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CHAPTER ONE

The Root Cause of Disease

My first lesson in good medicine came when I was a young boy growing up in Uruguay, many years before I started medical school. It arrived from the unlikeliest of people. I used to follow around a gardener named Fermin as he tended to the plants in our home. I noticed that when he saw an unhealthy tree, he spent most of his time inspecting the roots and the soil around them. He only took a quick glance at the leaves. He would then devise a plan: more water, less water, fertilizer, pest removal, or some other remedy he kept in his gardening toolbox. I always wondered why he wasted his time down there around the roots when the problem was clearly up here on the leaves. I mean, I was actually staring at the problem!

When I asked Fermin why he cared so much about the roots, he simply smiled. “Boy,” he said, “that’s the way nature designed it. Your tree’s health and disease start in its roots.” My first thought at the time, if I remember correctly, was yeah, whatever, but I couldn’t argue with Fermin’s results. Time and time again Fermin took care of most problems by changing the conditions around the roots. The leaves always returned lush and green. Fermin was a good gardener, and a wise man.

The reason I say this was my first lesson in good medicine is because after eight years of medical school, six years of training, and another fifteen years of practice, I came to the conclusion that good medicine is very much like good gardening. Imagine you have a tree you love. One day you notice its leaves have turned brown. They will, you understand, soon wither and fall off. Imagine now that you call an expert who, after close examination of the leaves, recommends that you paint them green and attach them back to their branches so the tree can at least appear to be healthy. Everyone would agree that’s crazy. If you want to get your tree truly healthy, you can’t just cover up the problem. You need to get to the root of it. And just like Fermin used to say, the problem is most likely in the roots.

While I was in medical school the trend in modern medicine was to specialize and super specialize. Doctors became experts in one organ or even one part of one organ. More advanced technology helped not only detect problem areas, but also treat them. The advances of science were mesmerizing, and people held the practice of medicine in high regard. The great irony of our success, however, was that we only got better at painting the leaves. We went way beyond gardeners who paint the brown leaves green. We cut out whole branches and replaced them with healthier ones. Or built artificial branches and leaves altogether. We got so good at attacking individual diseases and symptoms we forgot to look at their root causes.

Take the medical community’s response to inflammation, for instance. After I completed my training as a cardiologist, in 1998, scientists started to notice that all chronic diseases—regardless of how different each disease seemed or where each disease presented in the body—shared one common condition: inflammation. Identified as a precursor of disease, the medical establishment turned its attention to fighting it. Inflammation quickly became the “new disease on the block.” Hundreds of articles, studies, and books were written about it, and entire industries were born in the fight against it. While the fight against inflammation helped many people alleviate their suffering, it is really just the first symptom of disease. The fight against it is really just another example of modern medicine’s attempt to keep individual leaves vibrant and green while the plant is dying. We still need to get to the root of disease.

Clean Gut does this. Before chronic disease, there is inflammation; but before inflammation comes gut dysfunction. Anti-inflammation treatments help, but gut repair corrects the problem right at its source.

In these pages I reveal how your overall health is connected to a singular area of the body, your gut. I explain how the root of almost all chronic diseases also starts in your gut. You will discover that most of the “diseases” being diagnosed in epidemic proportions—such as heart disease, cancer, autoimmune diseases, insomnia, depression, asthma, diabetes, and arthritis—can all be traced back to your injured and irritated gut.

Even if you have not been diagnosed with a specific disease, many of the minor ailments you may be suffering from—such as tiredness, aches and pains, allergies, mood swings, lack of libido, bad breath, body odor, eczema, and constipation—may also be directly related to gut dysfunction. In addition, a damaged gut will lead to premature aging. These symptoms are often justified and attributed to the unavoidable wear and tear of your aging body, but they are ultimately directly related to the health of your gut and can be reversed by a gut repair program.

In fact, most health issues affecting the world’s populace today are the result of a disrupted, damaged gut. It is critical that we make this vitally important information and health tool available to everyone. Clean Gut is a proven path to avoiding disease and reclaiming your own power to get truly healthy.

In my first book, Clean, I explained how the toxic chemicals we are exposed to, and the toxic conditions we create in our lives, are responsible for many of our health problems. Nobody escapes this reality. This is true now more than ever. There are great possible benefits for most people when they learn how to activate and support their bodies’ detoxifying organs and systems. The twenty-one-day Clean cleanse has helped thousands do just that.

In Clean Gut, I share a powerful new program, a critical tool in preemptively attacking and eliminating disease at the root. We do not have to wait until we are sick to get healthy. Let me explain. The most common toxins come in our food, and your gut bears the brunt of these toxins. Even toxins that are absorbed through your skin and lungs will eventually end up causing havoc in your gut. Take a shower with unfiltered water in any city in America and you will end up with some amount of chlorine circulating in your blood, which will reach the cells at the lining of your gut and negatively affect the gut’s good bacteria. The reality is that life these days is not gut friendly.

It is unquestionable that the state of human health is in crisis. We are sick and getting sicker. Everyone seems to be suffering from something, getting tests done, taking over-the-counter and prescription medications. Chronic diseases are on the rise. Too many people are diagnosed with a growing number of diseases. It is out of control. When I was in medical school, I saw many patients with cancer, but this was not the case in my personal life. Today, however, many of my friends have cancer and many more people I know are being diagnosed with it. Diseases that were rare in the 1980s, such as autoimmune diseases, are now global epidemics.

Not only is the state of human health in crisis, the state of our medical system is also about to collapse. Doctors have no reservations about spitting out a diagnosis, ordering sophisticated tests, and prescribing treatments, which include drastic surgeries and radical combinations of prescription drugs to silence our symptoms. These combinations of chemicals are often effective in suppressing symptoms but are frequently all too toxic. Many health issues, and in some cases death, are caused by treatments given to patients by the most competent doctors.

A pill for an ill to suppress symptoms is a lot like painting the brown leaves green for a sick tree. It is just bad gardening. And it doesn’t work. I talk to people all over the world, and there is a general frustration with the current state of medicine. People are disappointed by their doctors and upset by the lack of information and real, lasting solutions. We were taught to trust physicians and to be fascinated by and grateful to science, but this kind of blind faith in the medical profession is beginning to wane.

There are still many of us who believe we are diagnosing more diseases because we are constantly getting better at it through better science and technology. It is far too easy to accept the current state of medical care and assume that without it things would probably be much worse. We are told and expected to believe that diseases are a combination of bad luck and bad genes—mainly that diseases happen when the body is doing something wrong.

Symptoms are grouped into syndromes, which are classified by systems. A series of laboratory tests are often necessary to confirm a diagnosis. Treatment is usually a standardized plan, which mostly consists of surgeries and medications. It doesn’t matter which patient has a particular disease but what particular disease a patient has. Modern medicine offers the same treatment for the same diagnosis no matter who you are.

It doesn’t have to be this way. By focusing on gut health, you can eliminate disease at the root, and protect your health for the long term. Even if you have followed Clean or another program that focuses on detoxification and have already eliminated the majority of your exposure to toxic chemicals, your gut may still be in need of further repair. Organic, chemical-free food can also negatively affect your gut’s health if eaten in the wrong combinations, frequency, or quantity. Certain foods—such as sugar, caffeine, and dairy—that you may have not yet identified could be toxic triggers, which initiate a cascade of reactions that erode your health from the roots up.

All these negative and toxic influences disrupt the gut. Simply reverting to a “healthy” diet is not enough. Special measures must be taken and specific conditions must be met in order to aid our bodies in their attempts to repair themselves. This is what we do with other organs in our bodies when the damage is beyond “natural self-repair.”

Within the medical community, the word “gut” is a loosely defined term. It’s more often used as just another way to talk about our intestines. When I use the word gut, however, I refer to a lot more than just the body’s digestive tube. I mean the living organisms inside the gut, the intestinal flora, and the immune and nervous systems within and around the walls of the intestines. The body doesn’t make a distinction between these different parts. Nor should we. Together, these different organs and tissues make up the gut, one of the most complex and important instruments in your body. Your health and well-being depend on all these parts working in concert, at their highest levels, in more ways than you can imagine. It’s simple, really: if you learn about how your gut works and understand how to repair and keep it clean, you will achieve vibrant, long-lasting health.

The gut performs essential functions in the body. The different organs of the gut, while working interdependently, remain in constant communication with each other through nerves and hormones. How the gut functions has both a direct and indirect effect on every single cell in the human body, from the cells in your bone marrow deep inside your bones to the hair and skin on the surface. Often dysfunctions in the gut cause symptoms in the unlikeliest parts of the body. A rash on the skin, for instance. When you notice a rash, you consult a dermatologist. Because the rash is something you can see and feel, chances are the dermatologist will focus his or her attention there and prescribe a cream to eliminate the rash or the accompanying itchiness. In other words, the dermatologist is simply painting the brown leaves green. This is just one example of how a dysfunction in the gut presents itself as a different symptom somewhere—anywhere—else in the body. There are countless others. As I regularly tell patients, the gut is the body’s great trickster, hiding in plain sight. It fools almost everyone, including doctors and even gastroenterologists, into thinking that it’s perfectly fine. That the real problem is somewhere else.

The medical establishment continues to minimize or entirely overlook gut health in the way I talk about it here. The state of the art of prevention in gastroenterology is a colonoscopy for early polyp detection and excision. Doctors are constantly searching for a link between specific organs and certain types of illness, disease, and germs without thinking how the gut factors in. Or they focus on the organs that seem to have more of an immediate impact on our immediate survival, such as the heart, which has to continue beating, the kidneys, which have to filter the blood, or the brain, which has to fire neurons. Modern medicine continues as “a pill for an ill” industry largely because very few doctors pay close attention to the gut. Just as the secret to a lush garden starts in the plants’ roots, the body’s health begins in the gut, its own internal roots. The gut is the center of health, illness, and dysfunction. If you want to figure out why your leaves are turning brown, so to speak, look at your gut.

Clean Gut will help your body repair your gut. No matter your current state of health, you will benefit from this program. Based on the four Rs of functional medicine—Remove, Replace, Reinoculate, and Repair—the Clean Gut program is divided into two distinct phases. The first phase is a twenty-one-day diet, which focuses on eating easily digestible and low-sugar foods while removing the kinds of food that lead to gut dysfunction. It also includes necessary supplements that will address the different aspects of gut repair that your body needs outside help with. The second—and crucial—phase is a seven-day reintroduction process, the purpose of which is to identify the foods that do you the most harm. These toxic triggers, as I call them, must be identified to fully restore and maintain gut health. Combined, this is a comprehensive program that can be easily integrated into your daily life and has the potential to heal and restore the area in your body that is most taxed by your everyday life: your gut.

We are all walking around with damaged guts and, to different degrees, suffering the consequences in our day-to-day and long-term health. Without an optimally functioning gut, we simply don’t have a chance of achieving true long-lasting health. When we repair the gut and eliminate the root of disease, however, major and minor symptoms disappear, and we discover what it means to be truly healthy.

For some, it may be a very subtle improvement, but subtle improvement can be phenomenal. A good friend of mine lives a really healthy life. Jimmy eats well and exercises regularly. He says he always feels great. But, as my friend, he’s had to listen to me describe what I observe in so many people. Eventually, he got curious and decided to try the Clean Gut program. After the program, he described that he was breathing more deeply and slowly, and the air in his lungs felt fresh and new, unlike anything he had ever experienced before. He described being more alert and aware and feeling that breathing gave him more satisfaction and pleasure. The result was a better and clearer experience of every minute of the day.

For others, the results will be more far-reaching, such as it was for Magdalena. She had always felt tired and had many debilitating symptoms: dry mouth, dry eyes, joint pain, multiple infections lasting weeks, and many others. She visited many doctors until one finally diagnosed Behçet’s syndrome, an autoimmune disease. She was told that the treatment for the severity of her disease was methotrexate, a chemotherapy agent also used for many types of cancer. What frightened Magdalena the most was that this treatment greatly reduced her chances of getting pregnant. She contacted me from Uruguay shortly thereafter. I put her on the Clean Gut program as a trial before she started her methotrexate treatment. After twenty-one days, the majority of Magdalena’s symptoms had completely disappeared or were significantly reduced. Magdalena reported that she had never felt so strong, so good, or so healthy in her life. She decided against the treatment and is instead focusing on getting pregnant.

Whether we are just repairing inevitable minor damage or eliminating diseases at their root, improving gut health has rewarded my patients with a new level of health and vibrancy they never imagined. This approach to gut repair is the most powerful healing tool in my medical toolbox, and it has helped many of my patients all over the world. Now you can do it by following the Clean Gut program as outlined in chapter 6. Restore your gut’s health and stop disease from the get-go—or, more accurately, from the gut-go!

Just as Clean was not a product of multimillion-dollar clinical trials or a pharmaceutical company sponsorship, Clean Gut is also the result of my personal, spiritual, and professional journey, a journey that led me around the world, all the way back to my first lesson with Fermin.





CHAPTER TWO

The Patient, the Teacher, and the Doctor

I didn’t just wake up one day and decide to reinvent myself as a doctor. I was desperately looking for solutions for my own health problems.

After an intense residency at Beekman, New York University’s Downtown Hospital, and a grueling cardiology fellowship at Lenox Hill Hospital, where I ran the cardiac intensive care unit during my nights on call, my health was in ruins. Six straight years of endless workdays, sleepless nights, and a steady diet of microwavable dinners and fast food had done a number on my system. I was exhausted and overweight. I was depressed and in constant discomfort. My seasonal allergies, which developed shortly after I arrived in New York, had turned into a year-round torture of sneezing, itching, sniffling, and coughing. What had started as mild constipation—the result of takeout meals, vending-machine snacks, nurses’ potlucks, and food from the hospital cafeteria—had worsened into abdominal pain, cramps, bloating, and explosive episodes of diarrhea, which sometimes occurred a few minutes after a meal. My lips blistered whenever I spent more than a few hours in the sun. I had hemorrhoids. On most days, I couldn’t function. To be honest, I didn’t want to function.

I felt like giving up. So I decided to seek help from my peers. I visited three specialists: an allergist, a gastroenterologist, and a psychiatrist. I ended up with seven prescription medications for three different diagnoses: severe allergies, irritable bowel syndrome (IBS), and depression. The idea of taking chemicals for the rest of my life to silence my symptoms in order to function didn’t make sense. So, I started to look for answers outside my world of hospitals and medical offices. This journey led to the first of my three aha moments, three clarifying visions about life—and health—that even today continue to inform my holistic approach to medicine and health.

 

The Journey Begins:

A Sneak Preview into Awakening

Since my most disturbing symptom was depression, I made appointments with therapists, counselors, and social workers. I also read self-help books by Nathaniel Branden, Gay Hendricks, and wayne Dyer, as well as Shakti Gawain’s work on creative visualization. My search eventually led me to a school of meditation, where I learned that one can achieve a state of uninterrupted presence through meditation, a state that emotionally feels like uninterrupted peace. While there, I got a taste of this state during an intensive weekend meditation course with the school’s teacher, a radiant Indian woman who teaches these principles by example.

The weekend intensive alternated between chanting sessions, silent mediation sessions, and sessions during which other students and the school’s monks shared their personal experiences. I attended all the sessions and did my best to meditate during the periods of silent meditation. But nothing was happening. I couldn’t even sit still for a few minutes with my eyes closed. At one point, a student from France started speaking about how meditation had transformed his life. His story was very similar to my own. He’d been a happy kid but then his mind got dark and full of negative, racing thoughts. As I identified with everything this man was saying, something really strange took place. Suddenly, the whole hall grew dark, closing in on me as if I were getting tunnel vision. I could see only the French man’s face, which then began to move closer and closer to me. He was looking straight at me and coming closer in my tunnel until bam! I switched physical places with him. He was me, and I was him. But I wasn’t really him. I was just experiencing his vantage point, looking out from his eyes and seeing my own body in the distance. When he finished talking, and all the people in the room started clapping, I was immediately back in my own body looking at the French man acknowledging the applause from the crowd. I thought I might have had a hallucination.

Sweating profusely, I quickly got up and went to the cafeteria to sit down, drink something, and pull myself together. Prema, a longtime resident of the school, approached me and said I looked pale. She asked if I was okay. After I told her what had happened, she urged me to return to the next chanting session. On our way back, in an empty corridor, we came face to face with the meditation teacher. The three of us stopped, and the teacher looked me in the eyes and asked me my name and what I did for a living. I told her I was a cardiologist. “Oh, the heart,” she said knowingly with a big smile on her face. And without another word, she smacked me on the chest and walked away. I lost sensation in my legs first, and then my whole body. Past, present, and future all merged into one overwhelming sense of quiet, joy, and timelessness.

This was the moment of my spiritual rebirth. When my meditation teacher hit my heart, I went into a state that is very hard to describe. My consciousness was everywhere, and I felt an overwhelming sensation of peace, one I had never known before. This feeling lasted for what seemed an eternity but was, in reality, probably just under a minute. I felt a pull on my hand and slowly noticed that Prema was shaking me and asking me if I was okay. She wiped the tears (of joy) from my face and led me back to the hall.

Over the next two weeks, I spontaneously experienced many similar episodes. Longing to understand what I was experiencing, I drove back to the school many times and talked to people, watched videos, and read the school’s books. Based on what I learned, I was experiencing a sneak preview of what my inner divinity would be like. When we receive initiation, we gain entry to our inner spiritual realms as the coiled-up kundalini energy at the base of our spines begins uncoiling and pushing upward through some seventy-two thousand energy channels called the nadis, which connect the chakras from bottom to top. Then, through practice, our own spiritual awareness unfolds. The energy eventually reaches our crown chakra, the sahasrara, the gate to higher consciousness, where we can experience clarity and have perception beyond ordinary sight.

About a month after my first taste of a calm, fully present mind, the meditation school announced that it needed a doctor at its mother school in India. Its first-aid station needed a new physician, as many of the monks were getting sick and the previous doctor had left. I filled out the application and sent it in. A few days later, I was asked, “when can you come?”

 

India opened up a whole new world for me, literally and figuratively. In India, I studied much more than meditation. I was introduced to new healing modalities and learned more about yoga, meditation, Indian philosophies, and spirituality. I also ran a clinic with practitioners from many modalities. My job involved directing a team of volunteer health practitioners from around the world, who treated the large population at this particular meditation school. We used a converted school bus as our traveling hospital to the surrounding villages—some of the poorest places on the planet, where we encountered scores of patients in need of our assistance. The experience was one of the most rewarding in my life. I would have never discovered it had I stayed on the traditional path for a doctor like me in America.

For the first time ever I was practicing integrative medicine, a term that I hadn’t known before, and it felt much more like the vision I had of being a doctor when I was much younger. It was truly integrative by every definition of that word, as my team wasn’t just filled with classically trained physicians like me. There were ayurvedic and Chinese medicine doctors, nurses, chiropractors, massage therapists, acupuncturists, hands-on healers, and meditation instructors, among others. They all contributed a slightly different approach and philosophy. I was amazed by what I witnessed. I heard other doctors explain their perspectives on illness and health in ways that made total sense, even though my formal education had never taught me these perspectives. I watched patients heal by using herbs, eating or avoiding certain foods, and receiving massage. Of course there were cases that relied on western medicine’s use of drugs and surgery, but no sooner had I immersed myself in this environment of integrative healing than I began to realize that there wasn’t any such thing as “alternative” or even “traditional.” It was, simply put, common sense. In every case, we looked for and addressed the root cause of imbalances in the body. Unlike the focus of western medicine, we did more than just treat symptoms and try to hold them at
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