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PRAISE FOR

THE IMMUNE SYSTEM RECOVERY PLAN

“The right book, at the right time, by the right person. We are witnessing a significant increase in autoimmune inflammatory diseases, which include more than eighty different diagnoses. Dr. Blum has done a magnificent job helping the reader to understand how this family of inflammatory disorders, including arthritis and fibromyalgia, can be managed with the diet and lifestyle program she developed in her practice. Her step-by-step approach is based on her considerable years of experience as a physician, and the emerging medical science that, for the first time, has developed an understanding of how genetics, lifestyle, and nutrition play a role in the origin of these disorders. The approach described in Dr. Blum’s book represents the leading edge in the lifestyle management of chronic inflammatory disorders. It is a ‘news to use’ book that provides real assistance to those with inflammatory disorders who are looking for a clinically sensible approach to their problems.”

—Jeffrey Bland, Ph.D., F.A.C.N., president of the Personalized Lifestyle Medicine Institute

“When treating autoimmune disease, Dr. Susan Blum takes the whole person into account, using practical tools such as understanding food as medicine and stress management, healing your gut, and supporting your liver. The Immune System Recovery Plan is an empowering, revolutionary approach to treating the causes of all autoimmune conditions.”

—Joshua Rosenthal, founder and director of the Institute of Integrative Nutrition

“A clearly written, practical, person-friendly, and comprehensive approach to relieving the suffering and reversing the damage of autoimmune disease. Thank you, Dr. Susan Blum.”

—James Gordon, M.D., author of Unstuck: Your Guide to the Seven-Stage Journey Out of Depression and founder and director of the Center for Mind-Body Medicine

“In the tradition of Hippocrates, Dr. Susan Blum reestablishes food as the most fundamental and powerful mediator of health and wellness. The Immune System Recovery Plan provides a wealth of information, based on leading-edge science, that will surely have a profoundly positive impact on the vitality and longevity of its readers.”

—David Perlmutter, M.D., F.A.C.N., author of Grain Brain: The Surprising Truth About Wheat, Carbs, and Sugar—Your Brain’s Silent Killers

“A must-read for everyone with autoimmune disease. Dr. Blum masterfully presents the latest scientific information and gives patients practical, natural, and safe ways to help the immune system heal.”

—Joel M. Evans, M.D., founder and director of the Center for Women’s Health, Stamford, CT, and author of The Whole Pregnancy Handbook

“A godsend for the millions suffering from autoimmune disorders. This book’s information is life-changing!”

—Christiane Northrup, M.D., author of Women’s Bodies, Women’s Wisdom and The Wisdom of Menopause

“Remarkable. Those who take the journey delineated between the covers of The Immune System Recovery Plan end up with a map that can actually lead to recovery, not just palliation of symptoms. Dr. Blum [brings] hope and skill to the treatment of pain and guidance toward the fundamental elements of healing.”

—David S. Jones, M.D., president of the Institute for Functional Medicine

“Insightful. Medicine pioneer Blum asserts that reversing chronic illnesses . . . is not only possible but that improvement can happen as soon as they begin her program. [She] provides detailed explanations for how the immune system works, tests needed for self-diagnosis, questionnaires, and personalized treatment plans, as well as recipes.”

—Publishers Weekly
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This book is dedicated

to the millions of people suffering

with autoimmune disease.

This is your message of hope.


 

“If you do not change direction, you may end up where you are heading.”

—Lao-tzu



FOREWORD


Relief from a Hidden Epidemic of Pain and Suffering

What disease affects more women than heart disease and breast cancer combined?

What problem affects 24 million Americans but receives only 5.4 percent of the National Institutes of Health’s (NIH) budget for this problem to study its potential causes?

The answer is autoimmune disease.

And it is mostly off the radar because it comes in so many flavors and types. Rheumatoid arthritis, lupus, multiple sclerosis, inflammatory bowel disease or colitis, diabetes, hypothyroidism, and psoriasis are all autoimmune diseases. We think of all these problems separately, when they are really just one disease with many different colors, depending on your age, sex, and genes. Autoimmune diseases affect our bodies at almost every level. Some affect our nervous system—like autism and maybe even depression—and others affect our joints and muscles, our skin, our endocrine glands, our hearts, and more. Autoimmune disease occurs when the body’s immune system attacks its own tissues rather than a foreign molecule, such as a bacteria. There are more than one hundred different autoimmune diseases, and as anyone living with an autoimmune condition will tell you, it has a huge impact on quality of life.

•  •  •

The emerging science—and its practical application through functional medicine—points to just a few basic causes of autoimmune disease, most of which are ignored by conventional doctors, who try to shut off the immune system with powerful medications that have dangerous side effects.

But the truth is that the root causes of almost all autoimmune diseases are the same: microbes, environmental toxins, allergens, stress, and poor diet. By removing these root causes and supporting the body’s optimal functioning through diet and lifestyle, you can actually recover from these conditions.

Dr. Susan Blum’s groundbreaking book, The Immune System Recovery Plan, is a powerful guide to self-healing. Dr. Blum shows how you can address the root causes of disease and rebalance your immune system. She lays out a clear road map to recovery for the millions of people needlessly suffering from autoimmune disease and provides solutions for changes in diet, supplements, and environment that can help people deal with and even reverse autoimmune conditions. Dr. Blum’s desire to find these answers was fueled by her own struggle with autoimmune disease, a condition she has successfully treated and recovered from by using the program described in this book.

Our conventional approach to autoimmune disease is to shut down the immune response with powerful medications including NSAIDs like Advil or Aleve, steroids like prednisone, anticancer drugs like methotrexate, and the new drugs like Enbrel, Humira, and Remicade that block the effects of a powerful inflammatory molecule called TNF alpha. But those new drugs slow down your immune system so powerfully that they increase your risk of cancer or life-threatening infections. And they have frequent and serious side effects and often give only partial relief.

These drugs may be lifesaving for some in the short term, but in the long term they do nothing to address the causes of disease.

Dr. Blum and I use the principles of functional medicine, which takes us to the root of the problem. We have treated hundreds of patients with autoimmune diseases successfully by addressing the underlying causes, including toxins, infections, allergens, poor diet, and stress.

I have even benefited from these methods myself. Chronic fatigue syndrome has autoimmune features and my blood tests clearly showed my body was attacking itself. Getting rid of my mercury poisoning reversed my chronic fatigue and autoimmune problems.

And this has been true for so many patients. For each one, doctors like Dr. Blum and I find all the causes—toxins, allergens, infections, poor diet, and stress—and deal with all of them while adding back the things the body needs to function optimally—whole, clean food, nutrients, exercise, stress management, clean water and oxygen, community, connection, and meaning.

Here are some of the stories of recovery that are possible for you.

• One ten-year-old girl came to see me with mixed connective tissue disease—her skin, joints, liver, and blood cells were all ravaged by inflammation. Doctors attempted but failed to control her symptoms with horse doses of intravenous steroids and immune-suppressing chemo drugs. No one asked “why.” Why was she inflamed? What caused the overactivity of her immune system? They simply wanted to shut it down. After two months on a gluten- and dairy-free diet, clearing out all the yeast in her gut and restoring her nutrition with whole food and supplements, she was dramatically better. After a year, she had no symptoms and was off all her medications and her autoantibodies returned to normal. This type of disease reversal is not seen in conventional practice, but it is possible and available to everyone now through Dr. Blum’s book, The Immune System Recovery Plan.

• One woman had crippling psoriasis and related arthritis. She was forty-two and couldn’t walk up and down stairs or get into a bathtub by herself, nor could she properly care for her children. Nine months after we started treatment, including eliminating gluten and other food allergens, removing her heavy metals, and balancing her immune system, she walked back into my office not only thirty pounds lighter (being inflamed makes you fat) but completely free of pain and psoriasis.

• Another man suffered for years with the bloody diarrhea and pain of ulcerative colitis. Dietary changes and various digestive support helped but he never got better until we cleared out the bad bacteria from his gut and got him off gluten.

• And a recent patient with debilitating fatigue and multiple sclerosis and little white inflammatory scars on her brain experienced nearly complete relief of her symptoms after she had the mercury dental fillings removed and went on a comprehensive detoxification program. And when she repeated her MRI, all of the white scars from the MS were gone!

Functional medicine practices around the country are helping countless patients to recover from autoimmune disease. Dr. Susan Blum is the visionary behind one such practice, and at Blum Center for Health, she has improved the lives of thousands of people. The approach of finding and removing triggers of disease, such as hidden microbes, toxins, or allergens, and supporting the body’s function with nutrients, herbs, and “pro” drugs such as probiotics is a movement that is now being practiced by practitioners at the cutting edge of medicine. It is an approach called functional medicine and has helped tens of thousands of patients worldwide. The valuable wisdom of functional medicine is described clearly and thoroughly in The Immune System Recovery Plan. By following the straightforward, revolutionary program described in this book, you, too, can treat the causes of autoimmune disease, reverse your condition, and give yourself the gift of health and well-being.

Functional medicine gives us the knowledge and the methods. Now you just need to apply them.

Mark Hyman, M.D.

West Stockbridge, MA

September 2012



INTRODUCTION


Getting Started: A New Partnership

There’s a growing epidemic in our country. It doesn’t grab newspaper headlines or make the evening news, but it’s there and it is debilitating and potentially deadly. It is the epidemic of autoimmune disease. Autoimmune diseases are among the most prevalent forms of chronic illness in this country, now affecting an estimated 23.5 million Americans. More people suffer from this group of chronic illnesses than from cancer or heart disease, yet most people don’t even know what these conditions are. This lack of awareness is killing us—literally. It’s causing severe pain, disability, and even death. Worse yet, many people with autoimmune conditions suffer with their symptoms because conventional doctors either can’t figure out what’s wrong or can’t get to the root of the problem.

The answer is functional medicine, a medical specialty that has come of age in the past ten years and focuses on reversing these chronic conditions. Hope is here. You’re holding it in your hands.

WHY A BOOK ON AUTOIMMUNE DISEASE?

There are more than one hundred different autoimmune conditions, and they are all serious chronic diseases caused by an underlying problem in the immune system. This book is a call to alarm: these diseases are reversible and curable if caught early, before they progress and cause severe pain, disability, and even death. The first symptoms might be vague feelings of fatigue, muscle or joint pain, or a nagging feeling that something isn’t right. With simple blood tests, you can be diagnosed at this early stage, and then, by following the steps in this book, your immune system can be brought back into balance before irreversible damage is done to your brain, joints, thyroid, blood vessels, and other vital organs. If you have been suffering from an autoimmune condition for some time and you have already experienced some tissue damage, this book will help you feel better in general, show how you can actually reverse the effects of the disease, and help prevent your specific tissue damage from getting worse. As a doctor, I have long been aware of autoimmune conditions such as Graves’ disease, rheumatoid arthritis (RA), Crohn’s disease, ulcerative colitis, lupus, multiple sclerosis (MS), Hashimoto’s thyroiditis, psoriasis, alopecia areata, vitiligo, Sjögren’s syndrome, and scleroderma, among others. But when I was diagnosed with one of these illnesses, it changed both my personal and professional lives forever.

MY STORY

Before I go any further, let me introduce myself the way I would if you were one of the patients in my office. I’m Dr. Susan Blum, a board-certified physician in preventive medicine and an assistant clinical professor in the Department of Preventive Medicine at the Mount Sinai School of Medicine in New York City. I am also the founder of Blum Center for Health in Rye Brook, New York.

In medical school, I started down the road of traditional medicine. Then during my internal medicine residency, I quickly realized that I didn’t want to focus just on illness or disease; I wanted to focus on preventing those conditions in the first place. But back then preventive medicine consisted mostly of screening tests and public health programs. It wasn’t part of a doctor’s everyday practice. Physicians just weren’t given the tools in medical school to help their patients change their behavior, such as how to get people to eat healthfully or reduce stress. I knew I had to take a different route as a doctor, so I sought training from institutions that were considered “outside the box” at the time. In particular, I was interested in the relationship between stress, nutrition, and illness.

I moved off the beaten path of traditional medicine toward a more holistic approach and into an emerging field called functional medicine. First I completed a program at the Center for Mind-Body Medicine in Washington, D.C., where I learned tools for stress management and methods to reverse the effects of stress on the body. Then, at the Institute for Functional Medicine, I learned how food affects these processes, either promoting health or causing diseases. When I started applying what I had learned about stress management and nutrition in my own practice, I saw firsthand how these methods helped people to prevent and actually reverse chronic diseases. These two ideas—prevention and reversal of chronic disease—became my passions and are at the core of my medical practice today. But there is one area where these techniques are truly life-changing: autoimmune diseases.

I know this not only because I have seen the benefits for my patients who suffer from autoimmune diseases but also because I saw the impact on myself when I was diagnosed with an autoimmune disease.

I discovered it more than a decade ago when a friend asked me why my hands were so yellow. I actually hadn’t noticed this before, but she was right, so I immediately had blood work done to find out why.

“You have hypothyroidism,” my doctor told me after the lab results came back. Me? A thyroid problem? I couldn’t believe it. Hypothyroidism is a condition in which the thyroid gland doesn’t produce enough thyroid hormone. This hormone is necessary to help the body convert beta-carotene, a nutrient found in yellow and orange fruits and vegetables, into vitamin A. Because this conversion wasn’t happening, all the beta-carotene from my healthful diet wasn’t being properly processed. Instead, these nutrients were building up in my body, and one symptom of this was my yellow hands. In retrospect, I realized that this wasn’t the only one. Another was the fact that I had to work really hard to keep from gaining weight, and a third was that I was often very tired. But at the time I didn’t realize these were signs of a problem. They had been part of my life for so long that I considered them “normal.”

Further testing revealed even more bad news. I had an autoimmune disease called Hashimoto’s thyroiditis. In other words, my immune system, which is normally the body’s defense in the daily battle against infection and invaders, was no longer protecting or defending me. In fact, my immune cells had turned against my thyroid, attacking it and damaging it to the point where it was struggling unsuccessfully to make enough thyroid hormone. I was shocked. I had become a vegetarian years earlier, I exercised regularly, I practiced yoga and meditation, and I had cultivated a strong, spiritual faith. I had faced my demons in psychotherapy and was finally content with my life. Because I was doing what I thought were all the right things already, being diagnosed with an autoimmune disease was shocking and frightening. I was also a medical doctor, so I just couldn’t believe that something was going on inside my body that I didn’t know about.

But my primary care physician just shrugged off this upsetting news. “It’s no big deal,” he said. “You’ll just take thyroid hormone replacement medication and be fine.” No big deal? Maybe not to him, but my intuition told me something wasn’t right. My body was out of balance, and I wanted answers. Why did I have this disease? And why now? To understand my illness, I decided to use it as an opportunity to explore all that traditional and nontraditional medicine had to offer me. I didn’t want to take a pill that would only mask the problem and just manage my symptoms. I wanted to know why those symptoms were there in the first place.

HOW FUNCTIONAL MEDICINE HELPED ME

The journey that I began after my diagnosis of Hashimoto’s disease led me deeper into the unique and, at the time, relatively new field of functional medicine, an approach that considers the whole person, not just his or her symptoms. After receiving my diagnosis, I began using the principles I learned at the Institute for Functional Medicine to treat myself. As a result, I discovered that because of a genetic predisposition, I’m at high risk for autoimmune diseases. I also learned that my body has trouble removing mercury from my system. (Mercury is a toxin that’s damaging to tissue in our bodies and a potential cause of autoimmune diseases.) I went on a gluten-free diet and reduced my mercury exposure by no longer eating fish high in this heavy metal (such as tuna, swordfish, eel, and striped bass), and over the course of two years I had my many dental amalgam fillings removed. I began to drink protein shakes that reduce inflammation and enhance the function of the liver. (Since the liver is the body’s main detoxifying organ, this helps it clear mercury and other toxins from the body.) Two years after I learned I had Hashimoto’s and started the journey to treat my autoimmune disease using functional medicine, my antibody levels were normal and my disease was cured. I was taking a small amount of thyroid hormone (called levothyroxine), and I had great energy and my weight was easy to maintain. I was thrilled and excited to share what I had learned with my patients.

That was the first step. Because my thyroid was already damaged when I was first diagnosed, my next goal was healing my thyroid, which can take a variable amount of time for each person, depending on how long it has been under attack by the autoimmune disease. Since my thyroid gland was quite damaged from the Hashimoto’s, I still needed, and continue to need, thyroid hormone replacement. That said, I now take half the dose that I was taking ten years ago. Today I feel healthier and more energetic than I ever have. My health journey has taught me what my body needs, how to ask, and how to listen. Reversing a chronic disease takes time and effort, but it can be done. My story is proof of that. I did it for myself and made the professional decision to help other people living with autoimmune diseases do it, too.

Years ago I gave a lecture to an audience full of health care professionals at the Center for Mind-Body Medicine’s professional training program. During that lecture, I talked about the importance of using food as medicine and how simple things such as breathing and relaxation can work to help heal disease. I was stunned to find that these important, life-changing concepts were new to most of the two hundred people in the audience. And they were health care professionals! I couldn’t believe it. How could these doctors teach these things to their patients if they didn’t understand them and weren’t practicing them themselves? It was then that I realized it was time to get the word out more broadly than simply to my patients and the people who attended that lecture and other talks I continue to give.

HOW FUNCTIONAL MEDICINE CAN HELP YOU

In 2010, after several years of planning (and many more spent dreaming about such an opportunity), I opened Blum Center for Health in Rye Brook, New York, where the focus is on a comprehensive integration of functional medicine, mind-body medicine, and preventive medicine. It includes a cooking school to teach patients and clients how to eat for their health and a mind-body-spirit center that teaches an array of relaxation techniques not only to prevent chronic health conditions but also to reverse them. This, combined with the functional medicine treatment I offer as a medical doctor, has created extraordinary, life-changing results for my patients.

I’m not the only person who has been told to simply pop a few pills and move on. And I’m certainly not the only one who thought that there should be a better way. Today, in my functional medicine practice at Blum Center for Health, patients often share with me what their traditional medical doctors have said after diagnosing them with an autoimmune disease: “Get used to the painkillers. You’ll need them for the rest of your life,” “We don’t know why people get these diseases,” and “Your immune system can’t be treated.” These are just a few examples, but the recurring theme is generally one of hopelessness. The idea is that you should just accept your diagnosis and the inevitable lifelong battle with painkillers, drugs that suppress your immune system, and the side effects of both (some of which can be devastating and long-term). I simply refused to accept that there was nothing I could do for myself or the other 23.5 million Americans currently living with autoimmune diseases. But with the prevalence of autoimmune diseases on the rise, I know that there are many, many people living with these conditions who will never make it to my office. I wrote this book so I could offer this plan—an effective and healthy approach—to a broader audience.

Many traditional doctors have an attitude of “just give in to your illness,” which only leads you to feel utterly powerless. It also makes your disease worse because it undermines the body’s natural healing process. The mind-body connection is real and powerful. There are many studies that show that the more control a person feels he or she has over a situation, the higher the rate of healing. People do better, feel better, and live better with various health conditions if they have a sense that there is something they can do for themselves. And there is! That is one of the core principles of functional medicine, and as an expert in the field, I’m here to show you how much control you can have over your own health and well-being.

So what exactly is a functional medicine expert? First, let me tell you what it is not. Most traditional doctors take note of your symptoms and figure out what diagnosis they can bundle those symptoms into. This usually dictates your treatment. Therefore, if you and a friend have the same symptoms, you often get the same diagnosis and then the same treatment. This works for trauma and for health issues such as appendicitis or a broken leg, where certain things such as surgery can remedy an immediate problem or symptom. Unfortunately, this approach doesn’t work when you’re trying to treat and prevent complex, chronic illnesses such as autoimmune diseases.

A functional medicine expert is like a medical detective gathering all the clues of your past (where you grew up, your family situation, traumatic events, health history, etc.) and your present (potential toxins in your environment, social life, stress level, relationships, diet, workout regimen, sleep habits, symptoms, etc.). Armed with this information, a functional medicine expert tries to uncover how and why your body is not functioning well. This type of detective work is what I offer all of my patients at Blum Center for Health and what I used to cure myself of the serious autoimmune condition that I had. It is exactly what I will offer you with the interactive elements that run throughout this book.

Sidney Baker, M.D., a well-known preventive medicine specialist who is often called the father of functional medicine, once said, “If you are sitting on a tack, the answer is not to treat the pain. The solution is to find the tack and remove it.” The Immune System Recovery Plan will help you find the “tacks” that are causing your immune system to malfunction and remove them one by one. It will take you through the four critical steps that will remove things from the body that are bad for the immune system and then make sure the body has exactly what it needs to function properly.

THE IMMUNE SYSTEM RECOVERY PLAN

I wrote The Immune System Recovery Plan to share an important message of hope and healing. Shockingly, there is no other book on the market that tells the average person how the immune system works and shows how to fix it. And that’s exactly what I’ll detail in these pages. I will explain how I have helped hundreds of people with autoimmune diseases such as lupus, rheumatoid arthritis, Sjögren’s syndrome, Hashimoto’s disease, and Graves’ disease, among others, reverse their symptoms and reduce their antibodies.

Antibodies are molecules normally made by your immune cells to attack and destroy foreign invaders, but in autoimmune diseases, these antibodies are misdirected and attack and damage your own tissue. Many of these conditions are chronic, debilitating, and potentially life-threatening. In fact, autoimmune diseases are one of the top ten leading causes of death in girls and in women up to sixty-four years of age.

The Immune System Recovery Plan will help you figure out what you’re feeling, why you’re experiencing certain symptoms, and how you can treat the underlying causes of those symptoms so you can reverse your autoimmune disease. How can one book address whatever autoimmune condition you have? Because most of these conditions have similar underlying imbalances. Through the interactive aspects in The Immune System Recovery Plan, which include checklists, questionnaires, and self-assessments, you will be able to do with this book what my patients do with me in my office. Naturally, you won’t be doing your own blood work or stool tests (since those require a health care professional), but by using the four steps in this book, you will learn how to treat whatever autoimmune condition you have. The four steps to healing and preventing autoimmune disease are:

• Step 1: Using food as medicine

• Step 2: Understanding the stress connection

• Step 3: Healing your gut

• Step 4: Supporting your liver

I suggest you do the four steps in order, which will help you reap the most benefit from this book. However, each one can also stand alone, so you can target one area at a time if you prefer. The Immune System Recovery Plan is divided into four parts, corresponding to the four steps. Each part is divided into three chapters:

• The first chapter in each part offers a clear explanation about how the immune system is affected by the topic at hand—for example, how the immune system responds to stress or how digestive health influences the immune system.

• The second chapter is a workbook with self-assessments. Using the results of these assessments, I will help you personalize your own treatment plan. This chapter will provide all the information you need to implement the plan, including specific instructions on how to integrate these tools into daily life and how to make permanent lifestyle changes.

• The third chapter provides recipes that show you how to use food as part of your personalized treatment plan. Each recipe includes foods specifically targeted to each of the four steps.

As we move through the four steps, I will explain why each is important and show you how quickly you can begin to feel better. By following each of the four steps, either alone or together, you will begin to improve your immune system immediately. These steps are the foundation that I use in the treatment plan I create for every one of my patients and are the simplest and most effective “medicine.”

The Immune System Recovery Plan will answer the following questions and many more:

• How the five A’s (antacids, antibiotics, Advil, alcohol, and animal foods) make you sick

• Why the most common foods in the standard American diet are commonly mistaken by your body as invaders, causing your immune system to attack your own body

• How exposure to mercury and other toxins changes the composition of your tissues, causing your immune system to attack your own body

• How common viruses—such as the Epstein-Barr virus, which causes mono—can provoke an ongoing immune reaction that causes you to feel chronically swollen, stiff, puffy, and tired

• How conventional treatments, which shut off the body’s immune response, have serious side effects including insomnia, weight gain, muscle pain, increased blood pressure, and depression

• How the functional medicine approach can be used in conjunction with traditional treatments to offer big benefits and very little risk

• How every virus you’ve ever had—including cold sores, chicken pox, shingles, hepatitis, Epstein-Barr, and more—leaves residual particles in your body that can develop into autoimmune disease, and how to make sure that those conditions aren’t created in your body

• How 70 percent of your immune system lives in your gut, and why balancing the good and bad bacteria in your digestive tract can lead to optimal immune function

• How having the right amount of bacteria in your gut reduces the incidence of allergies and autoimmune disease

HELP FOR US ALL

One thing I’d like to note is that although this book highlights autoimmune conditions/diseases, The Immune System Recovery Plan will help anyone wishing to have a healthier, more balanced immune system. The steps outlined here have helped my patients who suffer from asthma and allergies, as well as people who feel they catch every flu or cold bug that they encounter.

More people today than ever before have autoimmune diseases, and this epidemic is partially the result of an environment that bombards us with toxic food, stress, chemicals, and heavy metals. And while we cannot live in a bubble, we can protect our health by becoming more aware and changing what comes into our homes, into our families, and into our bodies. Every single one of us has both a choice and a responsibility to care for ourselves.

What’s most important to know is that we do have control over what happens to us. Yes, being diagnosed with an autoimmune disease is something to take seriously. But it is not a life sentence and should not be treated as one. You don’t have to live in pain or take debilitating medication for the rest of your life. You can heal your own immune system. I know this not only because I’ve experienced this with many of my patients but also because I have lived it.

The Immune System Recovery Plan gives you tools for treating and even reversing your autoimmune conditions as well as the tools for preventing them in the first place. My goal for you while reading this book is to see that autoimmune disorders are treatable and that permanent solutions do exist beyond a lifetime of taking pills. There is hope and so much that you—yes, you—can do to be the facilitator of your own healing. And you are not alone. I am here to guide you on this journey, so let’s get started!




According to the National Institutes of Health (NIH), “Research discoveries of the last decade have made autoimmune research one of the most promising new areas of discovery.”





BEFORE YOU BEGIN

I realize that this book contains technical information that can sometimes feel overwhelming and treatment plans that are asking you to make many changes in your diet and your life. But as you read through it all, take a deep breath and look past the trees. I want you to see the forest. I want you to know that there are options that don’t involve medication—options that can actually help you heal your immune system. While you do need to focus on the trees, which are the details of each of the four steps in this book, keep your eye on the big picture of what we are trying to accomplish: healing your body on the deepest level.

My goals for this book are threefold. First, I want you to realize that an enormous body of scientific literature supports this approach to healing and balancing the immune system. You may come up against physicians who are unfamiliar with functional medicine and unfamiliar with some of the studies I share with you in this book. But just because your doctor doesn’t know about this information doesn’t mean it is wrong. My goal in this book is to empower you to take charge of your own health. I also want you to have the confidence to share this information with others.

My second goal is to offer you treatment like what you might get at my office. There are millions of you and only one of me. This is why I created a workbook. It is broken up into sections so that you can put it down and pick it up later, working through at your own pace. It is a lot to do at once, and you don’t have to do it all in one week or even one month. Don’t get overwhelmed. You can do it. And remember, help is always close by: you can get help from our website, or you can find a functional medicine doctor to help you figure some of this out if it is too much for you. (See the appendix for resources.)

My third goal for this book is to offer a message of hope. My heart sings at the opportunity to let you know that you don’t need to give up and give in to a life of chronic suffering and medication. I sincerely wish each of you a healing journey as you make these changes that I know will help you feel better.



CHAPTER 1


Autoimmune Disease Basics

A HEALTHY IMMUNE SYSTEM

Your immune system includes a group of cells in your body that protect you against infections and illness. This is why the immune system is often referred to as an “army” of cells. Every day when you’re exposed to things that could cause infection and illness—such as viruses, bacteria, mold, parasites, and foreign proteins in food—your immune system takes action. To do so, it calls upon many different kinds of soldiers, but to understand autoimmune disease, we will focus on one battalion in particular, called lymphocytes. Lymphocytes are a type of white blood cell that is responsible for protecting you from harmful foreigners like infections. However, if they aren’t working right, lymphocytes are the cells that cause autoimmune diseases. There are two kinds of “soldiers” that make up the lymphocyte battalion. The first is killer T cells, which directly attack anything they don’t recognize and which they perceive as an invader. I think of this direct attack as cell-to-cell combat. The other kind of soldier is called a B cell. These cells produce antibodies, which are molecules that grab on to anything that your immune system thinks is foreign and dangerous. After these molecules get hold of the foreigner, your immune system initiates a bigger response that causes an inflammatory reaction. When this happens, new compounds are released that attack the foreigner in order to kill it and clear it out of your body. You can think of antibodies as bullets released from the B cells to kill the invader. Both kinds of soldiers of the immune system, antibody-producing B cells and killer T cells, start a process that results in inflammation throughout the body. Though the process may begin somewhat differently, the end result you feel is the same for the most part. The first definition of a competent and healthy immune system is one in which the killer T cells and the antibody-producing B cells are in balance so that the immune response is balanced, too.

Depending on the invader, sometimes you actually feel something is happening when your immune system takes action and sometimes you don’t. Examples of these foreign invaders include bacteria and viruses. If you get a sinus or ear infection, which is caused by bacteria, you may experience your immune system taking action by having a stuffed nose and pain in your ear or sinus area. If you get the flu, which is from a virus, you might have a high fever. These symptoms are the result of your immune system trying to fight the bacteria or virus. You might have a strong reaction and the inflammation might be felt in your muscles or in your joints, like arthritis. All of these are signs that the immune system is working to fend off the infection. If your immune system is strong, this war within you should stop after a week or two at the most. Once its job is done, the immune system will relax and go back to its normal state of watching and waiting for the next offender, and the inflammation goes away. In someone with a healthy immune system, this is a good, normal process, and we need these killer T cells and antibodies to keep us healthy.

There is more than one type of T cell. The killer T and B cells are told what to do by the T helpers and the T regulators, which either turn on or turn off the immune response. The different types of T cells need to be in balance for the immune system to turn off properly after it is activated and the job is done. This balance is the second definition of a healthy immune system.

While your immune system needs to be vigilant in order to guard against infections and toxins, it also has to be very careful not to hurt your own tissues by mistaking your own cells for the invader. During their earliest development, your immune cells have to learn the difference between something that is a natural part of your body, or “self,” and a foreign substance, or “not self.” Being able to make this distinction is called tolerance. The third definition of a healthy immune system is one that attacks only invaders and not itself.




Three things that define a healthy immune system:

1. Balance between killer T cells and antibody-producing B cells

2. Balance between T helpers and T regulators to turn on and off the immune system

3. The immune system’s ability to differentiate foreign invaders (such as viruses or bacteria) from natural parts of your body (such as cells and tissues)





AN IMMUNE SYSTEM GONE AWRY

An autoimmune problem develops when the immune system fails at all three of these definitions of health. The body begins to make too many killer T cells or too many antibodies (this varies depending on the autoimmune disease and will be discussed in depth later) and then fails to turn off, so the immune reaction doesn’t stop. (These first two problems can also be seen in people with asthma and allergies, because they have an overactive immune response to substances called allergens. Symptoms such as wheezing and sniffling, and even life-threatening tongue swelling and throat tightness, are caused by the immune response, not the allergen itself.) But most important for those of you with autoimmune diseases, the immune cells are attacking your body’s own tissues when they should only be attacking outside invaders. Put all three problems together and the result is inflammation and damage to your cells and organs.

WHAT ARE AUTOIMMUNE DISEASES?

“Autoimmune” represents a category of at least one hundred diseases, not one specific illness. This can be confusing and is probably why many people aren’t familiar with autoimmune diseases or are unsure which illnesses fall into this category. Furthermore, the names of these conditions, which include Hashimoto’s thyroiditis, rheumatoid arthritis, systemic lupus erythematosus, Sjögren’s syndrome, celiac disease, and multiple sclerosis, among others, don’t have the word “autoimmune” in them. This is unlike diseases such as the various forms of cancer, where their names contain the word “cancer” and the area where the malignant tumor(s) are found. For example, breast cancer is a tumor in the breast, colon cancer a tumor in the colon, and skin cancer a tumor on the skin. Without the word “autoimmune” as part of their names, autoimmune conditions sound like they are distinctly different diseases. However, that couldn’t be further from the truth.

What can also be confusing is that the names of autoimmune conditions don’t tell you where the disease is located in the body. Some autoimmune conditions are systemic, meaning that the attack spreads throughout the body to all tissues, as in lupus. Others are organ specific, where the attack occurs in a specific area or organ, like Hashimoto’s, which occurs in the thyroid. In either case, the name isn’t a helpful indicator of where the problem actually exists. For example, Hashimoto’s and Graves’ disease are in the thyroid, multiple sclerosis is in the brain and spinal cord, vitiligo is in the skin, and pernicious anemia is in the blood cells. Although the affected areas are different, we now know that the underlying problems in all of these diseases are very similar. In fact, the focus of recent research has switched from looking at the specific organ affected by the disease to determining the underlying mechanisms for how these diseases begin. This idea—that all of these conditions have similar origins—is critical to our approach for treating and reversing them.

More than one hundred different autoimmune conditions have similar characteristics. They are all serious chronic diseases with an underlying problem in the immune system. Another thing they have in common is inflammation, which is irritation and swelling inside your body, in any part including your brain. Inflammation can cause a wide range of symptoms, including fatigue, puffiness, muscle or joint pain, abdominal discomfort including diarrhea, and difficulty concentrating or “brain fog.” Or you may just have a vague, nagging feeling that something isn’t right, even if your doctor can’t find anything wrong with you.

By using a functional medicine approach and focusing on the primary cause of the immune dysfunction, research has uncovered many potential triggers for these diseases. (A trigger is anything that starts an unhealthy immune response.) It turns out that many autoimmune diseases are set off by similar things, such as gluten, heavy metals, toxins, infections, and stress. The main difference between each disease is that the immune cells target and attack tissue in different parts of the body. Essentially, most autoimmune conditions are more alike than they are different. And it turns out that fixing the foundational systems—which are your diet, stress hormones, gut health, and body’s toxic load—will heal the immune system and help them all. This is the revolutionary approach I detail in The Immune System Recovery Plan and why the treatment program it contains can benefit and target all autoimmune diseases.

WHAT CAUSES AUTOIMMUNE DISEASE?

The National Institutes of Health estimates that up to 23.5 million Americans suffer from autoimmune disease and that the prevalence is rising. With the numbers increasing every year, many experts have questioned what causes autoimmune disease and have been studying this to find out. As a result, there are many thoughts and ideas about how you “get” an autoimmune disease. Here are the explanations with the most evidence behind them.

Potential Trigger: Our Modern-Day Diets

Gluten

Modern-day agricultural practices include something called genetic modification. This means that the genes in the seeds for crops like corn, soy, and wheat are altered in a laboratory so that these plants can grow larger or resist disease more effectively. The result of altering our crops this way is that they now contain proteins that are not natural to the plant. Animal studies have found that these proteins are extremely difficult for us to digest, which causes symptoms such as:

• Heartburn

• Reflux

• Gas

• Bloating after eating

We have also seen evidence that these proteins cause immune reactions in the gut that can promote the development of autoimmunity. Autoimmunity means that the cells of your immune system are damaged and then make a mistake and attack your own tissues. Gluten is a protein found in wheat, barley, kamut, and spelt, and genetic modification has made it stronger and more concentrated in the grains we eat. This higher concentration of gluten in our food has been linked to the increase in food allergies over the last few decades. Why? Because gluten is a relatively new component of our diets.

Originally, our ancestors were hunter-gatherers, so they ate animals, nuts, seeds, and berries, rather than grains. Then they settled down to farming (only ten generations ago) and ate seasonally, rotating their food to eat what was available during that time of year. The benefit of this is that you are constantly varying your diet, whereas eating the same thing all the time increases your risk of developing an allergic reaction. Processed foods, which are those that have been altered by manufacturers so they no longer look like you just grew them, often have all the fiber and many of the nutrients removed. This process was created to give these foods a longer shelf life and make more food available to more people, but we now know that this is not a nutritious way to eat. Today, people who eat the standard American diet eat white flour at most meals, often to the exclusion of healthier, whole foods. Instead, you should choose whole foods, which look like they did when you picked them.

The problem with gluten is that it’s hard to digest, and when a lot of large pieces get into the bloodstream, the immune system goes on high alert, seeing the gluten as a foreigner and producing antibodies to attack it. Unfortunately, when these antibodies attack the gluten, they mistakenly attack our tissues as well. This is called molecular mimicry and is one way gluten is believed to cause autoimmune disease. Molecular mimicry is not specific to gluten. It can occur when your immune system mistakes your own tissue for any foreigner.

The other way food can trigger inflammation and autoimmune reactions is called immune-complex disease. Using gluten as our example, the antibodies bind to the gluten and form a complex that travels around the body. These are called immune complexes and are a common, important way that your immune system deals with foreigners. You need immune complexes for the normal functioning of your immune system. Normally the immune system clears these complexes out of the blood, but if there are too many of them, they settle in different organs, causing local inflammation, tissue damage, and autoimmune reactions. This can cause swollen, painful joints and is thought to be one of the processes for developing rheumatoid arthritis.

Am I saying that gluten is the main reason you have an autoimmune disease? For some people, it is; for others, it is a big piece of the puzzle. I like to use the puzzle analogy for this because there are often several causes of your autoimmune disease or immune dysfunction, and my approach is to address one piece at a time. I have chosen the four sections of this book to deal with the biggest, most common pieces. One part is food, but you must also address your stress system, make sure your gut is healthy (don’t forget that is part two of the gluten story, because the gluten might not have caused a problem if your intestinal barrier was doing its job), and make sure you aren’t overloaded with toxins. Once you address all these pieces, your puzzle will be complete, and when you look at it you will see a picture of health.

Fiber, Fat, and Immune-System-Supporting Nutrients

Other edibles besides gluten also impact your immune system. A diet high in animal-based foods such as dairy, eggs, and beef can promote inflammation and throw off the balance of good bacteria that live in your digestive tract. Fiber and vegetables are also critical for this bacterial balance and to nourish the liver so that it’s able to effectively remove toxins from your body. (As you’ll read later in Chapter 11, “Supporting Your Liver,” toxins put your immune system at risk, too.) Unfortunately, many people don’t eat enough fiber and vegetables to reap these benefits.

There are many nutrients that you must include in your diet in order to have a healthy immune system—some examples include vitamin D, vitamin A, selenium, zinc, and healthy fats—but these are often missing in the standard American diet. For example, processed foods fill us up with bad fats that cause many problems besides damage to the immune cells. We’ll talk about this in detail in the next chapter, “Using Food as Medicine.”

Potential Trigger: Chronic Stress and Hormone Imbalance

Some people don’t feel stressed emotionally, but they are skipping meals, not sleeping enough, or overexercising. These behaviors tax your body, causing it to secrete the stress hormone cortisol from your adrenal glands. Other people may be taking good care of their bodies, but they are anxious, worried, upset, or depressed, or they have severe, ongoing emotional trauma. These behaviors cause the same cortisol response from your adrenal glands. The adrenal glands are small nodules that sit on top of your kidneys and make all of your stress hormones. I want to be clear that not all stress is bad. For example, in an emergency situation, your adrenal glands release cortisol and adrenaline, which provide you with the energy to move quickly to get help. Or before an important talk, it gives you the energy to focus and think.

But chronic stress means your levels of cortisol are constantly elevated, something that can damage your immune system and prevent it from healing. Chronic stress can also lead to what is called adrenal fatigue, which is when your adrenal glands get exhausted and don’t produce the hormones required to keep your body running properly, including adrenaline, DHEA, and testosterone. Adrenal fatigue results in:

• Unexplained exhaustion

• Feeling like you can’t get up in the morning even after a good night’s sleep

• A burst of energy between 4:00 and 6:00 p.m.

• Feeling overwhelmed

• Cravings for sweet or salty food

• Low blood pressure

• Low blood sugar

• Irritability

Adrenal fatigue (also known as adrenal exhaustion and adrenal burnout) is associated with inflammation and autoimmune disease, which is why it’s so important to understand and better manage the stress in your life.

Stress can also have a negative effect on the levels of good bacteria in your digestive tract, which itself can cause autoimmune disease. Stress hormones may also be the problem if you are fatigued all the time, get sick often, have developed arthritis, experience irregular periods, are going through a difficult menopause, or have trouble losing weight. This will be discussed in detail in Chapter 5, “Understanding the Stress Connection.”

Potential Trigger: An Imbalance of Good Bacteria in Your Gut

Your immune cells, specifically the killer T cells and B cells, are the most central to the autoimmune problem. It is when these cells don’t work right that the body starts attacking itself and doesn’t stop. In order to help these cells function better, it’s important to understand how they develop. When you are an adult, immune cells are made in your bone marrow and then migrate to the thymus (a small organ under your breastbone), your lymph nodes, and an area called the gut-associated lymphoid tissue (GALT, just under the surface of the intestinal lining). The thymus was very active when you were in your mother’s womb, and when you were born, it was the main home of your immune cells. As you age, it still helps these cells mature and develop, but it becomes less and less active.

The lining of your intestines should contain good bacteria (also called flora) that are critical for helping the immune cells mature properly because they interact with the cells in your GALT. When these good bacteria aren’t flourishing, the immune system is susceptible to dysfunction. Several things can impact your good bacteria. As I just mentioned, one is stress. Another is that we are a society living on what I call the five A’s: antacids, antibiotics, alcohol, Advil, and animal foods. These things (along with infections and other medications) alter the beneficial bacteria in your intestines and damage the barrier of the intestinal wall so that food leaks into the GALT area below the intestinal lining, and then into your bloodstream. When this happens, the immune system recognizes the food particles in your blood as foreign invaders and develops antibodies to attack that food. As a result, you may have a reaction to a food that you’ve been eating all your life.

The other important role of the beneficial flora is that they help the killer T cells in the gut lining develop and learn the difference between a foreign substance (i.e., an infection or bacteria) and your body’s own tissues. This is why healing your gut by making sure the beneficial bacteria and intestinal lining are the healthiest they can be is one of the fundamental ways to keep your immune system healthy. We’ll talk more about this in Chapter 8, “Healing Your Gut,” but it’s important to know that a healthy gut is critical for a balanced and well-functioning immune system. It can help prevent autoimmune disease and has the potential to treat your symptoms and heal your immune system.

Potential Trigger: Toxins

A toxin is any environmental chemical, heavy metal, or other compound that is foreign to the body and causes a harmful reaction of any kind. This can also include mold because it commonly gives off dangerous toxins. Environmental exposure to toxins, which can damage both the immune system and other cells in your body and lead to autoimmune disease, is something we’re experiencing today at unprecedented levels. In fact, the Center for Disease Control’s (CDC) Fourth National Report on Human Exposure to Environmental Chemicals tested 212 chemicals and found that all of them were in the blood and urine of most Americans.1 This is not surprising, since we’re routinely exposed to toxins through food, pesticides, groundwater, industrial waste, and industrial chemicals. With respect to autoimmune disease, we are particularly concerned with any toxin that changes the chemical structure of our DNA, its sister genetic material called RNA, and the proteins in your cells because this can stimulate an immune response in your body. In other words, the toxin changes your tissue structure, leading your body to see your own tissue as a foreign substance and then attack it.

The most well-studied toxin in relation to autoimmune disease is mercury. (Of the 212 toxins found in the CDC’s report, this was in the top six.) Mercury exposure comes from silver-colored dental amalgam fillings used for cavities. It is also released into the atmosphere as a by-product of burning coal or wood for fuel and the incineration of mercury-containing material. Because this has been going on for many decades, the mercury from the air has settled into our soil, rivers, and oceans. As a result, it’s in many of the fish we eat, such as swordfish, tuna, striped bass, and king mackerel. (Since mercury concentrates up the food chain, larger fish who eat the littler fish tend to contain the highest levels.) Studies have linked mercury to Hashimoto’s thyroiditis, Graves’ disease, lupus, and MS. It appears that mercury is one of the toxins that directly damages your tissues, making them look foreign to the immune system. By now you know that the immune system attacks anything that it doesn’t recognize. This is why a crucial part of The Immune System Recovery Plan is to assess your potential toxin exposure and then take steps to remove as many toxins as possible from your diet and environment. This is what we will do in Part IV, “Supporting Your Liver.”

Another crucial issue with toxin exposure is that when the body contains too many toxins, the liver, our main detoxifying organ, gets tired trying to clear them out. Think of it as liver fatigue. The liver has many detoxification pathways, enzyme systems that are responsible for removing toxins. Each one requires specific nutrients, and if there are too many toxins and not enough nutrients, the liver gets depleted and toxins accumulate. The liver is also responsible for helping process the hormones your body creates naturally. When the liver gets exhausted due to high levels of toxins in the body, it also struggles with its daily job of processing our own hormones and the chemicals naturally created by the body. Estrogen in particular is metabolized through the liver, which contains specific enzyme systems that need to be working well in order for this hormone to be processed and properly removed from the body. However, if the liver is stressed, the estrogen builds up and the body actually produces more toxic estrogen, which can cause DNA damage and promote an immune reaction. In fact, toxic estrogens are thought to play an important role in both lupus and rheumatoid arthritis. As you will learn in Part IV, “Supporting Your Liver,” specific food and supplements can help hormones, chemicals, and toxins flow through the liver more efficiently and effectively.

Potential Trigger: Infections

There is a lot of literature linking viruses to autoimmune disease, and I will discuss the potential linkages later. But the solution is not to blame the virus. All of us have viruses in our bodies; it’s our immune system’s job to keep them in remission. By this I mean that the viruses are supposed to be disabled so that they don’t make us sick. However, if a virus is active, the immune system remains on a heightened state of alert and this means ongoing inflammation in the body. This is a problem. Symptoms of this tend to be very general, such as feeling puffy, swollen, stiff, and tired and/or having difficulty thinking and remembering things. For example, this is very common with the virus that causes mononucleosis (mono), which has been implicated in autoimmune disease. Called the Epstein-Barr virus, it stays in your body forever, sometimes undetected, at other times causing problems. I have many patients tell me that they never felt quite the same after having mono and when I test their blood for the Epstein-Barr virus, I often find that it is still active.

The solution to this is to understand why your immune system has failed to suppress the viruses. This is exactly what we will do in The Immune System Recovery Plan as we work to strengthen and balance the fundamental foundations of a healthy immune system (diet, stress, gut health, and reducing your toxic load). As a result, your immune system can disable the viruses and prevent them from persistently stimulating it.

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK: YOUR GOOD HEALTH DREAM TEAM

As I mentioned earlier, autoimmune diseases have become the most prevalent form of chronic illness in our country. Yet there still hasn’t been enough attention paid to them. I think this is why people view these conditions as different illnesses. The endocrinologist sees the patients with Hashimoto’s thyroiditis and Graves’ disease; the rheumatologist sees the patients with rheumatoid arthritis and lupus; the gastroenterologist sees those diagnosed with celiac disease; and the neurologist sees the multiple sclerosis patients. As a result, there is not one unified approach, which I believe has slowed the advancement of a better understanding of autoimmune diseases and more appropriate treatments of their root causes.

Another issue is that most conventional treatment for these conditions focuses on controlling symptoms with medications that work by shutting off the body’s immune response. This isn’t always effective and is often accompanied by serious side effects. For example, steroids such as prednisone can cause insomnia, weight gain, increased blood pressure, muscle pain, and depression. Other drugs are used to disable the immune system and can have more severe effects on the digestive tract such as nausea and vomiting, but also fever, muscle pain, anemia, and recurring infections. They also can damage the liver, lungs, and kidneys. Because some of these drugs can stay in your body for up to two years after you’ve finished using them, they are very dangerous if you get pregnant within that time frame. This is a critical issue since autoimmune diseases affect women 75 percent of the time. This statistic has led many researchers to look at the role of sex hormones in the development of autoimmune diseases. I will share more about this topic when we talk about stress and stress hormones, detox, and estrogen metabolism through the liver, and when we talk about lupus in the last chapter.

But the most important problem with these drugs is that they are treating only the symptoms of your autoimmune condition, not the cause of it. They don’t explain why your immune system is not working properly in the first place, and if you don’t figure this out, you can only manage your symptoms rather than cure your condition completely.

If a traditional doctor suspects that you have an autoimmune disease, the first blood test he or she will do is what’s called an anti-nuclear antibody (ANA) test. This doesn’t look for any one specific autoimmune disease but is a general screening test for systemic autoimmune diseases such as lupus. Your doctor might also do some tests for different organ-specific diseases, such as Hashimoto’s or Graves’ disease. As I mentioned earlier, in a healthy immune system antibodies target and attack foreigners that can cause infections and illnesses. When an autoimmune condition develops, these antibodies target your own tissue, and often the first antibody to show up in laboratory tests is the anti-nuclear antibody. If the ANA test is positive, the doctor does specific tests for lupus, rheumatoid arthritis, Sjögren’s syndrome, scleroderma, mixed connective tissue disease, polymyositis, or dermatomyositis. If all these tests are negative and you just have a positive ANA, you’re not diagnosed with an autoimmune disease. At least not yet. The conventional medical approach is to watch and wait to see if your symptoms get worse and you test positive eventually. This is all with the expectation that someday you will develop one of the specific diseases.

This watch, wait, and do nothing approach is against all of the principles of preventive medicine and functional medicine because there is so much that we can do to prevent the development of full-blown autoimmune diseases. It turns out that you can have a positive ANA test for many years before you develop any of the actual diseases or before you have any symptoms. For example, you can have anti-thyroid antibodies for many years before you notice a problem with your thyroid function. You can have an immune reaction to gluten for many years before you show any signs of celiac disease such as damage to the small intestine. My goal, and that of preventive medicine and functional medicine, is to catch the antibodies early and then fix the immune system by discovering why it is dysfunctional. This way we can quiet down the killer T cells and the antibodies, preventing them from doing tissue damage and turning into a full-blown disease.

By now you understand that antibodies and killer T cells are good when they are made against bad things such as harmful bacteria, viruses, or cancer cells. But we don’t want to have antibodies or killer T cells attacking our normal, healthy tissue because it will begin a cascade of damage, inflammation, and eventually impaired function. For example, in people with rheumatoid arthritis, the antibodies that deposit in the joints cause damage that deforms the joint itself, causing pain and impaired function. In lupus, antibodies can attack the cells lining the blood vessels, causing damage to the blood supply to the organ where this is happening. (People with lupus often get kidney damage this way.) This is why it is critical to find the antibodies early, before there is damage in joints, blood vessels, or anywhere else in the body. Research proves that this can be done, and I know it for certain because it is what I do daily with my patients in my office. It is how I cured myself, too. This book will show you how.

HOPE IS HERE

My goal in writing The Immune System Recovery Plan is to bring a message of hope. You don’t have to sit and wait to get a disease that is preventable. And you don’t have to sit and watch your disease get worse, thinking that there is nothing that can be done to reverse it. If you’ve already been diagnosed, it is not too late. You do have options besides taking prescription drugs for the rest of your life. And my goal is to help you see that. By following the steps in this book, you can feel healthy again (yes, healthy!) and reverse your disease.

But let me first make one thing very clear. I am not anti-medication. If you are having a flare of your disease, meaning your symptoms get worse and you’re in terrible pain and feel very sick, conventional medication can be very helpful and necessary. But once this crisis has passed, your focus should shift to figuring out the root cause of the immune dysfunction and fixing that. Also, functional medicine is not an alternative approach. I am a medical doctor and I work with my patients and traditional physicians, even while my patients are taking medication. I work to fix the foundations of their immune systems so that all the symptoms and antibodies disappear. When they are ready, their doctor and I decide together how to go about tapering off the patients’ medication.

In this book, I will present my four treatment programs for you to do on your own. If you’re taking medication for your autoimmune disease, you can still do these programs. However, if you’re concerned, talk to your doctor about these plans. Keep in mind that many of the suggestions and treatments are lifestyle changes and don’t require you to do anything that would make you or your doctor uncomfortable. But also know that just because your doctor isn’t familiar with some of the things I’m suggesting, that doesn’t mean they’re dangerous or bad for you. It may simply mean that your doctor hasn’t read the studies and/or learned about this approach. Don’t be discouraged by this. I’ve found that many of the doctors in my community who once were skeptical of functional medicine are now eager to send me patients and work with me to help them. Why? Because they see that this approach offers big benefits with very little risk. I am passionate about this because it is truly a logical approach to treating the cause of the autoimmune problem. This goes beyond simply treating symptoms. It means that there is real hope because there is something we can do to help you treat, reverse, and prevent disease.




THE MOST COMMON AUTOIMMUNE DISEASES

The most common autoimmune diseases that I see in my medical practice are Graves’ disease, Hashimoto’s disease (also known as Hashimoto’s thyroiditis), lupus (more formally known as systemic lupus erythematosus), multiple sclerosis (MS), rheumatoid arthritis (RA), Sjögren’s syndrome, and celiac disease. I also see other autoimmune diseases, including glomerulonephritis (a kidney condition), type 1 diabetes, pernicious anemia (destruction of red blood cells), and vitiligo (a skin condition). For our purposes, I am going to focus on the seven diseases I see most. Here is information on these common autoimmune diseases, their symptoms and important tests to get if you suspect you have one. But remember, it doesn’t really matter if your condition is on my list or not. You still need to fix your foundational systems if you have an autoimmune disease.

CELIAC DISEASE

This is a disease caused by an allergy to gluten and is marked by destruction of the microscopic, finger-like protrusions called villi that line the small intestine. It may take many years of gluten exposure before the villi are damaged and a laboratory confirms that you have celiac disease, but in the meantime the gluten can cause other digestive and autoimmune issues before it is diagnosed. Celiac disease has become the most well-known autoimmune disease because so many people have developed sensitivities to gluten.

Symptoms of Celiac Disease

Gluten can cause autoimmune diseases in other organs in addition to the gut, so there are a wide range of symptoms, from numbness and tingling in the extremities to fatigue from low thyroid function. Some common symptoms include:

• Arthritis

• Generalized brain fog

• Generalized fatigue

• Digestive issues such as diarrhea, gas and bloating after eating, and heartburn

• Anemia

Tests to Request from Your Doctor or Health Care Professional

There is a lot of confusion about how to diagnose celiac disease. Gastro-enterologists will give you this diagnosis only after a biopsy showing damage to the villi of the small intestine. This is very restrictive, since you might have what’s called silent celiac disease for decades before this test is positive. Instead, ask your doctor for tests for anti-gliadin antibodies and anti-deamidated gliadin antibodies. These tests are more sensitive in picking up gluten allergies and can be positive for many years before there is any damage to your small intestine. If these are positive, it’s a sign that an autoimmune attack is taking place somewhere in your body. In that case, you should assume you have very early celiac disease that hasn’t affected your intestines yet but is doing plenty of damage in your body, perhaps showing up as Hashimoto’s thyroiditis, Graves’ disease, multiple sclerosis, or another autoimmune disease.

And just to add to the confusion, even if all the above tests are negative, you might still be sensitive to gluten. That’s because these tests were designed to pick up celiac disease only and gluten can cause other autoimmune diseases as well. Therefore, if you have any autoimmune disease—not necessarily celiac disease—it is good to do the tests above, but if they are negative, you should still remove gluten from your diet, based on research showing a connection between gluten and many other autoimmune diseases.

GRAVES’ DISEASE

Graves’ disease happens when your body makes antibodies that stimulate your thyroid gland, causing it to secrete high levels of the hormone thyroxine (also known as T4). This condition is called hyperthyroidism.

Symptoms of Graves’ Disease

• Weight loss

• Rapid pulse

• Protruding eyes

• Insomnia

• Feeling too warm

• Restlessness

• Diarrhea

• Irritability

• Heart palpitations

Tests to Request from Your Doctor or Health Care Professional

• Thyroid-stimulating hormone (TSH)

• Free T4

• Free T3

• Thyroid-stimulating immunoglobulins (TSI)

• TSH receptor antibody

Here is the pattern of test results you would expect if you have Graves’:

• TSH is low, typically <0.5 mIu/L, often lower or undetectable.

• Free T4 is elevated, usually over 2.5 ng/dl.

• Free T3 might be normal but is usually over 4.0 pg/ml.

• Either the TSI or the TSH receptor antibody will be positive. If they are both normal, then you don’t have Graves’ disease.

The above pattern is what the numbers would look like in a typical, classic case of Graves’ disease. However, sometimes only one of the numbers looks out of range, such as a high free T4 with a normal TSH. This is a sign that you might have caught the problem early, and it is the perfect time to go through the steps in this book and reverse the problem before the disease starts.

HASHIMOTO’S THYROIDITIS

Also called chronic autoimmune thyroiditis, this is the most common autoimmune disease. Here, the immune cells invade the thyroid. In early Hashimoto’s thyroiditis, the thyroid still functions pretty well, so if your doctor is checking only your TSH and hasn’t measured the antibodies, you might miss the early stages of this condition. This is unfortunate because early on is the perfect opportunity to reverse the antibodies and prevent thyroid damage. If the immune attack goes on for too long, the thyroid might become permanently damaged, requiring lifelong hormone replacement.

Symptoms of Hashimoto’s Thyroiditis

• Enlarged thyroid (goiter)

• If your thyroid is actively inflamed, some people experience a sore throat.

• Fatigue

• Hair loss

• Weight gain

Tests to Request from Your Doctor or Health Care Professional

• TSH

• Free T4

• Free T3

• Anti-thyroglobulin and anti-thyroid peroxidase antibodies

Here is the pattern of test results you would expect if you have Hashimoto’s:

• One of your antibody levels will be elevated, either thyroid peroxidase antibodies or anti-thyroglobulin antibodies. If these are normal, you don’t have Hashimoto’s.

• TSH, free T4, and free T3: If these levels are normal, you are not hypothyroid. In early Hashimoto’s, you can have the autoimmune disease and the thyroid is still making adequate amounts of hormones. This is the perfect time to follow the steps in this book, because you have caught the problem early while it is reversible and can prevent damage to your thyroid gland. Here are my suggested normal values for the hormones for screening purposes:

• TSH: <3.0 mIu/L

• FT4: >1.0 ng/dl

• FT3: >2.6 pg/ml

• If the TSH is over 3.0, or if the free T4 is under 1.0 and the free T3 is under 2.6, your thyroid might be starting to show signs of damage from the autoimmune disease. You can discuss with your doctor whether it is a good idea to take a prescription thyroid hormone replacement. I will talk more about treating Hashimoto’s in Chapter 14, “Infections and Specific Autoimmune Conditions.”

LUPUS

Lupus, which is more formally known as systemic lupus erythematosus, involves more tissues in the body than other autoimmune diseases because it is a condition in which the body creates antibodies against the DNA of the cells. As a result, you can end up with disease all over your body and can have fever, joint, and muscle pain. Keep in mind that the symptoms come and go, because the disease can cycle through being in remission and being active. Unfortunately, many lupus patients get very sick, often dying from the involvement of the small blood vessels, which gives them disease in all their organs, including the kidneys and heart. Lupus affects more women than men, especially those in their twenties and thirties, leading researchers to believe that estrogen plays a role in causing or triggering the disease. I will explain more about this in Chapter 11, “Supporting Your Liver.”

Symptoms of Lupus

• Fatigue

• Muscle pain and weakness

• Fever when the disease is active

• Symptoms specific to the organ involved, such as joint pain, muscle pain, and difficulty breathing

• Butterfly rash over the cheeks and nose that appears after sun exposure

• Hair loss (but not baldness)

• Oral or nasal ulcers that are not painful

• Cold- or emotion-induced color changes of the fingers or feet

Tests to Request from Your Doctor or Health Care Professional

• Anti-nuclear antibodies

• Anti-phospholipid antibodies

• Antibodies to double-stranded DNA

• Anti-Smith (Sm) antibodies

The ANA test is the first screening test for lupus. As I have explained, a positive test doesn’t mean you have lupus unless one of the other three tests is positive as well.

MULTIPLE SCLEROSIS (MS)

Myelin is the protective coating on the outside of all the nerves in your body. In those who have MS, the myelin in the brain and spinal cord is damaged. This damage is called sclerosis. MS primarily affects women who are of northern European descent and who are of childbearing age. The most common first symptom is an episode of central nervous system dysfunction, such as optic neuritis. This is eye pain that gets worse when you move your eye in any direction. Sometimes symptoms go away on their own. Each time they come back, it’s called an episode or exacerbation of symptoms.

Symptoms of MS

• Eye pain

• Numbness, tingling, or pins-and-needles sensation anywhere in the body that doesn’t go away after two weeks

• Swelling of the limbs or trunk

• Intense itching sensation, especially in the neck area

Tests to Request from Your Doctor or Health Care Professional

• There are no antibody tests for MS. Instead, it’s diagnosed when lesions in the brain or spinal cord are seen on an MRI. It’s important to note that the diagnosis is made only after having neurological symptoms twice or a second episode that shows a second lesion in the brain or spinal cord. One episode that resolves and never comes back is not considered MS.

RHEUMATOID ARTHRITIS (RA)

If you have arthritis, it’s often difficult to tell the difference between symptoms of RA and common osteoarthritis pain and swelling that can occur with aging or after injury. Rheumatoid arthritis occurs when your immune cells attack your joints, causing tissue damage, inflammation, and pain. It is a very specific form of arthritis, and sometimes the only way to know which kind of arthritis you have is to do the blood tests listed below.

Symptoms of RA

• Muscle pain

• Fatigue

• Low-grade fever

• Weight loss

• Depression

• Morning stiffness that lasts at least one hour for at least six weeks

• Swelling of three or more joints for at least six weeks

• Swelling of wrist or fingers for at least six weeks

• Symmetric joint swelling

• Nodules or bumps under the skin and over an affected joint

Tests to Request from Your Doctor or Health Care Professional

• Hand X-ray

• Blood tests for ANA, rheumatoid factor (RF), and anti-citrullinated peptide/protein antibodies (anti-CCP)

• Blood tests for inflammation: ESR (erythrocyte sedimentation rate) and high-sensitivity C-reactive protein (sometimes called a Cardio CRP)

It is good to get all the above blood tests because they will determine if you have rheumatoid arthritis. It is possible to have a positive ANA with all the rest of the tests being negative. In that case, you don’t have RA. The opposite can also be true: you can have RA because you have a positive RF or anti-CCP but have a normal ANA. The ESR and the Cardio CRP are indicators of how much inflammation might be happening at the moment, helping to monitor flares in the disease.

SJÖGREN’S SYNDROME

Sjögren’s syndrome, which can occur on its own or in conjunction with RA, is an attack on the mucus-secreting glands that causes a reduction in secretions. It is often felt first in the salivary glands, which are in the mouth, and lacrimal glands, those that secrete tears. Ninety percent of patients are female.

Symptoms for Sjögren’s Syndrome

• Dry mouth and dry eyes

• Dryness in the vagina, skin, lungs, sinuses, and digestive tract

• Fatigue

• Joint pain

• Muscle pain

• Cognitive dysfunction

Tests to Request from Your Doctor or Health Care Professional

• ANA, anti-SSA, and anti-SSB antibodies
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