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“Joyful, Delicious, Vegan: Life Without Heart Disease is an inspiring guide to achieving the very best of health. The power of foods is surprising— even life-changing—and this immensely practical book will guide you to putting it to use.” 


—NEAL D. BARNARD, MD, FACC, Adjunct Professor, George Washington University School of Medicine, and president of Physicians Committee for Responsible Medicine


“The late Malcom X once stated that ‘Black women in the United States have historically been under the greatest attack in our society.’ After practicing cardiology for more than twenty years, I have come to know firsthand that the greatest threat to our Black women has been heart disease. We are literally at war. However, we are also blessed with brave warriors like Sherra Aguirre. In Joyful, Delicious, Vegan: Life Without Heart Disease, Sherra outlines a powerful, effective battle plan to defeat heart disease. This must-read book serves as both an inspiring health journey and a stepwise health guide for anyone battling heart disease or any other chronic illness.” 


—BAXTER MONTGOMERY, MD, FACC, Clinical Assistant Professor of Medicine, Division of Cardiology/Cardiac Electrophysiology, University of Texas Health Science Center, Houston and Medical Director, Montgomery Heart and Wellness


“Sherra Aguirre has written a thoughtful, well-researched book that com-bines nutrition science, medicine and her personal inner awareness, and which will serve our community well in this era of rapid transformation. May her words resonate with you in your journey toward optimum health and global well-being.”


—SAILESH RAO, PHD, systems specialist, founder of Climate Healers, author of Carbon Yoga: The Vegan Metamorphosis and executive producer of Cowspiracy, The Sustainability Secret, and What the Health


“A great health resource for everyone concerned with our deteriorating health in a world of scientific advances that should be improving it, this book is a journey back to health by going back to basics—by recognizing, appreciating, and returning the love of our body’s highly evolved 60 trillion cells, which work hard 24/7 to keep us healthy. It shows us our own ability to heal disease by paying absolute attention to what we are feeding them, by changing our diets in ways that ensure their well-being.”


—ELISABET SAHTOURIS, PHD, evolution biologist, futurist, and author of Gaia’s Dance: The Story of Earth and Us
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THE INFORMATION IN THIS BOOK is intended to be of help in regaining or maintaining good health overall and heart health in particular, and to help readers improve their diet, lifestyle, and approach to self-care. It is not intended to diagnose, treat, or otherwise replace medical advice from a physician or other health care provider. You should always consult your physician for the diagnosis or treatment of any condition, and before making any changes to current treatments or medications, including recommendations contained in this book. The author and publisher are not liable for the treatment or outcomes from any specific conditions or illnesses. Please do not delay seeking medical attention because of anything you read in this book or in any of its reference materials. The references and source materials in this book are intended to provide additional helpful information and do not constitute an endorsement of those works or websites. Please also be advised that websites referenced are subject to change.
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Introduction
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WHAT IF YOU HAD THE POWER to remain disease free by feeding your health instead of your illness? How would you feel if the person in charge of your care fed you unhealthy food and, when you got sick, fed you drugs along with more unhealthy food? Or when your health continued to deteriorate, what if they gave you more drugs and the same unhealthy food? This is exactly what we do to ourselves. I believe that without a nutritious, plant-strong diet, we undermine our body’s harmony with our natural environment, its balance, and its ability to keep us well. Everything we need to stay healthy is available to us, and it starts in our own kitchens. Doctors, health care practitioners, and others can assist us, but in this book, I will show you how your own everyday choices can have the biggest impact on your wellness and quality of life.


By choosing to feed our health and not our illness, we demonstrate gratitude and love for this wondrous human body we are fortunate enough to inhabit for a time. We set in motion a chain of positive events—physical, biological, emotional, and spiritual—that are life enhancing and life changing. Becoming more mindful of this power to transform our lives and heal our bodies is a turning point in reclaiming our health and joy of living. By doing so, we can heal our broken connection to our natural environment and reclaim the good health that this connection provides.


HEALTH CRISES FUELED BY THE STANDARD AMERICAN DIET (SAD)


Have you ever wondered why almost everyone you know is suffering—or has friends or family members suffering—from diabetes, high blood pressure, heart disease, or cancer? Have you noticed the increase in advertising in the media for “maintenance” drugs and other pharmaceuticals compared to five or ten years ago? When did dialysis clinics begin to pop up in our communities like McDonald’s franchises?


We are witnessing a health care crisis of epidemic proportions whose reach and devastation for individuals, families, and communities is increasing at an alarming rate. The leading cause of death for African Americans, Hispanics, whites, and most other groups in the US is heart disease according to the CDC. In America, nearly half of all adults are living with some form of cardiovascular disease, which includes forty-six percent of African American men.1 Forty-nine percent of African American women are affected, and black women are nearly twice as likely to have a stroke as white women.2 Twenty percent are more likely to die from all causes of the disease.3


The outlook for diabetes is no better. In a February 2020 National Diabetes Statistics Report update, the CDC reported that over thirty-two million adults have diabetes, with an additional eighty-eight million adults who are prediabetic, for a total of 45 percent of the US population.4 African Americans are currently twice as likely as non-Hispanic whites to be diagnosed, and African American women were twice as likely to die from diabetes in 2017.5 Nearly forty million people in the US are projected to be diagnosed as diabetic by 2030.º This is a serious problem for families and for the health care system, despite the fact that Type 2 diabetes is both preventable and curable through diet and lifestyle changes.


We cannot watch TV or browse the internet without seeing ad after ad promoting “maintenance” medicines to manage the symptoms of heart disease, diabetes, and other chronic diseases without curing any of them. The same big food and drug companies that offer a food supply engineered with added fat, sugar, salt, chemicals, and additives to drive sales and high profits, also supply and profit from the maintenance drugs we must rely on to live with the resulting damage to our bodies.


Diseases like diabetes, high blood pressure, and cancer are fueled by what I like to call the “industrial age diet.” It is a diet rooted in conditions from another time and place. It is surrounded by both nostalgia and tradition, which make it difficult to see that, although many foods may look and even taste like the foods we grew up with, they can be very different in origin and nutritional content. They are often genetically altered, have traces of toxic pesticides, and contain artificial flavor enhancers, preservatives, or other chemical additives almost always found in processed foods.


FOOD AS CURE


I began my own food and wellness journey about forty years ago when I started to struggle to stay alert and to focus in the afternoon after eating my usual fast food lunch. I didn’t give much thought to the typical American staples of my diet, which included lots of fried chicken, barbecue, burgers, and fries. I started to notice that about an hour after a quick lunch at whichever fast food place was most convenient, my energy would drop through the floor, and I would drag myself through the rest of the afternoon. I was young enough not to have experienced other negative health effects from my lifestyle and food choices. I simply noticed the connection between what I ate for lunch and how I felt afterwards and decided to take action.


I didn’t make a radical change. I just cut back little by little on fried, heavy, highly processed foods. And I felt better, so much so that it sparked an interest in the effects of diet on health, as well as a lifelong commitment to myself. Each year, I made small changes which had positive and cumulative effects on my health and wellness, and over time these changes would reshape my outlook on life.


For the next two decades, as I learned more about health and food, I adopted a primarily vegetarian diet. And then in my fifties, I began to experience the cardiovascular issues and hypertension with which my family struggled. I knew I had to do more and adopted a wholly plant-based/vegan diet. My body guided me along the journey through the ups and downs of prescription drugs and their negative side effects, to eating healing foods and experiencing positive side effects. When my body spoke, I learned to listen and discovered that there was usually a natural solution for most of my challenges.


Over time, I began to experience my body differently. A profound love and respect grew within me for each part, each cell, and for what I like to call our internal ecosystem, by whose innate “intelligence” we are offered the opportunity for good health. This gratitude for the health with which I have been blessed, and for the growing body of knowledge about the amazing intelligence coded into our cells, our food and Earth itself, has been both humbling and empowering.


JOURNEY TOWARD GRATITUDE AND ABUNDANCE


This book is about the adventure, fun, and spiritual fulfillment of eating and living consciously. It shows us how thinking differently and taking action on how we feed ourselves leads to empowerment and connection with the natural abundance that food represents. The realization that there are solutions to our most common health problems and that the very same solutions meaningfully impact our environmental problems—that we are not powerless in the face of either—is life changing. Even the smallest steps we take toward a having bigger view of ourselves and our relationship to the natural world in which we live will help tip the scales (pun intended) in our favor.




How we choose, interact with, prepare, and eat our food can improve our health, communities, and the health of our planet. It can and will save lives, and it starts in our own kitchens.







I have always thought of the saying “you are what you eat” in physical terms. I now realize the meaning goes much deeper. How and what we eat not only determines our health, but our mood, attitude, energy, and how we experience the world. Mindful eating is transformational. It will shape the legacy we leave our children. These are the things that compelled me to write this book. In doing so I join the growing chorus of voices from all walks of life who have decided to take charge of their health. Our lives and the lives of those we love depend on it.


I am very grateful for the holistic health care practitioners, physicians, and all of those who have advocated and shared natural health and traditional healing wisdom. I am also grateful for those who have added to those ancient healing traditions the knowledge from scientific study we now have available to us. Most of all, I am grateful for every single cell in my body that loves me unconditionally and guides me toward better health with its functional intelligence. I want you to know how you too can experience this feeling of love and gratitude to propel you on your own food journey to great health, vibrancy, and connection.


Along with my own, I will share success stories about other people who have experienced a reversal of diabetes, heart disease, and other diet- and lifestyle-related illnesses. I want you to have useful information from scientific studies and hear from cutting-edge lifestyle medical experts that point to diet as the underlying cause of these diseases and the dietary changes that can reverse them. And most importantly, I want each of you to have the resources, tools, tips, and recipes to create a healthier and more joyful life for yourself and those you love.


We will look at how combining healing whole foods with other lifestyle changes—like mindfulness, surrounding ourselves with people who support us, engaging in more physical activity, and choosing how we respond to stress—can provide results that are nothing short of amazing. The changes we make radiate outward to make our communities, all life, and Earth itself healthier. They also help us to live with more love and compassion as we experience gratitude for delicious and life-giving whole plant foods, and a greater connection to the simple beauty and abundance of life all around us. When this love is acknowledged it compels us to reciprocate, and its healing effects are powerful!


Let’s get started.
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CHAPTER 1:


Listen and Love—Living and Feeding Ourselves Mindfully
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“The greatest medicine of all is teaching people how not to need it.”


— HIPPOCRATES, father of modern medicine, fifth century BC


“SHOW YOUR HEARTBURN WHO’S BOSS!” says the actress in an acid reflux commercial, which suggests that by taking this particular antacid product, you can continue to “enjoy” the same foods that contributed to the problem in the first place. In our media-dominated, consumer-based society, we are coaxed into viewing our body as the simple servant of the brain. The messages and images we hear and see all around us tell us how this servant should behave and what it should look and feel like. We are happy if ours fits the popular definition of beautiful or strong, and if it carries us through our daily activities without demanding too much of our attention. However, when contrary to our expectations, it is too fat or too thin or begins to experience pain or discomfort, we want to fix the problem quickly so the body can do its job without complaint, and we can get on with whatever it is we think is more important.


Western medicine, which was born in the industrial age, frames this view by treating the body as a machine that is the sum of its parts, not a highly complex, interdependent, and intelligent energy system. In this view, communication is one way—top down. Only recently have mainstream health care providers begun to consider the mind/body/spirit connection in their treatment methods. We have all heard stories about people, quite often the elderly, who are prescribed one medication for this, another for that, and yet another for the side effects of the first two. A friend of mine was asked to take an elderly neighbor whose health was in decline to her doctor’s visit. He rounded up her eleven prescribed medications to take to the appointment. Not only was her primary care provider unaware of some of the medications, which had been prescribed by specialists, he discovered many of her health problems were actually side effects from drug interactions. It has been stated by geriatric specialists that many symptoms commonly experienced by the elderly actually stem from drug interactions compounded by poor diet and often depression. And of course, the pharmaceutical industry has prescriptions for that too!


UNCONDITIONAL LOVE


I want to paint for you a very different picture of the complex and intelligent energy field we simply think of as our body. About eleven years ago, I decided to spend a week at a health and detox spa in the California desert. I was fighting burnout at work and coping with the recent death of my mother. Little did I know that I would meet someone who would forever change the way I thought about my health. Susana Belen, the founder of We Care Spa, was the most energetic sixty-something-year-old I had ever met. Her petite frame, personal warmth, and flaming red hair made her a standout among the staff whenever she taught yoga and nutrition classes.


During one of her sessions, she shared a powerful metaphor. Susana asked us to visualize the trillions of cells in our bodies, each of which faithfully performs a very specific function necessary for our health. Each of these tiny, microscopic entities exists for no other reason than to promote our well-being according to its functional “intelligence.” She spoke with a quiet passion about their unconditional love for and devotion to us in a way that made me believe I could feel that love.


That night in my small cabin, after my evening meditation, I started to sob and could not stop. The stresses of my work and the loss of my mother had weighed heavily on me for months, and I realized that coming to this place and meeting Susana was part of my healing process.




The voice that Susana gave to each tiny cell in my body touched my heart. I experienced a flood of gratitude and humility to be the recipient of such love, unacknowledged, unearned, and so freely given.
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Because I am now aware of this wondrous intelligence within me and in every one of us—in every living creature, and Earth itself—I want to return this love each and every day.


I now feel a sense of responsibility and teamwork with the cells that make up my physical body. I know that if I eat poorly, expose my body to toxins (environmental or ingested), deprive it of rest, and subject it to high stress levels, my cells struggle to protect me. At some point they try to get my attention—a mild headache, upset stomach, or low energy, perhaps so slight that I hardly notice. Before I became aware that this was their way to communicate with me, whenever these mild distress signals appeared, my first thought was simply to stop the discomfort. Like that commercial actress, I would take a painkiller or whatever over-the-counter remedy was available. Usually the symptoms would go away, and I’d return to my normal activities again without giving the matter much thought. By not taking the time to listen more closely to my body’s messages, I missed many opportunities to understand how my choices and actions were undercutting my health. I also missed opportunities to make early changes to practice better self-care. My cells worked harder to keep me well, and with the symptoms gone, it was easy for me to continue making the same food and lifestyle choices that compromised them in the first place. The behavior of our cells is the very definition of unconditional love!


LEARNING TO LISTEN


It is the norm in our culture to live life in this way. With our symptoms abated or managed, we go on with life as usual until the body’s distress signals can no longer be ignored or silenced with over-the-counter drugs. At some point, taking action can no longer be deferred, and we get the bad news that we will now have to deal with a life-changing condition or event. And, depending on the nature or severity of the diagnosis, our tiny cells that have labored tirelessly to keep us from arriving at this point, that tried to tell us what they needed, will now be subjected to a medical intervention that will help some of them and perhaps disrupt or harm others. And then we face the risk of a downward health spiral that might have been avoided by paying attention, by listening and making changes when the messages were gentle, and the problem was small.


I now know how important it is to recognize and to be mindful of the aches, pains, and twinges that are messages from this cellular love so unconditionally given. The body is programmed to keep us well if we feed it a healthy diet, pay attention to how it reacts to the choices we make, and follow its lead. My goal now is to set a very different chain of events in motion. If I have heartburn, I first look at what may be contributing to the problem. Then I allow myself to feel empathy and love for the cells that make up my esophagus and digestive tract. I put the discomfort I feel in the context of the greater distress they must feel. I imagine how difficult it must be for them to utilize some of the foods I eat that lack nutrients they need to protect my health. I also remind myself that the only thing that can heal any illness is my body itself. Drugs, surgery, and other treatments can assist, but the body does the healing, not the drugs or the doctors! And I acknowledge that each food and lifestyle choice I make either feeds my health or feeds an illness, regardless of any medications I may take to control my symptoms.


Every action we take, however small, has both direct and indirect effects. Every choice we make either brings us more in harmony with our desires and intentions or moves us toward some other result or outcome. It either reinforces old habits or establishes new ones. We don’t have to be perfect, and the good news is that we get many opportunities to realign our actions with our best intentions. Life offers us many “do overs,” and for this we can all be very thankful. Because the body is so resilient, we can make small positive steps over time to feed our wellness and open a pathway to a result very different from the downward spiral described earlier. However, at some point the do overs end, and we see the result of an accumulation of our choices, both conscious and unconscious.
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