune system. I can tell you from working with thousands of patients over the years that the conventional medical mindset increases your risk of illness, while the empowering ancient medicine approach offers real protection — and leads to extraordinary health and longevity.


Tapping into your body’s secret superpower: its ability to heal itself


Ancient healing is effective because it treats the two most common underlying causes of poor health: toxicity (from inflammatory foods, environmental toxins, and unhealthy emotions, like anger, worry, fear, loneliness, grudge-holding, resentment, and stress) and deficiencies (like vitamin and mineral deficits as well as lack of joy, hope, love, forgiveness, and connection).




Three Types of Medical Treatments


Conventional Medicine: drugs and surgery prescribed as a treatment to cover up symptoms


Integrative Medicine: general diet recommendations for everyone; supplements, exercise, and natural therapies to treat causes of symptoms


Ancient Medicine: personalized diet, herbal supplements, essential oils, exercise, holistic treatments, emotional health recommendations aimed at treating the root cause of the disease





While this is a departure from the current Western model, it couldn’t be more needed. When I first opened my functional medical clinic in Nashville, I was shocked by how many patients came to see me after they had already been to three, four, six, or even more mainstream doctors. As I sat and talked with each of these patients, I heard the same basic story over and over: The cycle of starting a medication, developing side effects, then receiving another prescription or two to treat those secondary issues often continued for years — all the while, these people who had once been reasonably healthy, became increasingly debilitated, ill, and infirm. Just as disturbing, they started thinking of themselves as sickly — as people with chronic health problems that could be managed with medication but could never be cured. By the time they landed in my office, many had all but resigned themselves to a life of poor health.


During our first appointments, as I talked to them extensively about their lives and the histories of their symptoms, I was struck by the eerie similarities that emerged. In the majority of cases, the origin of a patient’s health problems could be traced to a toxic lifestyle, an out-of-balance emotional life, or both. For instance, most were under a lot of stress, often due to factors like a divorce, an ill child or parent, financial concerns, or a crushing workload. Some had suffered trauma, either in childhood or adulthood, that still made them tear up years later. Many ate poorly, because they were always on the go, or they had too little time (or know-how) to cook, or the nearest market was a convenience store with no fruits or vegetables or fresh meat, fish, or chicken. A significant number didn’t exercise, either because they sat at a desk all day, or had a long commute to and from work, or were uncomfortably overweight, or just had trouble getting into the habit.


When I started treating these patients with personalized dietary and lifestyle changes that have been used for centuries, as well as ancient herbs and essential oils, which reduce inflammation and bolster the functioning of key organs on a cellular level, they began to feel better. They lost weight, their energy rebounded, and they regained a sense of control over their lives.


What’s more, with every appointment, I saw tangible — often dramatic — improvements. Over the course of a few years, more than fifty of my patients with type 2 diabetes were able to reverse their diagnosis. When they began moving more and eating more like our ancient ancestors — eliminating sugar and carbs and upping their intake of veggies, grass-fed beef, wild-caught fish, and healthy fats — their insulin production normalized and their blood sugar levels dropped, often to the point where they no longer needed medication. Similarly, dozens of patients with autoimmune disease, leaky gut syndrome, migraines, and clinical depression overcame their ailments and returned to good health.


And it wasn’t just their bodies that healed. As their health turned around, these patients began seeing themselves in a different light. They no longer thought of themselves as sick people who would never be well; instead, they felt transformed into healthy people who occasionally got sick.


Ancient remedies aren’t overnight cures or instant fixes — and that can be frustrating for those accustomed to a Western perspective. When you feel poorly or learn that you have a health problem, it’s natural to want to get better right away. Popping a pharmaceutical appeals to that desire for an instant fix. But our get-well-quick mindset overlooks an important truth: The body was designed to heal itself — to fight off bacteria and other viruses, knit together wounds, and kill off cells that have developed mutations. I believe that God put that healing power within each of us. But regardless of your beliefs, your body heals itself. Think about it: If you cut your hand, what happens? The skin weaves itself back together. Or how about when you get a cold virus? You spike a fever, feel crummy for a bit, then begin to get well. As Hippocrates said, “The natural healing force within each one of us is the greatest force in getting well.”


Prescription (and even over-the-counter) drugs ignore and sometimes override the remarkable recuperative capacity hard-wired into our systems; they force the body to do things it wouldn’t do naturally, which, not surprisingly, causes downstream problems. Ancient remedies, on the other hand, complement your internal restorative ability, gently coaxing and supporting your body to do what it does best: heal itself.


Just as a tree thrives with exposure to sun, rain, and rich soil, your body is strengthened by positive emotions, nourishing food, and a wholesome balance of activity and rest. And here’s the truly remarkable thing: None of that requires a drug. By replacing inflammation-promoting foods with regenerative foods, by turning toxic emotions into positive ones, by moving more and working through past trauma, you have the capacity to bounce back from almost anything.


How identifying the underlying cause can help you find a cure


In 2012, Stephanie, a busy mom and healthcare provider with a thriving practice, came to my functional medicine clinic complaining of fatigue and thinning hair. As we chatted, she mentioned that she’d been diagnosed with hypothyroidism a couple of years earlier — another classic outcome of being too “cold” internally. Her Western medical doctor had prescribed Synthroid, a synthetic thyroid hormone medication that can cause hair loss, mood swings, fatigue, tremors, and headaches. It didn’t help. So Stephanie saw a naturopathic doctor, who recommended that she reduce her sugar intake, eat more veggies, and take vitamin B12 and selenium as well as a probiotic to promote gut health. When she still didn’t bounce back, she made an appointment with me.


I explained that from the Chinese medicine perspective, hypothyroidism is caused by two underlying problems: low qi (or vital energy) and low yang (I’ll explain what this means in more detail later, but yang is related to energizing hormones like cortisol and adrenaline) — both of which can be traced to overtaxed adrenal glands. Your adrenals are sort of like your body’s battery. Located on top of both kidneys, these tiny glands produce hormones, like cortisol, that help your body respond to stress, and also regulate blood pressure, metabolism, and other vital functions. When you’re bombarded by stress, your adrenals are perpetually turned on, which eventually causes them to stop functioning optimally. In other words, low thyroid is the most obvious symptom of a deeper, underlying imbalance.


To restore Stephanie’s internal equilibrium, I suggested she eat dark-colored, qi-building foods like cherries, figs, brown rice, miso soup, and bone broth, as well as yang-building foods like grass-fed beef, walnuts, cinnamon, fenugreek, and rosemary. To support her adrenals, I had her take ashwagandha and astragalus, herbs that help the body cope with stress.


Stephanie was a committed runner, but running doesn’t build yang as well as strength training and interval training, so I asked her to switch to those workouts. What’s more, she was drained emotionally, because she was working long hours and said yes to every volunteer opportunity at her child’s school. To help her establish better boundaries, I suggested she practice saying no so she could create time for relaxation and downtime with her family, get more sleep, and recharge her body, mind, and spirit.


When I saw her three months later, her hair was thicker and she had more energy. Within another few months she’d gone off the thyroid medication, and she was feeling great. She was surprised at how my simple suggestions had turned her health around, but I wasn’t. Synthroid treats the symptoms of hypothyroidism, but it doesn’t cure it — and neither did the healthy dietary changes the naturopath recommended.
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Taking prescription medication is like taking the bulb out of your car’s glowing check-engine light instead of having a mechanic look under the hood to identify the source of the problem. Ancient remedies, on the other hand, fix the engine so it can function optimally. These time-tested approaches to healing restore balance to your whole system — body, mind, and spirit.


While Western medicine rarely takes emotions into account, ancient healers respected the power our emotions have to both heal and harm our health. Intuitively, we all know this to be true. When you’re worried or anxious, you might get an upset stomach. When a child has a nightmare, they often wet the bed. Why is that? It’s because fear causes dysfunction in the kidneys and bladder. Anxiety affects the heart and brain, raising your blood pressure and clouding your thinking. And you’ve undoubtedly heard someone called an “angry drunk.” People who drink to excess are more likely to become belligerent, because alcohol causes liver toxicity — and anger is related to the liver.


And grief can cause all manner of physical suffering, because it hampers the immune system. I had a patient who developed autoimmune disease after her daughter — her best friend — left for college. I encouraged her to schedule regular times to connect with her daughter, join a women’s group, and adopt an immune-strengthening diet with plenty of chicken broth, garlic, and ginger. I also asked her to focus more on the future, whether that meant making fun plans or setting long-term goals for herself. Over the course of the next year, her health issues diminished drastically — and she felt happier and more at peace with her new stage of life.


When your body gets worn down by negative emotions, like worry, anger, or stress, you’re more vulnerable to a host of illnesses and ailments. Some early Western practitioners were aware of this. In 1895, Daniel David Palmer, the founder of chiropractic medicine, said, “The human body gets sick as a result of excessive trauma or toxins or thoughts, or a combination of these agents.”


Far earlier, ancient practitioners not only recognized the inextricable links between body, mind, and spirit, they viewed the body itself as a complex network of interconnected parts, rather than separate systems or organs. They understood that if one system of the body is out of whack, the rest will eventually be affected as well. As a result, they developed treatments designed to restore the whole system to health. Ancient Chinese practitioners, for instance, developed acupuncture (using tiny needles to treat the underlying cause of symptoms) and cupping, which involves the use of suction cups to increase blood flow to sore or injured muscles; both approaches are effective because they clear energy blockages and reestablish the healthy flow of qi throughout your body. They bring your entire system back into balance.


Conventional Western practitioners argue that since you can’t find qi in the body, you can’t explain how acupuncture works, and, as a result, it must be ineffective — despite the fact that studies show that acupuncture is an extremely effective treatment for numerous conditions. But they fail to acknowledge that we don’t fully understand how or why many commonly prescribed medications “work,” including antidepressants, lithium (a common treatment for bipolar disorder), and even the medicine cabinet staple acetaminophen. As Peter Imming, a German pharmaceutical chemist, told The Scientist website, “If we threw out all the drugs for which we do not know the molecular mechanisms, we wouldn’t be left with a lot.”2


What’s more, ancient treatments have stood the test of time precisely because they are effective — and their effectiveness is more widely recognized today. For instance, in spite of the naysayers, acupuncture is increasingly covered by health insurance plans, and cupping is becoming popular among professional athletes, who say it helps keep them in top shape for competitive events.


My ancient remedies approach also utilizes treatments from Ayurveda. This four-thousand-year-old system of natural healing originated in India and is based on the premise that there are three doshas, or energies: Vata, Pitta, and Kapha. Ayurvedic healers believe that all disease and illness come from an imbalance in these three energies. Like TCM and ancient Middle Eastern medicine, it aims to cure the root cause of disease by healing one’s thoughts, beliefs, and lifestyle habits with strategies like diet, stress reduction, and herbal remedies that bring the body into balance.


Traditional Western medicine sees illness only through the lens of measurable physical dysfunction, which reduces our bodies, and our suffering, to one-size-fits-all issues — as if we were all identical, with lives, emotions, physiological makeup, and DNA that are indistinguishable from one another. But the truth is that no two bodies or sets of circumstances are exactly the same. That’s one reason I became such a strong proponent of ancient medicine. By striving to get at the root cause of your unique, personal problems, any treatment I recommend will be tailored to you and your needs and your life. And as ancient remedies gently heal and strengthen your body, they create improved equanimity, well-being, and overall health that can last for a lifetime.


Pinpointing the underlying cause, and cure, of disease


According to TCM, certain types of underlying imbalances are the root cause of all disease. Based on that fundamental belief, ancient Chinese physicians developed a comprehensive philosophy for understanding these imbalances. In this section, I will introduce you to this paradigm, along with the most common internal influences that can become unbalanced, including qi, blood, yin, yang, coldness, heat, dampness, dryness, stagnation, and wind. When I first heard these concepts, I thought they sounded a little strange. But after working with the TCM approach for years, I have learned how profoundly helpful this approach is for understanding health and illness, as well as healing diseases — even those that are, from the Western perspective, considered impossible to cure.


Here are twelve core diagnostic and healing concepts from ancient Chinese medicine, along with quick lists of foods that can bring more balance to your body if you have deficiencies or weaknesses in any of these areas. You’ll hear more about these concepts in the coming chapters. Understanding them can revolutionize the way you think about your health. What’s more, if you visit a holistic doctor who practices Chinese medicine (and I hope you do), the following information will give you some background and context so you have a better grasp of the approach.


Qi


Qi (pronounced “chee”) is like your body’s internal battery. A fundamental precept of traditional Chinese medicine, the word translates roughly to “life force” or “vital energy.” Qi circulates throughout your body along pathways known as meridians, which connect all the organ systems. Acupuncture and acupressure help restore qi by treating specific meridian points throughout the body. Other ancient medical systems have similar concepts. In India, internal energy is called prana; in Japan it’s known as ki; in Greece it’s pneuma; and in parts of Africa it’s known as ashe. In scientific terms, qi is similar to adenosine triphosphate (ATP), an energy-carrying chemical found in the cells of all living creatures. Like qi, ATP provides energy for everything from muscle contractions to nerve impulses. The organs most closely associated with qi are your adrenal glands, which produce energy-boosting hormones like adrenaline and cortisol. No matter the medical tradition, the underlying idea is this: When your internal battery is powered up, your body functions more efficiently, and you’re better able to fight off cold and flu bugs that come your way. But like the battery in your phone, qi requires regular recharging. This vital, internal life force is fueled by healthy lifestyle habits, from emotional strategies like building self-esteem, finding your life purpose, and reducing fear to physical habits like getting plenty of sleep and practicing deep breathing exercises. Some signs of a qi deficiency include thyroid disorders, adrenal fatigue, irregular periods, infertility, weakness, anxiety, and susceptibility to infections.


■ Qi-boosting foods: Berries (especially goji berries), cherries, figs, green leafy vegetables, watercress, carrots, squash, pumpkin, maca, peas, lentils, beans, rice, quinoa, oats, chestnuts, coconut, miso, bone broth, grass-fed beef, pasture-raised chicken, wild-caught fish, free-range eggs, and all medicinal mushrooms, such as shiitake, reishi, and chaga.


■ Qi-boosting herbs: Rehmannia, ashwagandha, astragalus, rhodiola, fo-ti, schisandra, codonopsis, ginseng, cordyceps, reishi, licorice root, turmeric, fenugreek, and cinnamon.


■ Qi-depleting foods: Cold foods, like dairy-based ice cream, raw vegetables, and ice-cold drinks; refined sugar, hydrogenated oils, dried tropical fruit, alcohol, and excessive salt.


Blood


In TCM, blood is not only in charge of transporting oxygen and nutrients around the body, it is also responsible for warming, moisturizing, and nourishing our organs and is closely related to cardiac and mental health. According to TCM, blood houses our spirit, which is why the ancients were fond of saying things like “Love with all of your heart.” Blood is created by the spleen and then moved throughout the body by the liver. With so many functions, it’s no surprise that a lack of blood or undernourished blood can cause many health issues. This is called blood deficiency and can lead to anemia, fatigue, weakness, pale skin, light-headedness, poor memory, and insomnia.


■ Blood-building foods: Cherries, figs, goji berries, prunes, coconut, oats, beets, chard, kale, carrots, sweet potatoes, onions, spinach, pumpkin, eggs, liver, bone broth, grass-fed beef, turkey, venison, wild-caught salmon, sardines, walnuts, chickpeas, and ginger.


■ Blood-building herbs: Dong quai, peony, astragalus, cinnamon, parsley, and rehmannia.


■ Blood-depleting foods: Salads, raw fruit, raw vegetables, cucumber, excessive fruit, watermelon, tofu, dairy, refined sugar, chocolate, and ice-cold water.


Yin and Yang


Yin and yang are words you’ve undoubtedly heard. You might have even seen the symbol — a circle divided into two halves (one black, one white) by a curving line — that signifies the concept in Chinese medicine. But here’s what that symbol means: Yin and yang represent the balance between the opposing forces of life — work and rest, for instance, or dark and light. Physically, it refers to the balance of hormones, with yin being calming “female” hormones, like estrogen, and yang being energizing “male” hormones, like testosterone. We associate yin and yang with Chinese medicine, but their foundational principles have far older roots. In fact, a number of historians believe that certain Eastern medicine philosophies started with Abraham, who is mentioned in several religious texts, including the Bible. Genesis 25:6 states, “To his sons … Abraham gave gifts and sent them eastward.” Those gifts are thought to include medicine and healing practices, like incense made from herbs — and “eastward” meant India and Asia, where Ayurveda and Chinese Medicine began. And the concepts of yin and yang appear early in the book of Genesis, when God created Heaven and Earth, light and dark, night and day, male and female. Here are more examples of yin and yang:
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