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This book is dedicated to my father, who passed to higher worlds this past year.


As an escapee of the Nazis, he came to America only to go back to Germany to fight them.


He never forsook his firm belief in God who is Good and ultimately only does Good and that the world is built on kindness.













INTRODUCTION


Get Ready to Feel Better


Hey—how is your brain doing today?


Are you thinking well? Is your mood terrific? Do you feel as though your brain is functioning in peak condition, humming along the way it was meant to: concentrating easily, analyzing effectively, deciding confidently, and maintaining its focus? Is your brain making you feel calm, energized, and optimistic?


Or are you feeling anxious? Depressed? Foggy? Does your brain feel like an enemy you’re constantly battling—one creating anxious thoughts, mood swings, or a sense of misery and despair? Do you wonder if you need medication to sharpen your mind or improve your mood?


Or perhaps are you already taking medication that isn’t working as well as you would like. Maybe you’re wondering if you will ever be able to take your brain for granted—still waiting for that morning when you’ll wake up rested and full of energy, enthusiastic for the day ahead.


If you are one of the millions of Americans who feel that your brain just “isn’t working right”—that your ability to think clearly or maintain a balanced, happy mood has been lost long ago—take heart. The problem is not “in your head”—there are understandable scientific reasons for what’s gone wrong. And there are proven solutions that can help you—without medication, without frustrating side effects, without the constant fear that maybe your medications will stop working and what will you do then?


I’m a holistic and functional medicine MD who has spent the last two decades in private practice, treating thousands of patients with complaints like yours. I’ve developed an approach to brain health that goes far beyond conventional medicine—and beyond most functional and “alternative” practitioners as well. I’ve written this book to share my solutions with you, so that you, too, can feel calm, energized, clear, sharp, and optimistic—so that your brain functions at its very highest level, every day, all the time.


In this book, you’re going to learn about the latest cutting-edge science, because that science offers so much room for hope. When you understand how the brain works, you’ll understand that you have the power to make your own brain work better. Like many of my patients, you might have spent years going from one doctor to another, trying different medications, taking various herbs and natural remedies, struggling in therapy, and you may have become discouraged, even despairing—certain that there is no help for you. So, I want to say this loud and clear:



This approach can work for you, just as it has for thousands of my patients.


And when you understand the science behind it, you’ll know why it works, and why you can be helped.





In Part I, you’ll learn the basics of the new brain science and you’ll discover a powerful new concept that I call the Whole Brain. In Part II, you’ll learn about each aspect of the Whole Brain: brain, gut, and microbiome, as well as the thyroid, which powers the Whole Brain, and the will to wholeness, which activates it.


Then, in Parts III and IV, you’ll find your Whole Brain Protocol. I’ll tell you exactly what to eat and which supplements and probiotics can get your Whole Brain functioning at top capacity. The Whole Brain Protocol is your 4-week plan for getting your brain back on track, so that you can think clearly and feel terrific. If you’ve been taking medication, you may very well be able to work with your prescriber to wean yourself off of it. If you haven’t yet taken medication, you might never have to start.


So, read on. A whole new world of brain health is waiting. I can’t wait for you to experience the wonders of that world.


A Growing Crisis in Brain Health


Take a quick look at the waiting room of any doctor’s office, and you can see at a glance that we are facing a crisis in brain health. Rates of depression and anxiety are skyrocketing. More and more people struggle with cognitive decline: brain fog, failing memory, “senior moments.” Rates of ADHD, Alzheimer’s, autism, and neurodegenerative diseases are on the rise as well.


Unfortunately, the treatments we have—antidepressants; antianxiety medications; anti–attention-deficit medications, such as Adderall; and a host of other medications—represent an outmoded approach to treating the brain. They work to a degree, but not very well.


I see the hazards of the old type of treatment all the time. People come into my office with long histories of depression or anxiety or sometimes both, having spent years on one medication after another. Maybe their depression has gotten a little better. Maybe their anxiety is more under control. Or perhaps it isn’t—perhaps after offering a short-lived relief, their medication has stopped working and they’ve had to increase their dose, switch to another medication, or suffer through a return of the very same symptoms—which now, perhaps, are even more intense.


Even when the drugs actually work, they don’t accomplish nearly enough. In the best-case scenario, they might alleviate some symptoms. Even then, they almost always create punitive side effects—weight gain, sleep disturbances, brain fog, loss of energy, the diminishment or loss of sexual function. Worst of all, available medications rarely allow people to achieve optimal levels of enthusiasm, clarity, and joy—the zest and energy that make life truly worth living.


Fortunately, as this old era ends, a new one is beginning. We now understand the brain in a new way, which means that we can heal it in a new way. The first step in this exciting new approach to brain health is to understand that the brain is not merely the gray and white matter between our ears. Rather, the brain is part of a system that includes the gut and the microbiome, the community of bacteria that populate your digestive tract. That system—brain, gut, and microbiome—makes up what I call the Whole Brain. Your Whole Brain is powered by your thyroid, which means that if your thyroid gland is not functioning properly, your brain, gut, and microbiome won’t work well, either.


The Whole Brain Brain + Microbiome + Gut Powered by the Thyroid


This new view has profound implications for our approach to healing depression, anxiety, brain fog, and other types of brain dysfunction. Here’s the bottom line: If your gut is dysfunctional or your microbiome is degraded, you will feel as though your mind is deteriorating and your emotions are out of control. That is why when a patient comes to me with a “brain problem,” I look at the big picture: healing the Whole Brain.




If your gut is dysfunctional or your microbiome is degraded, you will feel as though your mind is deteriorating and your emotions are out of control.





When I treat the Whole Brain, the results are extraordinary. I have been able to help virtually all of my patients wean their way off antidepressants, antianxiety medications, and anti–attention-deficit medications. Patients with conventional diagnoses—anxiety, depression, brain fog—lose their symptoms and gain a whole new world of buoyancy, clarity, and focus. Patients whose symptoms evade diagnosis—the ones who tell me that they “just can’t think straight” or “their brain just doesn’t work right”—likewise regain the ability to think clearly and to enjoy a sense of optimism, energy, and calm.


It’s not just that people’s symptoms disappear. They also attain a whole other level of function—access to a kind of vitality and joy that they haven’t felt for a long time. Life regains its savor. As many patients tell me, “I finally feel like myself.” Many report major life changes: a richer, more satisfying marriage; the ability to feel compassion for their parents; a renewed interest in a beloved activity; a sense of engagement and enthusiasm. “It’s like I’m finally living the life I was meant to,” one patient said to me. “Like I’ve pushed the fog and misery out of the way and I can finally just live.”


The Microbiome Revolution


The past century has seen many thrilling medical advances. The discoveries of antibiotics, vaccines, and advanced surgical techniques have had stunning effects on our lives and health.


Of all the medical breakthroughs of our lifetime, however, one of the most exciting of all has been the discovery of the microbiome: the community of bacteria that lives within each of us. This discovery is the key to a whole new type of medicine—and it’s the key to healing the Whole Brain.


That’s because the microbiome is a crucial component of the Whole Brain, working with the brain and the gut to create the biochemicals and other types of support on which your brain depends. The microbiome’s condition plays a role in whether or not you may develop anxiety, depression, and brain fog, as well as in many other conditions, including obesity, gut disorders, autoimmune disease, cardiovascular disorders, and perhaps even cancer.


Conventional medicine has barely grasped the true dimensions of the microbiome revolution, and if you ask your conventional doctor about the microbiome, he or she may not have much to say. But if you look at the scientific literature—and when I look at my own results with patients—I know that our new era of “microbiome medicine” can radically transform our treatment of both body and brain.


This revolution is all the more remarkable because for a very long time, we have seen bacteria solely as the bad guys. Ever since the inception of the germ theory in the mid-1800s, scientists and physicians have taken up arms against these microscopic villains, waging war against the evil germs that caused us to get sick. With the development of antibiotics, we seemed well on our way to winning that war. The discovery of penicillin was greeted by the medical community as the ultimate “secret weapon” in our efforts to conquer bacteria and perhaps even disease itself.


Now, as a physician, I certainly appreciate the positive role played by antibiotics. Before they were discovered, even a minor infection could turn into a life-threatening condition. I can understand why it seemed that antibiotics put a definitive end to the power of germs, radically limiting our vulnerability to illness, and, seemingly, to death itself.


However, the bacteria didn’t take this war lying down. As the use of antibiotics grew, an increasing number of bacteria developed resistance to them—a resistance that has grown stronger and stronger over time. The medications that once cut through our enemies’ ranks unopposed now began to work less and less well. This prompted the development of new antibiotics—and, in turn, the rapid evolution of new resistant bacteria.




In what I consider the greatest turnaround in the history of medicine, we are finally letting go of the idea that all bacteria are our enemies. Instead, we have come to understand that a great many are actually our friends—indeed, our greatest allies.





Suddenly, we found ourselves locked into a kind of medical arms race whose endgame does not bode well. The specter of an epidemic set off by antibiotic-resistant bacteria is not just the stuff of blockbuster disaster films. It’s every physician’s worst nightmare.


Luckily, the story now becomes vastly more hopeful. While antibiotics certainly have their place, we have begun to be aware of the dangers of overusing them. More important, a research revolution has given us a radically different perspective on the centillions of microbes with which we share the earth. In what I consider the greatest turnaround in the history of medicine, we are finally letting go of the idea that all bacteria are our enemies. Instead, we have come to understand that a great many are actually our friends—indeed, our greatest allies.


What we now understand is that bacteria rarely mean us harm—in fact, we literally could not exist without them. Bacteria enable us to digest our food, maintain our immune system, and cope with stress. They have a dramatic impact on our thyroid, heart, liver, bones, and skin. They are the key to new approaches to our modern chronic illnesses: obesity, autoimmune disease, cardiovascular disorders, and diabetes. They also play a vital role in optimizing our brain function—enabling us to think clearly, process our emotions, learn effectively, and remember accurately. In fact, along with the gut, I consider our community of bacteria to be an integral part of the Whole Brain.


We’re used to thinking of ourselves as autonomous creatures whose anatomies function as self-sufficient machines, much like the engine of a car. Sure, we need fuel, and water, and perhaps a little lubrication, but basically, the mechanism functions by itself.




Bacteria play a vital role in optimizing our brain function—enabling us to think clearly, process our emotions, learn effectively, and remember accurately. I consider our community of bacteria to be an integral part of the Whole Brain.





Nope. Not even close. Without our bacterial community, we are more like a wagon with two wheels on the left side only. If you want the wagon to roll, you’d better add two wheels on the right side, or you won’t get very far.


Of course, that crude analogy hardly does justice to the exquisitely complex interactions between billions of bacteria and our own biochemistry. But as you read this book, I want you to keep thinking of that wagon. You need your microbiome at least as much as your wagon needs those two wheels. And when your microbiome is in optimal shape, your mind is well on its way to being there, too.


The Whole Human


As a scientist, I’m thrilled by the new discoveries that are expanding our worldview. These breakthroughs are helping us to rethink health and healing. They are also transforming our very notion of what it is to be human.


We are used to seeing ourselves as discrete individuals, separate and inviolate inside our skin. Once we understand our relationship to the microbiome, however, this worldview changes profoundly. When you realize that your bacterial cells outnumber your human ones by as much as a factor of 10 to 1, you understand that you are not only one human individual—you are also a community of bacteria. For you to be happy and healthy, your bacterial community must thrive.*


Moreover, you, the human, are responsible for the health and well-being of that community. What you eat, your bacteria eat; when you are exposed to toxins, they are, too; when you are stressed, their population changes. And only when your microbiome is healthy can you be truly healthy. I tell each of my patients to think of themselves as a king or queen, responsible for governing the “kingdom” or “queendom” of their microbiome. Neglect that kingdom at your peril—your own health will suffer immediately, including the health of your Whole Brain.


Nor is your body’s microbial kingdom an isolated territory, separate within the boundary of your skin. Rather, you are always exchanging bacteria with your environment: through the food you eat, the people you live with, and the places you inhabit. Family members tend to have similar microbiomes—not through genetics (although there may be a genetic component) but because they live in the same house. If you get another set of housemates, your microbiome will begin to resemble theirs. One study even found that a woman’s roller-derby team shared common elements of their microbiome!


Thus, understanding the microbiome helps us forge a new definition of the Whole Human: not an autonomous individual but rather a diverse community formed of one human plus hundreds of different types of bacteria. We are not self-sufficient—we depend upon our bacteria for our very life. We are not impermeable—we are constantly exchanging bacteria with the plants, animals, and humans in our environment—even with the soil and sediment of our planet. And in fact, viewing ourselves in this way—interconnected with our loved ones, our community, our planet—is actually very healthy, with significant benefits for your immune system and your resilience, as well as your Whole Brain.



My Microbiome Journey—and Yours


My own discovery of the microbiome and its effect on the brain was a long, exciting process. I don’t really have an “aha” moment or a single dramatic incident to focus on. Rather, I began with a profound awareness of the importance of the gut to human health, an awareness that inspired my first book, Gut Reactions.


I can’t take particular credit for this—the gut was central to the worldview of many functional and holistic practitioners, including a rudimentary understanding of the microbiome. However, my imagination was seized by the vision of our community of microbes—the trillions of bacteria connecting us to the world of nature, the collective power within us to transform gut health and overall well-being. As I saw how powerful an ally the microbiome could be, I began to rely upon it more and more, first for gut healing, then for other aspects of health, and finally—most excitingly—for the brain.


I was thrilled to see microbiome medicine unlock for my patients a whole new dimension of brain function. As you will see many times throughout this book, treating depression, anxiety, and brain fog via the microbiome and the gut didn’t just make my patients feel a little bit better. It didn’t simply resolve a few symptoms or give them some partial relief. Rather, it transformed their brain function entirely, bringing them to a whole new level of vitality, clarity, and enthusiasm. People whose lives had been riddled with anxiety suddenly, perhaps for the first time, experienced calm. People whose lives had been shadowed with depression suddenly—often unexpectedly—felt hopeful, engaged, even buoyant. People who felt that their brains had “stopped working” or their memories were “full of holes” experienced a new level of clear-headed focus and concentration, as though, in the words of so many clients, “my brain is finally working the way it’s supposed to.”


This is the level of health I want for you, too, and I am 100 percent confident that you can attain it. If you are suffering from anxiety, depression, or brain fog, the Whole Brain Protocol can help ease your symptoms, bringing you significant relief—perhaps even total relief.


Although this book focuses on anxiety, depression, and brain fog, it also provides overall support for improved brain function. If you are struggling with other types of brain dysfunction—such as Alzheimer’s, ADD/ADHD, autism, multiple sclerosis, or Parkinson’s—you are also likely to find some relief from the Whole Brain Protocol, though you will almost certainly need additional support.


If you are currently taking medications for any type of brain dysfunction, please, do not stop taking any medication without the support of the person who prescribed it. You could create even more severe problems for yourself by abruptly stopping an antidepressant, antianxiety medication, or other brain-related prescription.




Treating depression, anxiety, and brain fog via the microbiome and the gut didn’t just make my patients feel a little bit better.… Rather, it transformed their brain function entirely, bringing them to a whole new level of vitality, clarity, and enthusiasm.





However, after several weeks on the Whole Brain Protocol, you might well be able to work with your practitioner to wean yourself from these medications. Likewise, if you’re taking Adderall or some other ADD/ADHD-related prescription, you must work with your practitioner to alter the dose or to stop taking the medication entirely, but with the Whole Brain Protocol, you may be able to do so.


Whether or not you continue taking medications—and certainly if you have never taken them to begin with—I want you to hear my faith in you loud and clear. No matter what you have heard in the past—no matter how many treatments you have already tried, whether medical, natural, or both—no matter how long you have been struggling with depression, anxiety, or brain fog—no matter how severe your condition—you can be well. I’ve seen it with thousands of patients—most of whom have come to me after two, four, seven doctors, many of whom have almost given up hope. I know you can do what they have done.


If you have been struggling for a long time, believing in me might require a leap of faith. From the bottom of my heart, I encourage you to take the leap. The results, I promise you, will make the entire journey worthwhile.


The Whole Brain Solution


In this book, you learn the latest cutting-edge science of the microbiome revolution. The microbiome is so powerful, it affects even the expression of your genes—partly because the microbiome has far more genes than you do, by a factor of 150 to 1.


You’ll also learn how the microbiome and the gut affect the brain, and how the thyroid powers the whole system. You’ll discover why the will to wholeness is an integral aspect of brain healing. Addressing gut, microbiome, thyroid, and your will to wholeness is an unbeatable combination, enabling you to achieve a whole new level of brain health.




No matter what you have heard in the past—no matter how many treatments you have already tried, whether medical, natural, or both—no matter how long you have been struggling with depression, anxiety, or brain fog—no matter how severe your condition—you can be well.





You can revitalize your own Whole Brain with my 28-day program of diet and supplements. You also have the opportunity to use specially designed meditations and visualizations that have helped my patients to achieve extraordinary success.


When my patients undergo treatment for the Whole Brain, they don’t just feel a little bit better. They don’t just get rid of a few symptoms, or become able to stumble through the day, foggy and depleted. Instead, they tap into extraordinary reservoirs of vitality, clarity, and joy. That is what I want for them—and I want it for you, too. Once the Whole Brain is functioning as it was meant to, you’ll be amazed at how good you can feel.


 


* Although some recent research suggests that the proportion might actually be 1:1, the microbiome remains a hugely important factor in the human anatomy.















PART I



A MEDICAL REVOLUTION













CHAPTER 1



What Is the Whole Brain?


Annette had struggled with mild depression ever since she was in high school. For much of her life, she managed to keep the symptoms at bay. But when she graduated from college and encountered the stress of her first job, she found herself facing more intense depression punctuated with panic attacks, bouts of insomnia, and fatigue. She also began gaining weight. By her late twenties, she was twenty pounds overweight and relying on over-the-counter sleep aids.


For several months, Annette resisted taking antidepressants, hoping to find relief when she finally settled in at work and resolved her stormy relationship with her boyfriend. Meanwhile, though, she developed a painful case of acid reflux, for which her primary care physician prescribed a proton pump inhibitor (PPI).


“That was a really hard time,” Annette told me as we were going over her case history. “I felt like my whole body was just falling apart. My stomach hurt, my heart hurt, my mind hurt. It was like my entire body had just turned against me, and everything I did to try and fix it only made everything worse.”


Unfortunately, by her early thirties, Annette’s depression had worsened, and she suffered frequent crying jags. She had finally agreed to take Paxil, an antidepressant, which helped a little—but not nearly enough. Her doctor also prescribed her some Xanax for her panic attacks, which helped as well. But Annette hated feeling dependent on drugs and she also worried about becoming addicted.


Meanwhile, despite the meds, Annette’s sleep problems continued, her reflux was barely under control, and, no matter how strenuously she dieted, she was 30 pounds over her ideal weight. She had also developed a raging case of acne that covered her back and chest. She felt exhausted most of the time and complained of being foggy all of the time, unable to focus or to motivate herself.


“Bad as it was before, it’s even worse now,” Annette said shakily. “Not being able to sleep makes me absolutely crazy—I can’t think straight at all. Even when I get a good night’s sleep, my brain doesn’t work right. And I can’t stand being so tired all the time. It’s like I’m just dragging myself through every minute of the day, waiting for it all to be over.”


By the time I saw her at age thirty-eight, then, Annette was on three different prescription medications: a PPI, Paxil, and Xanax. Her cluster of both brain and gut symptoms plus the prescription drugs she took to medicate them is not in the least unusual. Some 59 percent of all US adults are taking at least one prescription drug. Meanwhile, the percentage of Americans taking antidepressants—specifically, a type of antidepressant known as an SSRI (selective serotonin reuptake inhibitor) is rising rapidly—from 6.8 percent in 1999 to 13 percent in 2012, according to a study of nearly 38,000 people published in the Journal of the American Medical Association.1


The patients who come to see me have suffered for years, even decades, with depression, anxiety, fatigue, and, most distressingly of all, the sense that their brain “just isn’t working.” Their brains have begun to fail them in ways that defy conventional categories. Some feel that their personality mysteriously is being altered. Others wonder why they can’t remember clearly or why they can no longer make quick, powerful decisions. My patients have suffered a whole host of problems that evade diagnosis—but that make every day a misery. And they tell me the conventional medications they’ve been prescribed—the typical polypharmacy of two, three, five, seven prescription drugs—aren’t really helping.


True, these medications might alleviate some symptoms (although sometimes they fail to do even that). But they don’t come anywhere close to true healing. They frequently don’t fully eliminate anxiety or depression, don’t promote sustained mental acuity, and don’t even begin address the other health problems. They often produce upsetting side effects, which feel like a punitive trade-off for the improvement in mood. They certainly don’t create a deep, long-term sense of vitality, optimism, and purpose.



COMMON SYMPTOMS ASSOCIATED WITH ANTIDEPRESSANTS AND/OR ANTIANXIETY MEDICATIONS






• Brain fog—the sense that your brain is “slowing down”; loss of mental sharpness or the sense that your thoughts don’t “go as deep” as they used to


• Changes in appetite


• Dizziness and light-headedness


• Fatigue


• Loss of libido and sexual function


• Overall blunting of emotional repertoire


• Sleep disruption


• Weight gain









Because Annette’s gut and microbiome were under attack, her brain was losing function.





Such was the case for Annette. Indeed, each of Annette’s medications relieved her symptoms to some degree. But ultimately, they were Band-Aid solutions that failed to heal the underlying problem. Worse, her medications kept her locked in a vicious cycle where she was actually continuing to steadily lose mental function. How could this be?


Annette’s brain was staggering under the burden of an unhealthy diet and challenging lifestyle, including toxic exposure (to factory-farmed food, unfiltered water, chemical-laden shampoos and lotions) and life stress. Diet, toxins, and stress all disrupted Annette’s gut and imbalanced her microbiome, while her many prescription drugs added to the burden. Because her gut and microbiome were under attack, her brain was losing function.



ASSAULTS ON ANNETTE’S WHOLE BRAIN






• Poor diet


• Medications


• Toxic exposure in food, water, personal-care products


• Stress




Together, these factors disrupted Annette’s gut and imbalanced her microbiome, thus reducing function in her brain.





The psychiatrist and gastroenterologist had treated Annette’s brain and gut separately, and not only did the treatments not help her—they were making her worse! What Annette really needed was someone who understood that her separate problems were really one problem.


When I told Annette that all of her seemingly disparate symptoms were actually part of a single syndrome, she was astonished. “It never occurred to me that my digestive issues had anything to do with feeling depressed or anxious,” she told me. “You’re telling me they’re related?”


“They’re not only related—they’re all part of the same whole,” I told her. “And the way to fix any one of them—let alone all of them—is to address that whole. For you to feel truly well, we have to treat your Whole Brain.”


The Anatomy of the Whole Brain


It might surprise you to know that optimal mental function depends not only on the health of the brain in your head, but also on your gut health and on the balance and diversity within your community of gut bacteria—your microbiome. Together, these three elements—brain, gut, and microbiome—make up the Whole Brain.


The first step to understanding the Whole Brain is to see your brain not as a separate, autonomous organ but rather as part of a system. We already think of many other organs this way. The heart, for example, is seen as part of a vast network of blood vessels, which together comprise the cardiovascular system. Likewise, we view our bones and muscles as constituting the musculoskeletal system, and we look at our glands and their hormones (thyroid, adrenals, hypothalamus, pituitary, ovaries/testes) as making up the endocrine system. We understand that the elements of these systems are so interconnected that it’s impossible to treat any one element without considering the whole. Dysfunction in a blood vessel will inevitably affect the heart. Misalignment in our spinal column will throw many bones and muscles out of whack. Even conventional doctors are taught to view the body in terms of these systems. We can’t imagine a cardiologist, for example, who looks only at the heart and knows nothing about the arteries!


What I have found over several decades of clinical practice—and what the latest research affirms—is that we need to see the brain in the same way. It does not operate in a vacuum but is in a continual, bidirectional conversation with the microbiome and the gut. That’s right—your brain and your gut speak directly to each other. Because gut, brain, and microbiome are all aspects of a single system, an imbalance in any part of this system affects all of it.


The good news? When we heal the gut and microbiome, brain function gets a tremendous boost. Widening our focus from the brain to the Whole Brain gives us an extraordinary ability to renovate the brain and heal a wide range of “brain problems.” This book will focus on three of those problems: depression, anxiety, and brain fog.


The Brain


Your brain is made up of neurons, or nerve cells. One of the hallmarks of good brain function is good communication among neurons, which enables your brain to process thought and emotion.


For this neural communication, your brain relies on neurotransmitters, key biochemicals that include the following:




• Serotonin, a feel-good chemical that promotes buoyancy, optimism, self-confidence, and calm


• Dopamine, a stimulating chemical that’s present whenever we feel a thrill, a major challenge, or a special reward, such as winning a huge prize or falling in love


• GABA, associated with meeting challenges, rising to the occasion, and experiencing anxiety


• Norepinephrine, a stress hormone associated with alertness, focus, and feeling “wired”




Good communication among neurons is one of the most important aspects of good brain function. If you are suffering from poor brain function—including anxiety, depression, or brain fog—the problem is often created by an imbalance of brain chemicals that promote this communication. To think clearly and to enjoy a calm and balanced mood, you must maintain just the right levels of these biochemicals within your brain. What most doctors don’t realize—but which the latest science affirms—is that to keep those brain chemicals at the right level, you need a healthy gut and microbiome.




To maintain your brain chemicals at the right level, you need a healthy gut and microbiome.





The Gut


If a patient is having “brain problems,” I always look at the gut. Yes, the brain is important—but you can’t really think clearly or feel calm and balanced if your gut isn’t functioning well. Your gut is a key component of your Whole Brain health.


This idea might make more sense to you if you think about the common phrases gut reactions, gut instincts, and going with your gut. These expressions are based on an important truth: Your gut contains what is effectively a second brain, a powerful intelligence of its own. We didn’t know this when I went to medical school. But the latest research shows that your intestines contain a vast neural network and a host of biochemicals that are all constantly exchanging information with the brain.


Thus, when your brain perceives a potential challenge or danger, your gut reacts. You get a sinking feeling in the pit of your stomach, “butterflies in your stomach,” or feel your stomach “drop.” (These reactions actually take place in your intestines, but the colloquial phrases give you the idea!) Likewise, when your gut perceives a problem—a threat to your immune system, a toxic chemical in your food or water—it conveys that information to your brain.


This neural network is known as the enteric nervous system—a second brain with two very important functions:




1. It oversees the process of digestion and monitors the trillions of microbes in your microbiome, which are involved in digestion and in dozens of other important functions.


2. With the microbiome, your gut also helps manufacture the biochemicals that your brain needs to regulate mood (how you feel) and cognition (how you think). That is why achieving optimal brain function—balanced mood, clear thought—requires a healthy gut and a healthy microbiome.





To some patients, this seems counterintuitive. After all, your brain is located between your ears, while your gut and microbiome reside within your abdomen. How can these three aspects of your anatomy work together to govern your thought and emotion?




Achieving optimal brain function—balanced mood, clear thought—requires a healthy gut and a healthy microbiome.





The answer is that they are all in constant communication. Your brain talks to your gut and your microbiome—and listens to them, too! Your gut and your microbiome talk and listen to each other, and to your brain. These conversations are continual, and they are the basis for keeping your brain well stocked with the biochemicals that enable you to think clearly and to manage your mood. Brain, gut, and microbiome together form a single system: what I am calling the Whole Brain.


The Microbiome


The microbiome is the community of bacteria that lives in our gut and elsewhere in the body. These bacteria number in the trillions, and their cells outnumber our own by a factor of 10 to 1, while their genes outnumber our own by a factor 150 to 1. You might even say that we are more bacteria than human! Together, these microbes weigh about 2.5 pounds—coincidentally, the same weight as the brain.


Just a few years ago, I was one of a very few people talking about the microbiome. Now you can read about it in just about every magazine—but mainly with regard to gut and digestive issues. And it’s true: The microbiome is an integral part of our digestive system. Because most of our immune system lies just on the other side of the gut wall, the microbiome is a crucial factor in immune function also.


But the powerful effects of the microbiome don’t stop there. Our microbial community has a dramatic impact on virtually every system and organ in our body—including the brain. These microscopic yet powerful cells help produce many substances that our body needs to thrive and that our brain needs to function—from vitamins to neurotransmitters.




When your microbiome is in good condition, you feel as though your brain is wired in the best possible way, with all your neurons working together just as they’re supposed to.





Consequently, when your microbiome is underpopulated and out of balance, your emotions are out of whack and you can’t think clearly. You might feel depressed, anxious, or simply “lost”—unable to focus, motivate yourself, or remember the simplest things. By contrast, when your microbiome is in good condition, you feel as though your brain is wired in the best possible way, with all your neurons working together just as they’re supposed to.


The Power of the Whole Brain


Going forward, whenever you think about your mood or your ability to think, I want you to think about the powerful triad that composes your Whole Brain:




• Brain


• Gut


• Microbiome




If you or your doctor focuses only on the brain, you will be leaving out two essential components of brain health. To think clearly and to balance your mood, you need a healthy brain, of course. But you can’t have a healthy brain without also having a healthy gut and microbiome. It can’t be done. Your gut and microbiome make the chemicals that your brain needs—which is why healing your gut and creating a healthy microbiome are integral aspects of the Whole Brain Protocol.


The Role of the Thyroid


There’s another piece to the Whole Brain puzzle: the thyroid gland, located at the base of your throat. Although the thyroid is not actually part of the Whole Brain, a healthy thyroid is absolutely crucial to Whole Brain function, because your thyroid produces hormones that power each of your cells, including the cells in your brain and gut. Without a healthy thyroid, your Whole Brain stops working the way it’s supposed to. Depression, anxiety, brain fog, and the overall sense that your brain “just doesn’t work right” are the result.


The thyroid’s relationship to the Whole Brain is similar to the relationship between your lungs and your cardiovascular system. Your lungs are not actually part of that system—but without the oxygen they provide, your heart and circulation can’t function. In the same way, your gut, microbiome, and brain can’t function without the right amounts of thyroid hormone. Accordingly, when I treat the Whole Brain, I always look at the thyroid, too—and recent cutting-edge science supports the wisdom of this approach.


When your thyroid is out of balance, you can’t think clearly. You’re prone to depression, anxiety, memory issues, and brain fog. You can’t sleep enough—or you sleep too much. You feel exhausted and sluggish—or wired and on edge. You’re vulnerable to crying jags and panic attacks. You gain weight—or lose weight at an alarming rate. The worst part is, you might have a thyroid problem even when your conventional doctor tells you that your lab results are fine. As we shall see, thyroid problems are shockingly underdiagnosed, and many people need far more thyroid support than their conventional doctors have recognized.



“BUT MY DOCTOR SAYS MY THYROID IS FINE!”




Sadly, the current way that thyroid function is measured by conventional doctors is often inadequate. You can easily have thyroid lab results that say “No problem!” and still actually have a thyroid problem. You’ll learn more about that in Chapter 7. Meanwhile, I want to alert you that if you have trouble with anxiety, depression, or brain fog, you might very well have a dysfunctional thyroid gland, no matter what your labs say.





By contrast, when you heal your microbiome, gut, and thyroid, your brain function improves dramatically. You find yourself feeling calm, energized, clear-headed, and optimistic. In combination with support for the gut and the microbiome, the right support for your thyroid can work wonders.


Heal Your Microbiome, Heal Your Mind


Annette’s depression and anxiety had laid her low, causing her to feel fragile and unconfident. “I’m afraid to start anything because I probably won’t have the energy to finish it,” she told me. “I feel sick and tired all the time.” Annette’s confidence was further weakened by her myriad physical symptoms—her acid reflux, sleep problems, and acne. “If only there was one part of my body that worked right!” she told me, only partly joking.




Without a healthy thyroid, your Whole Brain stops working the way it’s supposed to. Depression, anxiety, brain fog, and the overall sense that your brain “just doesn’t work right” are the result.





Despite these multiple problems, however, Annette’s focus was on her brain, which she expected me to medicate, just as previous doctors had done. Instead, I began our treatment by focusing on her microbiome. When the body’s community of microbes is diverse and well balanced, it activates and heals the brain in a way unlike that of any of the medications that she had been taking, and it would create for her a whole new level of brain function. Rather than treating her various diseases separately, we were going to make her entire brain work better. Because of the way the microbiome operates, it inevitably heals not just one part of the brain, but all of the brain.


One of the classic footprints of an unhealthy microbiome is inflammation. Inflammation is an immune-system reaction that often begins in the microbiome and/or the gut and then spreads to other parts of the body, including the thyroid and the brain. Inflammation is also a central aspect of anxiety, depression, and brain fog. It initially presents with seemingly minor symptoms—weight gain, acne, headache, fatigue, achy joints, hormonal issues, mild depression and/or anxiety. If not reversed, it progresses to more severe conditions, including significant depression and/or anxiety, obesity, diabetes, cardiovascular disease, autoimmune disorders, and cancer.


Inflammation disrupts function in the gut, unbalances the microbiome, and undermines the thyroid. By now you can probably guess that inflammation is absolutely terrible for the Whole Brain. In fact, reducing inflammation is one of my most important healing tools, especially when a patient is struggling with brain issues. Adding insult to injury, many common medications promote inflammation, including the ones Annette was taking, as well as antacids, Tylenol, cough suppressants, and other over-the-counter products. Aspirin and ibuprofen are anti-inflammatory, but they can create problems for the Whole Brain by disrupting the microbiome and the stomach. Therefore, we worked to enable Annette to stop taking problematic medications.


With that context well established, I gave Annette specific probiotic supplements targeted at restoring her microbiome. A healthy microbiome is a diverse microbiome, with a wide variety of different types of bacteria. Hence, restoring microbial diversity is crucial to restoring healthy function in the Whole Brain. A huge body of fascinating research has confirmed that particular strains of friendly bacteria are especially important in combating depression, anxiety, and other brain issues. Imagine an imbalanced microbiome as a burnt-out forest. We need to re-seed and restore it with a wide variety of healthy plants.


I knew that to restore her microbiome, Annette also had to change her diet, which had been high in refined sugar, refined flour, and fatty meats, and low in complex carbohydrates, fiber, leafy green vegetables, and healthy fats. I also wanted Annette to pull inflammatory foods from her diet and load up on microbiome-friendly foods.



COMMON SOURCES OF INFLAMMATION




Distressed Gut and Microbiome


FOODS


Sugar and other processed sweeteners


Artificial sweeteners


Processed grains, including any product made with white flour


Gluten-bearing grains, including wheat, barley, and rye


Cow’s milk dairy


Soy


Foods made with artificial ingredients, such as preservatives and dyes


STRESS


Sleep issues


Problems at work


Challenges at home


Other diseases


TOXINS


Industrial chemicals, such as the types found in many personal-care products (shampoo, lotion, deodorant, toothpaste, body wash, soap), household cleaning products, and conventionally farmed foods


Heavy metals, such as the arsenic found in many types of rice or the lead found in certain types of dental amalgams (fillings)





Accordingly, I had Annette follow my Whole Brain Diet, full of foods that support a healthy, balanced microbiome. I encouraged her to eat fermented foods, which are a kind of natural probiotic, rich in friendly bacteria. Fermented foods include kimchi, a type of Korean fermented cabbage; raw sauerkraut; and fermented vegetables. Many people have dairy sensitivities, but for those who don’t, two other terrific choices are unsweetened yogurt and unflavored kefir, a fermented milk drink that tastes like liquid yogurt.


At the same time, I told Annette to eat natural prebiotics: foods rich in the kind of fiber that nourishes friendly bacteria. Prebiotic foods are a kind of Microbiome Superfood, and they include artichoke, carrots, garlic, Jerusalem artichoke, jicama, leek, onion, radish, and tomato. Eating these Superfoods would help restore Annette’s microbiome by feeding it the foods it relied on. I supplemented these Superfoods with prebiotics in capsule form, including butyrate and other short-chain fatty acids (SCFAs), biochemicals that are crucial to both gut and brain.


Breaking the Cycle


Like many Americans, Annette struggled with acid reflux, heartburn, and indigestion in addition to her depression and anxiety. Unfortunately, the medications intended to treat these gastrointestinal conditions actually disrupt the microbiome, creating severe long-term problems down the road—including problems for the Whole Brain. So, I helped wean Annette off her proton pump inhibitor medication and showed her alternate ways of resolving her reflux.


To this end, we addressed the underlying problem: Annette’s stressful life and inflammatory diet had led to a condition known as intestinal permeability, a.k.a. “leaky gut.” This is a condition in which the tight junctions meant to hold the cells of the gut wall closely together loosen up, so that minuscule particles of partially digested food escape. Since the immune system is just on the other side of the gut wall, the partially digested food triggers an immune reaction—that is, inflammation.


In Annette’s case, leaky gut had disrupted the microbiome, while the imbalanced microbiome in turn challenged the gut. Because they were dysfunctional, her gut and microbiome were unable to produce the right types and amounts of biochemicals that her brain needed to function. The dysfunctional brain then made poor decisions about how to care for the microbiome and the gut. In other words, each element of Annette’s Whole Brain was making the other two elements worse—and her underfunctioning thyroid was making her condition worse still.


To reverse this vicious cycle, we needed to heal Annette’s leaky gut, which we did by removing inflammatory foods from her diet and by supporting her gut with special healing herbs. Replenishing and diversifying Annette’s microbiome through probiotics, prebiotics, and diet helped to heal her gut—which in turn was good for her microbiome. With this approach we created a virtuous cycle, in which every element helped boost the function of the others.


How the Whole Brain Protocol Helped Annette


Over the years, Annette had come to view antidepressants as her only resource to overcome depression. She knew that antidepressants had helped create a number of symptoms—including weight gain, loss of sex drive and sexual function, and an overall emotional “blunting,” as she described it. But she was also terrified of falling into a painful depression, and so at first she just wanted me to find her a newer, stronger, more powerful medication. “Please just make it go away!” she said to me one day.


Instead, I started Annette on the Whole Brain Protocol. I knew that once we diversified her microbiome, healed her gut, and supported her thyroid, Annette would discover that her thoughts, her emotions, and perhaps even her beliefs were different. Studies have shown, for example, that when the brain contains more serotonin, people tend to be far more optimistic about their own capacity for success. Since healing your gut and balancing your microbiome will increase your levels of serotonin—among many other effects—you might find yourself changing some of your beliefs about the world and yourself.


Sure enough, within two weeks on the Whole Brain Protocol, Annette began to feel better. And within a few months, she felt restored to herself in a way that she hadn’t experienced for a long time—“Maybe ever,” as she put it.


In this book, I’m going to introduce you to a cutting-edge body of research that shows why healing the microbiome can have an extraordinary impact on mood and cognition. My clinical experience bears this out: When I help my patients restore a healthy microbiome, they experience remarkable transformations—their depression lifts, their anxiety subsides, their brain fog clears, and their memory improves.


These are all terrific outcomes. But there is an even better result, something that transforms my patients and myself whenever I am privileged to witness it. I see that when my patients have finally created a healthy, vibrant microbial community, they begin to experience an awakening of what I call their will to wholeness—their vitality, their relationship to life itself. This is true healing—and it is the goal of this book.


I have found that the brain benefits most when we focus not only on healing the body, but also the will. Now, by will, I do not mean willpower—I would never say that people could simply “will their way” out of depression or use willpower to defeat their anxiety! I mean instead that fundamental life force, the deepest part of us that seeks to receive and to give as part of our engagement with other humans, with ourselves, and with the universe around us. (We’ll talk more about this in Chapter 8.)


Consequently, as part of her treatment, I invited Annette to spend some time thinking about her purpose in life. What kind of life did she want to lead? What mattered to her most? I knew, too, that once Annette felt even a little better, her will would reignite. As her Whole Brain regained its strength, as her emotions were freed from depression’s shadow, as her thoughts and beliefs began to lift and expand, Annette would feel once again the will to receive for herself and the will to give to others. As she felt more connected to herself and with the world, her will would “come back to life” and her whole self would be suffused with enthusiasm and health.


As she felt better physically and as her Whole Brain function improved, Annette found herself more able to consider her life’s purpose, to think about her relationship to others, and to feel what I can only call a return to her authentic self. “I finally feel like me!” she said to me on our last visit. “Like I’m a person, living my life, instead of just a bunch of symptoms trying to make it through the day.”















CHAPTER 2



Are You Functioning at Less Than 100 Percent?


SIGNS OF A WHOLE BRAIN IMBALANCE


Nico was an anxious man in his early fifties.


“I’ve always been sort of nervous,” he told me on our first visit. “But lately, every little thing seems to make me jump.”


More than mood was worrying Nico. He couldn’t remember common terms that were frequently used in his profession. He had to read an ordinary business memo three or four times just to make sense of it. He had begun to forget the names of people he had known for years—even people in his family, such as the cousins with whom he spent every major holiday.


“I keep thinking ‘Alzheimer’s,’” Nico told me in a low voice, as though he was afraid even to say the word out loud. “It doesn’t run in my family, and I just never thought.… But what else could it be?”


Nico was also weighed down by depression. Although he had never been a particularly cheerful man, he had always found deep meaning in his wife and children. He saw himself in a long line of fathers, helping to ease the path for the next generation as his own beloved father had done for him. “My family is everything to me,” he told me. “And I always thought I was a good father. But…” His voice trailed off.


Bit by bit, Nico shared the rest of his story. During his late forties he had begun to be plagued by huge, painful doubts about his life. He wasn’t sure whether he had been a good father. He no longer got pleasure from having dinner with his family, or taking his son to a ball game, or going on a walk with his daughter. “Everything that used to make me happy just leaves me cold,” he said finally. “I just sort of feel like, what’s the use…”


As Nico told me his story, I had the strong sense of a powerful downward spiral, almost as though Nico was being sucked under the surface of a stormy lake. First, he had felt dispirited and hopeless. Then, his anxiety—which had plagued him since adolescence—became more intense. When his mind and memory seemed to fail him, his anxiety skyrocketed, even as his depression grew in severity.


After running a full workup on Nico, I was able to assure him that I did not see any structural problems with his brain or his condition. “Everything that’s going on with you now, we can reverse,” I assured him. Nico was skeptical—but desperate. He agreed to follow my recommendations.


And indeed, the Whole Brain Protocol plus the right prescription for supplementary thyroid hormone made a huge difference in Nico’s mental state. His anxiety didn’t disappear—it was too much a part of his temperament for that—but it subsided to a manageable state. His depression evaporated, leaving him the same quiet but fundamentally happy man he had been before. His cognitive function returned to normal and, perhaps, even improved. At our last visit, Nico told me he was thinking more clearly and sharply than ever before.


“I feel like I just became a different person there for a while,” he told me, echoing the words that so many of my patients have said to me over the years. “Like I just stopped being myself—like I got separated from myself and couldn’t find my way back. And then…” He paused, thinking about all the changes he had made in the past few months. “And then,” he concluded simply, “I found my way.”


When Nico first came to me, his symptoms had become intense and painful—so much so that he was finally motivated to seek treatment. But I know many people who are struggling with lesser versions of the same symptoms—people who for years manage with low-grade brain dysfunction. Whether their symptoms include depression, anxiety, brain fog, memory issues, feeling less sharp than they used to be, or some combination thereof, the root causes are all the same: Their brain is not working at 100 percent capacity. Many factors—including poor diet, over-the-counter and prescription medications, too much toxic exposure, stress, and painful childhood experiences—combine to trigger a multitude of symptoms.



SYMPTOMS OF POOR BRAIN FUNCTION




While conventional medicine tends to view each of these symptoms as a separate issue, I see them all as symptoms of poor brain function—a generally unhealthy brain ecology.




• Anxiety


• Depression


• Brain fog: vagueness, inability to think clearly


• Memory issues, “senior moments”


• Listlessness, lack of motivation


• Difficulty with focus, attention wanders


• Difficulty “shifting gears” intellectually, finding it hard to switch focus


• Difficulty making intellectual connections, retrieving words, manipulating concepts


• Difficulty accomplishing tasks, meeting deadlines, juggling projects as you once could


• Difficulty “shifting gears” emotionally, feeling “stuck” in one emotion even when the situation changes


• A “graying” of your worldview; the sense that your life or the world in general has simply become bleaker


• Difficulties learning and/or processing information


• Irritability and exaggerated responses to stress; unable to tolerate noise, the sound of a crying baby, or other stressors


• Sleep issues; fatigue; waking up more tired than when you went to bed








Sometimes these symptoms rise to the level of an actual medical diagnosis. In those cases, my patients were told that they have some type of depression or some version of anxiety, or perhaps even some version of dementia.


Other patients simply felt tired, anxious, sad, hopeless, helpless, or “blue,” while also struggling with brain fog—not being able to think clearly, remember readily, or focus adequately. Brain fog also includes becoming easily confused, easily distracted, and generally feeling as though you just can’t think straight, as well as mental fatigue and irritability. All too often, they were told, “What you have is nothing—you’re just getting older.” Or, “You just need a vacation.” Or, “What do you expect—life is stressful!”


With or without a diagnosis, my patients rarely got remedies that really helped them. Some MD might prescribe an antidepressant or antianxiety medication, or perhaps some alternative practitioner suggested an herb or supplement. Almost never, though, did they get a genuine remedy: an approach that restored their brain function to its optimal level.
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