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For Etta, my kitchen mentor, and Jim, who has always encouraged me to listen to my inner voice.








My Invitation to You



H ashimoto’s disease is complex. It disrupts your bodily functions and toys with your emotions. Outsiders may not recognize your challenges because you don’t “look sick.” Struggling to understand your symptoms can cause you to doubt the validity of your disease—and yourself.


If you’re like me, then you’ve probably received much unsolicited advice regarding your sudden weight fluctuations, plunging energy levels, and bouts of depression and anxiety.


• “Eat less, move more.”


• “Just buck up and do it.”


• “Focus on the positive.”


Such well-meaning advice can be unhelpful and discouraging. You’ve probably tried to follow it; I know I did, and ended up feeling like a failure for not living up to other people’s expectations. I thought of succumbing to my disease, but my inner voice kicked in and gave me some better ideas.


You, too, have a powerful inner voice, and I encourage you to listen to it. You, alone, know your strengths and limitations and, most importantly, your own body.


Throughout this book you will find inspiration and ideas to help you tune in to your inner wisdom. You’ll learn to manage your Hashimoto’s holistically, on your terms. This book is an invitation to return to yourself and discover the inner power that can lead you to wellness.
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FOREWORD
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The beginning of my journey with Hashimoto’s will probably sound familiar to you. In my 20s, I suddenly felt like an old woman. I had aches and pains. I was tired. And after rapidly gaining weight despite being petite my entire life, I was mildly depressed.


Like many Americans, I grew up on a less than healthy diet. I didn’t know there was another way to eat. From the time I was a little girl, I had been plagued with digestive complaints, but no one ever wondered what could be wrong with me. Doctors just told me I had irritable bowel syndrome, and family members said I was “emotional.”


Amazingly, despite having no clear intention to do so, I began a healing journey when I devoted myself to yoga as both a student and instructor. Further study about the human body led me to a career in holistic nutrition. While studying to become a Master Nutrition Therapist, I finally uncovered what was wrong with me. At the age of 24, I asked my doctor for a full panel of thyroid tests. Although my doctor said I only needed a low dose of antidepressant medication, she acquiesced, and with my antithyroid antibody levels in the thousands—yes, thousands—I was diagnosed with Hashimoto's thyroiditis.


My prescribed treatment plan was simple: take medication for the rest of my life to “control symptoms.” Like so many sufferers of Hashimoto’s, I struggled to feel better with this conventional approach. When I was 30, I was diagnosed with celiac disease. After suffering three miscarriages before having my two beautiful children, I became convinced that my seemingly unrelated health issues were connected to my thyroid—and its dysfunction.


To better manage my disease, I took it upon myself to study the thyroid, the endocrine system, and the extensive nutritional needs of the body. My final project for nutrition school was an in-depth protocol of an anti-inflammatory food plan to reverse autoimmune disease. I devoted my nutrition practice, Family Nutrition Services, to helping people like me learn more about their natural options for managing Hashimoto’s through food and supplements. If you have the means to do so, I encourage you to find a qualified nutrition practitioner who can help you develop your own individualized nutrition plan. (This is especially true if you wish to take supplements, since their misuse can inadvertently worsen symptoms in some people.)


I am so happy to say that today, in my 40s, I am healthier than I have ever been. My antibodies are back within normal levels, and multiple doctors have told me my Hashimoto's is now in remission. They have even asked me what I am doing to make that possible. Clearly, the medical community has a long way to go in understanding this complex disease. Fortunately, there is much that we do know, and I am living proof that following the wonderful self-care practices and healthy eating guidelines like the ones outlined in this book can go a long way in managing symptoms.


It took me years of trial and error and in-depth nutrition studies to find my way to better health. I wish I had had The Hashimoto’s 4-Week Plan fifteen years ago when I was first diagnosed. I look forward to recommending it to my own clients who come to me seeking nutritional advice for managing their Hashimoto’s, and I hope this book helps you find much needed relief from your symptoms, too.


Sara Peternell, MNT





INTRODUCTION
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If you picked up this book, you’re probably seeking better health along your Hashimoto’s journey. You may have lingering symptoms despite your medications or other medical interventions. It can be frustrating to follow your doctor’s instructions and still not feel well. However, in the case of most chronic illnesses like Hashimoto’s, there isn’t a one-size-fits-all solution. That’s why this book contains a host of suggested lifestyle and diet interventions to help you develop a personalized plan allowing you to achieve optimal health. The book’s title suggests it is a four-week plan, but you are free to stretch it for as long as you wish, or for as long as it takes to be effective. Over the long term, the goal is to establish new lifestyle habits that will help you live the best life you can with Hashimoto’s.


How do I know all of this? I, too, have Hashimoto’s disease. Although I didn’t have official diagnoses until well into my forties, I’d known for more than 20 years that something was amiss. The multitude of symptoms I experienced—weight gain, fatigue, gastrointestinal distress, migraines, and muscle pain—were impossible to ignore, forcing me to make tough choices.


Where I had once been an active person, I no longer had the physical stamina to live an active life. I changed jobs from a physically arduous position as a personal trainer and fitness instructor to a more sedentary occupation. And while the physical and emotional aspects of Hashimoto’s took a toll on many areas of my life, my lifestyle change gave me the time to develop many of my current passions, including writing, which is my beloved career today.


I also learned other valuable lessons: to put myself first, to develop a sense of self apart from my physical appearance and limitations, to trust my intuitive wisdom about my body and my health, and to educate myself and fiercely advocate for myself as a healthcare consumer. These have all been important factors in arriving at where I am today: feeling healthier than I have in years.


Well before my diagnoses, I intuitively understood dietary modifications might help me feel better, and I made various changes to see what helped. I followed many different diets with mixed results. However, it wasn’t until I started eating a clean anti-inflammatory diet, free of processed foods, dairy, and gluten, that I started to notice a change. While many of my symptoms improved, others persisted. I realized lifestyle modifications were in order, as well. I needed to be kinder to myself physically, spiritually, and emotionally, so I changed how I slept, managed stress, exercised, and talked to myself. I learned to find a balance between my needs and the needs of others.


I share my nutrition knowledge and lifestyle modifications within this book along with 78 tasty recipes, many of which can be made in less than 15 minutes. These recipes will make it easier to integrate healthful foods into your Hashimoto’s four-week plan.


Making the lifestyle modifications and eating the foods recommended in this book, in combination with the right medications and support team, have made a world of difference in how I feel and act. I have more energy than I’ve had in years, and I’ve lost more than 125 pounds. I sleep well, and am often pain-free. While different people may experience different results, I hope this book will inspire you to think of new ways to be kinder to yourself, listen to your wise inner voice, and improve the quality of your physical and emotional life.


I am honored to be part of your journey.
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PART 1



The Road to
Better Health
and Well-Being


[image: image]


 










1



[image: image]


BIG PICTURE BASICS


Welcome to the world of Hashimoto’s thyroiditis, a chronic condition that affects virtually every cell in your body. Discovered by a Japanese medical scientist named Hakaru Hashimoto in 1912, Hashimoto’s thyroiditis was among the first to be categorized as an autoimmune disease in the early twentieth century. Today, it’s believed to affect as many as 5 percent of adults in the Western world and about 15 million Americans, according to Medical News Today.


A diagnosis of Hashimoto’s disease brings as much confusion and questions as it does relief. If you’re like me and many other sufferers, long-standing symptoms have led you on a wild-goose chase for years. Fortunately, with diagnosis comes hope, and a chance to learn new ways to take care of your health and regain the sense of normalcy you may have feared lost. In the pages that follow, I’ll help you get on the path to better health with Hashimoto’s.









UNDERSTANDING THE IMMUNE SYSTEM



Your immune system exists to help your body stay healthy. It is a wonderfully intricate system designed to fight foreign invaders and keep all your bodily systems humming along in good health. When it works, it is a beautiful thing. However, when something goes awry, your immune system can turn on your body, a condition known as autoimmunity, and cause a chronic form of illness known as autoimmune disease.


According to the Merck Manual, “The immune system sometimes malfunctions, interpreting the body’s own tissues as foreign and producing antibodies (called autoantibodies) or immune cells that target and attack particular cells or tissues of the body. This response is called an autoimmune reaction. It results in inflammation and tissue damage.”


Making sense of this intricate dance between immune responses, cells and antigens, and inflammation provides a fuller understanding of how the entire immune system is meant to work and, therefore, how it is impeded by autoimmune disease.


Immune Response


When your body is faced with foreign invaders, such as germs or other disease-causing organisms (pathogens), your immune system kicks in. Ideally, your immune system will fight off pending infection, and you won’t get sick. However, in some cases, your initial immune response isn’t strong enough, and you get sick anyway. In those cases, your immune system offers additional responses to clear the pathogens from your body as quickly as possible. Examples of these immune responses include:


• Fever to burn out disease-causing organisms


• Vomiting or diarrhea to expel germs from the body quickly


• Inflammation to localize and eliminate invading pathogens to promote healing



White Blood Cells



Your white blood cells, also called leukocytes, serve as one of the immune system’s primary modes of defense against infectious organisms. There are two major subtypes of white blood cells circulating throughout the body. One (phagocytes) is released to fight off infectious agents. The other (lymphocytes) recognizes previous foreign substances, seeking to destroy them when they reappear.


White blood cells serve as a sort of police force in your body. They circulate through blood and lymphatic vessels, monitoring what’s going on. When they detect the presence of a disease-causing invader, the cells respond by destroying the infectious agents. In many cases, such as chicken pox, the body creates antigens, which are fragments of proteins the white blood cells can recognize and for which they can create antibodies. These antibodies will always recognize and destroy any pathogens from that disease when they appear again, conferring a lifetime of immunity to that disease.


Autoimmune Disease


While the ever-vigilant immune system is on constant alert for disease-causing organisms, occasionally something goes haywire. In the case of autoimmune disease, the immune system begins to respond to normal tissue as if it were a harmful foreign invader, thereby launching a defensive attack against normal, healthy tissue. This results in the destruction of healthy tissue. In the case of Hashimoto’s thyroiditis, your friendly thyroid has come under siege by a mistaken and misdirected immune response. With each firebomb received, the thyroid functions less and less efficiently, causing a plethora of symptoms mentioned earlier.


According to the U.S. National Library of Medicine, several results may occur as the immune system continues to attack the body, including:


• Destruction of healthy body tissue (in Hashimoto's, the thyroid)


• Changes in the function of the affected organ (in Hashimoto’s, changing how your body manufactures and releases thyroid hormones)


• Abnormalities in the organ’s size (in Hashimoto’s, an enlarged thyroid, called a goiter, is a common symptom)


Hashimoto’s is just one of more than 80 types of autoimmune diseases that occur in the human population, but it is among the most prevalent. Other common autoimmune conditions include multiple sclerosis, ankylosing spondylitis, Graves’ disease, rheumatoid arthritis, type 1 diabetes, lupus, Crohn’s disease, ulcerated colitis, and celiac disease, among many others.


Autoimmune conditions tend to overlap—where one is present, there are often other autoimmune diseases lurking—and there is often a genetic component. However, it is important to note that different family members may have varying types of autoimmune disease. For example, in my extended family (parents, siblings, children, nieces, and nephews), one family member has ankylosing spondylitis, I have Hashimoto’s and celiac disease (an autoimmune disease that occurs when ingesting gluten elicits an immune response that attacks the small intestine), and another family member has type 1 diabetes—all of which have stemmed from the same genetics but presented as different diseases.


While the mechanism and genetic links of autoimmune disease have been established, the exact cause remains unknown. According to the American Autoimmune-Related Diseases Association, autoimmune disease affects about 50 million Americans, nearly 16 percent of the population. The National Institutes of Health’s numbers skew slightly lower, suggesting about 23.5 million Americans suffer from autoimmune disease. The difference in these numbers is based largely upon the illnesses the two organizations classify as autoimmune conditions, showing that this area of disease research is in need of further definition and clarification.


Current medical treatment for autoimmune disease focuses on immune system suppression (through medication, surgery, or radiation, among other ways), which can help stall the progress of the autoimmune disease but also affects the body’s ability to fight off actual disease-causing organisms, lowering immunity to illness. However, many alternative therapies, such as dietary changes, are showing promise for helping people manage the symptoms associated with autoimmune disease.



Inflammation



Also part of the body’s immune response is inflammation; without it, we can’t get better. We are more acquainted with inflammation than we know. In fact, itis means inflammation, and any illness with the suffix itis—such as arthritis, colitis, laryngitis, bronchitis (inflammation of the joint, the colon, the larynx [voice box], and the lining of the bronchial tubes, respectively)—indicates inflammation.


When inflammation occurs, white blood cells are released into the blood or affected tissues to protect your body from unrecognized harmful substances. The surge of white blood cells increases blood flow to the target area and may result in redness and warmth. Some of the chemicals leak fluid into the tissues, which is what we know as swelling. Anyone who has ever had a bout of arthritis can attest to the painful effects of the inflammation response. In the case of Hashimoto’s, the misdirected immune system can inflame the thyroid gland, further limiting its ability to produce critical hormones, and result in a goiter—an abnormal enlargement of the thyroid gland.


Because inflammation is so commonly present in autoimmune disorders, detecting its presence in blood tests often triggers physicians to perform further tests for autoimmune disease, although autoimmune diseases certainly aren’t the only cause of inflammation. However, inflammation in the body can cause a host of symptoms that occur with autoimmune disease, such as pain, stiffness, fatigue, lethargy, swelling, fever, and similar symptoms. Therefore, managing inflammation (such as through dietary intervention) can, in many cases, help reduce signs and symptoms associated with autoimmune disease.


THE ROLE OF THE THYROID


It’s hard to believe a small, butterfly-shaped gland at the front of your throat could cause you so much trouble, but believe it. The thyroid is a powerhouse in all it does for your body.
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You are your best advocate. You alone know your experience, symptoms, strengths, and limitations. Communicate these clearly and never allow someone to dismiss how you feel. Nobody lives inside your experience except you. You are the most important advocate in your healthcare.


The Endocrine System


Your thyroid is an important part of your endocrine system—a grouping of hormone-producing glands that regulate growth and development, sexual function, tissue function, reproduction, metabolism, sleep, mood, and a host of other things. The endocrine system consists of the pituitary gland, thyroid gland, parathyroid glands, adrenal glands, pancreas, ovaries (in females), and testicles (in males). It is important to note that when it comes to regulating metabolism in the body, the thyroid is much more important than whether weight is packed on or melts off. Every cell in the body depends upon thyroid hormones for regulation of its metabolism (conversion of oxygen and calories to energy), so if the thyroid is having a bad day, it can affect the entire team of hormone functions. That’s why people are often suffering from seemingly unrelated symptoms—the thyroid sets the rhythm of the system.


Thyroid Hormones


Your thyroid gland produces and distributes hormones that play a critical role in multiple functions throughout your body. The purpose of the thyroid gland is to take iodine, which is found in many foods, and convert it into thyroid hormones. Thyroid cells are the only cells in the body capable of absorbing iodine. These cells combine iodine and the amino acid tyrosine to produce three hormones:




• Triiodothyronine (T3, which contains three iodine molecules)


• Tetraiodothyronine (T4, or thyroxine, which contains four iodine molecules)


• Calcitonin (which helps maintain healthy levels of calcium in the blood and bones)


These hormones are then released into the blood stream and transported throughout the body to control metabolism.


According to the U.S. National Library of Medicine, the thyroid hormones T3 and T4 affect numerous body functions, including:


• Body temperature


• Metabolism (the process of converting fuel in food we eat into energy required to stimulate everything we do)


• Blood pressure


• Heart rate


• Clear thinking


• Nerve function


• Growth and brain maturation in children



Thyroid Function



When the level of thyroid hormones in your system is sluggish, it is detected first by the brain’s hypothalamus, which tells the pituitary gland to give the thyroid a boost. A substance is released called, appropriately enough, thyroid-stimulating hormone (TSH). This hormone, in turn, stimulates the production of T3 and T4. So, three glands—thyroid, pituitary, and hypothalamus—work in concert to regulate the production and release of T3 and T4.


Thyroid Disease


Thyroid damage can occur in a number of ways. The most common forms of thyroid disease are:


• Hashimoto’s thyroiditis (autoimmune hypothyroidism, or sluggish thyroid)


• Graves’ disease (autoimmune hyperthyroidism, or overactive thyroid)


• Nonautoimmune hypothyroidism (mild thyroid failure)


The system can break down at any of the points along the way—from the hypothalamus to the thyroid. In the case of Hashimoto’s thyroiditis, the breakdown occurs when your body thinks thyroid tissue is a foreign invader and begins to attack the healthy gland. As your immune system attacks your thyroid, damage occurs, and the gland begins to function abnormally. At first, the thyroid may show signs of hyperthyroidism, releasing excessive hormones, but as time passes, function slows and hormone production typically decreases. This results in the common symptoms you find associated with autoimmune and nonautoimmune hypothyroidism, such as poor body temperature control, fatigue, dry skin, hair loss, sluggishness, weight gain, and many other symptoms associated with poor metabolic regulation.


Causes


A number of factors can cause thyroid damage and disease, including:


• Poor diet


• Poor nutrient absorption (malabsorption)


• Environmental toxins


• Genetics


• Pituitary disorders


• Autoimmune disease


• Other hormonal disorders


Concurrent or Coexisting Conditions


People with autoimmune hypothyroidism may also experience other conditions or diseases that exist at the same time—known as “concurrent conditions.” For example, I have the common cluster of Hashimoto’s, celiac disease, and casein (milk protein) allergy. According to the National Institute of Diabetes and Digestive and Kidney Diseases, other conditions that often occur with Hashimoto’s disease include:


• Vitiligo


• Rheumatoid arthritis


• Type 1 diabetes


• Addison’s disease


• Pernicious anemia


• Celiac disease


• Autoimmune hepatitis


These concurrent conditions often make it difficult for health-care providers to diagnose Hashimoto’s, because symptom clusters for multiple conditions muddy the water and confuse doctors and patients alike. For instance, many of my celiac disease symptoms are not consistent with symptoms common in Hashimoto’s thyroiditis, so as I related my symptoms to my doctors, they were unable to match all of them with one specific condition.























Self-Compassion



The Best Investment You’ll Ever Make


During this four-week plan, you may notice feelings of stress, anxiety, or fear arising. This is the time when it is most critical to practice self-compassion. Why? Treating yourself compassionately will help you stay calm, motivated, positive, clear, and strong as you adapt to new habits, gather information, and create new thought processes.


It’s easy to be compassionate to others, but that harsh critic inside each of us is often much harder on us than it would ever be toward another person. And yet, you are worthy of compassion, especially from yourself. While it may feel self-indulgent, it is not. Instead, it is a deeply kind and caring act toward oneself, and it allows you to counteract your inner critic.


Self-compassion is kind and motivating. Instead of demoralizing you as your inner critic does, it lifts and supports you, just as you lift and support others when you offer them compassion. It is not justification for your actions or an attempt to make yourself feel better, but a way to care for yourself when you are feeling bad.


Benefits of self-compassion:


• Provides protection against anxiety and depression


• Promotes coping skills


• Increases self-motivation


• Improves emotional resilience


• Lowers stress


• Promotes inner joy and peace


• Allows you to practice compassion with others


• Quiets the inner critic


• Cultivates goodwill, allowing you to accept and be more at peace with your Hashimoto’s diagnosis


[image: image]


Try these three simple techniques for practicing self-compassion:


• Write a kind and gentle letter to yourself from the perspective of someone who loves you.


• Journal your feelings and then respond to any negativity as you would respond to a friend.


• When you observe your inner critic speaking to you harshly, take a one-minute self-compassion break. Close your eyes and place your hands gently over your heart. Breathe deeply and think, “May I treat myself with kindness.”


Kristin Neff has written a wonderful book, Self-Compassion: The Proven Power of Being Kind to Yourself, from which this information was adapted, and which offers other suggestions for how to practice self-compassion. You can also find self-compassion exercises on her website,  self-compassion.org.


We will discuss the critical nature of self-compassion in your Hashimoto’s journey much more in chapter 4. For now, remember, in order to muster the power, will, and confidence within you to dedicate and commit to this four-week plan, you must believe in yourself and speak and treat yourself kindly, with more love and compassion.
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