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Dedication

To DAD

and

those with autoimmune conditions.

May you find another way and

a solution in this book.
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Part One

The Autoimmune Epidemic




CHAPTER 1

My Autoimmune Journey—and Yours

ABOUT TEN YEARS AGO I developed an autoimmune condition—and conventional medicine failed me. I don’t want it to fail you too.

If you’re one of the fifty million Americans suffering from an autoimmune disease, this book is for you. If you’re one of the hundreds of millions of people struggling with an inflammatory condition that puts you at risk for developing an autoimmune disease—disorders like arthritis, asthma, eczema, or cardiovascular disease—this book is for you. And if you’re one of the millions of people whose parent, spouse, sibling, friend, or child is currently coping with an autoimmune condition, this book is for you too. Whether you want to reverse your autoimmune disorder, keep from getting an autoimmune disorder, or support someone who has an autoimmune disorder, this book can change your life.

I’m an M.D. myself, so I don’t like to criticize other doctors, let alone their standard protocols, but the truth must be told: When it comes to the treatment of autoimmune conditions, conventional medicine has failed miserably. The typical weapons of choice are medications that might or might not ease your symptoms; that might disrupt your life with harsh side effects; that often keep you permanently anxious about the possibility of developing an infection; and that might stop working after a few years, causing you to take even more powerful medications. The accepted philosophy is that autoimmune disorders are inevitable, that they can be managed but neither prevented nor reversed. The result is that patients are reduced to complete dependence on their doctors and their prescribed medications, unable to live their lives without constant fear and often without pain.

In these pages, I’ll show you how to use a healthy diet, lifestyle, and high-quality supplements to eliminate symptoms, get off your medications, and enjoy the kind of vibrant, total health you’ve always wanted. I’ll show you why changing your diet and healing your gut can make a world of difference, along with freeing your body of its toxic burden, healing your infections, and reducing your load of stress. I’ll help you take charge of your health, making the choices that support your body and keep you glowing, fit, and full of energy.

Why do I sound so confident? Because over the years I’ve treated thousands of patients with this approach—and I’ve also treated myself. Like I said, conventional medicine failed me, so I had to develop an autoimmune solution, one that would help me overcome the staggering side effects of conventional treatments and enable me to live a busy, healthy life.

If you give me just thirty days, I can help you take back your life too. If you suffer from autoimmunity, I can show you how to reverse your disorder, eliminate your symptoms, and even get off your medications. If you suffer from an inflammatory condition, I can help you heal that condition and keep it from turning into a full-blown autoimmune disorder. If you know someone who is struggling with autoimmunity, I can teach you how to offer your loved one the kind of support and guidance that could make a life-changing difference.

Sound good? Then let’s get started. I can’t wait for you to find your own autoimmune solution.

THE FAILURE OF CONVENTIONAL MEDICINE

Before we look at the much-needed alternative, let’s take a quick tour of what most of you or your loved ones are dealing with, or of what you might be dealing with if your inflammatory condition turns into autoimmunity. You might start out bouncing from doctor to doctor because nobody can figure out what’s wrong with you. There are more than one hundred recognized autoimmune conditions and many are not well understood by conventional medicine.

As a result, most doctors and care providers are at a loss if you come in with a collection of autoimmune-like symptoms that don’t quite match a diagnosis they recognize. This problem is compounded by the way conventional medicine has been fractured into so many discrete specialties. If you are diagnosed with an autoimmune condition, you don’t go see an “immune specialist” (unless you come to see me!). You are more likely shuttled off to a specialist who focuses on the system that is being attacked: a rheumatologist for rheumatoid arthritis; a gastroenterologist for celiac disease, Crohn’s disease, and ulcerative colitis; an endocrinologist for Graves’ disease, Hashimoto’s thyroiditis, and diabetes; and so on. And if you have two autoimmune conditions, as many people do, you are likely to see two separate specialists; for three conditions, three specialists; and so on.

This fragmentation suggests that your problem is a disease of a particular organ, but in fact, it is a disease of the immune system as a whole. All these diseases—despite affecting different organ systems—stem from the same common cause: an immune system gone rogue. My approach is based on getting to the root of the problem: removing the elements that derailed your immune system in the first place and strengthening your immune system rather than suppressing it. That’s why using this approach enables you to reverse and prevent many different autoimmune conditions at once.

Because there is a genetic component to autoimmune disorders, your doctor might be especially concerned if you have a family history of autoimmunity that includes at least one parent, sibling, aunt, uncle, or grandparent. You might have begun searching for answers when you realized that one or more people in your family had a condition like rheumatoid arthritis, Crohn’s disease, lupus, or Hashimoto’s thyroiditis.

Whether or not you have a family history, you are likely to hear that your genes hold the key to whether or not you will develop autoimmunity, that there is nothing you can do to prevent it and no way to reverse it once it strikes. This can make the search for a diagnosis rather ominous, since at the end of the road is not a promise of health but only the prospect of an ever-worsening disease.

How an Autoimmune Disease Progresses
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In most cases, your primary care doctor will send you to a specialist, either with or without a diagnosis—perhaps a rheumatologist, endocrinologist, gastroenterologist, or neurologist. If you have been diagnosed with a painful, debilitating condition such as rheumatoid arthritis—an inflammation of the joints—the specialist will likely tell you that this disorder, like all autoimmune diseases, is irreversible. The joint pain that sent you to the doctor in the first place? Well, that was just the beginning. Eventually it will become so severe, so disabling, that you’ll be in more or less constant pain, and you’ll find it very difficult to move. Forget about enjoying a romantic walk along the beach or taking your grandkids to the amusement park. You’ll be lucky if you can climb a flight of stairs or take a quick drive to the mall.

The specialist will offer you an array of powerful medications to combat your symptoms and ease your pain.

“What about side effects?” you ask.

“Well, yes, these drugs have significant side effects,” she replies. “They are something you are going to have to learn to live with.”

Or perhaps your diagnosis is a milder one, such as Hashimoto’s thyroiditis, a condition in which your immune system attacks your thyroid and keeps it from producing enough thyroid hormone. Now your specialist has far more cheerful news to share: You just have to take a thyroid hormone supplement every day for the rest of your life. But the medication is inexpensive, you won’t notice any side effects, and even though your dosage will probably keep increasing, life will basically go on as before.

You don’t really like the idea of your thyroid slowly, steadily being destroyed by your own body. Still, the doctor’s suggestions don’t sound so bad—until you go home and do your own research. You soon discover a fact that most doctors don’t share with their patients: Having even one autoimmune condition makes you three times more likely to develop another. What if the next one is something really debilitating, like lupus or multiple sclerosis?

 





WARNING SIGNS

An autoimmune condition is one in which a disordered immune system begins attacking the body’s own tissue. The following symptoms and/or diagnoses could signal either a full-blown autoimmune disease or an inflamed immune system that is at risk of becoming autoimmune:

       •  acid reflux

       •  acne

       •  ADD/ADHD

       •  allergies

       •  Alzheimer’s

       •  anxiety

       •  arthritis

       •  asthma

       •  B12 deficiency

       •  blood clots

       •  brain fog (difficulty focusing or just not feeling “sharp”)

       •  cardiovascular disease

       •  depression

       •  digestive issues (gas, bloating, indigestion, constipation, diarrhea, reflux/heartburn)

       •  dry eyes

       •  eczema

       •  fatigue

       •  fibrocystic breasts

       •  gallstones

       •  hair loss

       •  headaches

       •  infertility

       •  joint pain

       •  muscle pain

       •  obesity or excess weight, especially around the middle

       •  pancreatitis

       •  sleep problems (trouble falling or staying asleep)

       •  swollen, reddened, or painful joints

       •  uterine fibroids






 

You ask your doctor about this frightening prospect at your next visit, and she confirms that your research was correct: Having one autoimmune condition triples your risk of developing others. But she also tells you there’s nothing you can do to prevent that from happening. As far as conventional medicine is concerned, your genes are in charge of your sickness, and your doctor is in charge of your health.

Whatever your condition, appointments with a specialist are likely to be brief. Insurance reimburses doctors for fifteen-minute appointments, so that’s usually all they can afford to give you. You have a whole list of questions you’d like to ask, but in most cases, you’ll have just enough time to hear the specialist confirm that there is very little you can do to slow the progression of an autoimmune condition, let alone reverse it. You simply have to take the drugs required by the conventional “standard of care” and hope that they make some difference without causing too many side effects. If you’re one of the lucky ones, the medications will eliminate all your symptoms. Often, though, you can expect only limited relief. Even if your symptoms disappear completely, the autoimmune storm is still raging inside your body, and you have no idea what its next effects might be.

 





YOU CAN BENEFIT FROM THIS BOOK IF . . .

•  you have an autoimmune disorder;

•  you suffer from autism, chronic fatigue syndrome, fibromyalgia, or any other condition that is closely related to an autoimmune disorder; or

•  you are on what I call the “autoimmune spectrum”—a path where diet, lifestyle, and/or genetics put you at risk for developing autoimmunity.

Although each of these conditions has different symptoms, they all result from digestive and immune imbalances. By healing your gut and supporting your immune system, The Myers Way is effective in treating all autoimmune and related conditions. It is also an effective way to prevent autoimmune disorders.






 

Then you learn that even if your doctor can find a drug that works, it might eventually stop working. Best-case scenario: Your doctor finds you another medication, and that too works for a while. Second-best: The new medication saddles you with some disruptive side effects, maybe even painful ones. Worst-case: You embark on an endless journey of frustration, pain, and despair, trying out one powerful drug after another, while your condition grows ever more painful and restrictive, and your life seems to be grinding to a halt.

 





IS AUTISM AN AUTOIMMUNE DISORDER?

Recent research suggests that there might be an autoimmune component to autism. Indeed, I have treated children on the autism spectrum in my clinic, and all have benefited greatly from following The Myers Way. If your child is on the autism spectrum, following the program in this book will certainly be helpful.






 

As your treatment progresses, you learn that the worst side effects aren’t always the medical ones: There is also the personal price you pay for the disease. Perhaps you can’t play with your grandchildren because your joints hurt too much or because the immunosuppressant you’re taking makes you far too vulnerable to a potential cold or flu. Maybe you can’t take that second honeymoon or family vacation you’ve been looking forward to because your muscles ache, you feel exhausted, or you simply feel too weak. You might find yourself taking extra sick days at work or cutting back on your hours. Perhaps you even risk being fired or laid off.

Or maybe it’s your social life that takes the hit. After all, so much of the time you feel exhausted, cranky, and “not like yourself.” Your friends call, suggesting a dinner, a concert, a hike, or even just a long, cozy chat on the phone. But too often you just don’t have the energy. Maybe you feel too despondent to join in the fun. Or you fear you will become such bad company that your friends, family, and loved ones will eventually grow tired of being with you.

Worst of all, you discover, is the disempowerment. You feel that your body, your health, and your life itself are essentially out of your control. You ask your doctor if there’s anything you can do to make things better—maybe alter your diet? You saw someone on a talk show who said that gluten contributes to autoimmune conditions. Maybe you should give up bread and pasta or try to go gluten-free? Recently a friend sent you the link to an article about a condition known as “leaky gut.” Should you be finding out more about that?

Again, conventional medicine is very clear. Autoimmune conditions concern the immune system, says your doctor, not the digestive system! Diet makes little or no difference. Demonizing gluten? That’s just a fad. True, some people do suffer from a gluten-related autoimmune condition known as celiac disease, but we’ve already tested you for that and you don’t have it, so gluten is nothing for you to worry about.

Your physician tells you the best you can do is accept your condition, learn to live with your side effects, and hope that your medications continue to work.

Fortunately, there is another way.

THE MYERS WAY: A SOLUTION

Conventional medicine seeks a diagnosis and medicates symptoms. The Myers Way, by contrast, is based in functional medicine, a medical approach that looks at how all the body’s systems interact and seeks to get them all functioning optimally. Diet, lifestyle, environmental factors, and stress are all seen as playing a huge role in either making you sick or keeping you well.

No approach, not even The Myers Way, can cure autoimmune conditions. In medical science, “cure” means that a disease has been definitely ended, as opposed to “remission,” when a disease is temporarily ended, or “reversal,” when a disease remains within your body but shows no symptoms.

Because no one has yet learned how to cure autoimmune conditions, The Myers Way offers you the next best thing: reversal and prevention. The Myers Way relieves your symptoms, helps you get off your medications, and enables you to live a vital, energetic, and pain-free life. It’s not about learning to live with a disease. It’s about creating a lifelong condition of health.

This approach rests on four pillars, each of which has been tested through experimental research and has seen amazing results over my own years of practice as a physician:

1  Heal your gut. After all, 80 percent of your immune system is in your gut. The gut is the gateway to your health, so if your gut isn’t healthy, your immune system won’t be either.

2  Get rid of gluten, grains, legumes, and other foods that cause chronic inflammation. Inflammation is a system-wide immune response that, in small doses, can actually help you heal. But when inflammation becomes chronic, it stresses your entire body, especially your immune system. If you suffer from an autoimmune condition, inflammation provokes your symptoms and makes your condition worse. If you are on the autoimmune spectrum, increased inflammation can push you over the edge into a full-blown autoimmune disorder.

        Gluten—a protein found in wheat, rye, barley, and many other grains—stresses your digestive system, putting you at risk for a disorder known as leaky gut, which further burdens your immune system. Many other foods, including gluten-free grains and legumes, also trigger inflammation. That’s why on The Myers Way you will cut out gluten and clean up your diet, thereby healing your gut, soothing your inflammation, and reversing autoimmunity.

3  Tame the toxins. Every day we are assaulted by thousands of toxins—at home, at work, and outdoors—and our immune systems feel the burden. If you have an autoimmune condition, or if you’re anywhere on the autoimmune spectrum, the degree of your toxic burden can make the difference between health and sickness.

4  Heal your infections and relieve your stress. Certain infections can also trigger an autoimmune condition, as can physical, mental, or emotional stress. In a vicious cycle, stress can also trigger or retrigger an infection, while infections add to your body’s burden of stress. So when you lighten those burdens on your immune system, you go a long way toward reversing your symptoms.

The Myers Way is based in the latest cutting-edge research published in the most respected scientific journals. In fact, I just finished conducting interviews for my Autoimmune Summit (www.autoimmunesummit.com) with forty researchers, scientists, physicians, and teachers from around the country, all of whom agreed with the validity of this four-pillar approach. It is also based on my personal experience as both patient and physician. Unlike conventional medicine, The Myers Way is an empowering and optimistic treatment that offers you the chance to live a vibrant, energized, and pain-free life.

Yes, you can play with your grandchildren again. Yes, you can slow, stop, and even reverse the progression of your disease, eliminating your symptoms, freeing yourself from pain, and reducing or even eliminating your medications. Yes, you can become the vital, energetic person you used to be—or, if you’ve been suffering from your condition since adolescence, you can become the confident, healthy person you’ve always wanted to be. And, yes, you can manage your condition yourself.

After you have completed thirty days on The Myers Way, you will feel significantly better, and within a few months, you should be symptom-free. Some of you might need the help of a functional medicine practitioner to achieve full recovery, but in most cases, this book is all you need.

I’ve used this approach with thousands of my patients, and I have seen it work. In fact, people come to me from across the country—often at considerable effort and expense—because they are so eager to find another, better way of treating autoimmune disorders. They are not happy with the conventional care their own physicians have offered them; they want an autoimmune solution. The Myers Way is that solution: an effective, long-term approach to reversing and preventing autoimmune disorders.

I’ve also used The Myers Way on myself. For years I struggled with an autoimmune condition that launched me into my own painful search for a better type of treatment. In the end, I had to invent my own solution.

MY AUTOIMMUNE JOURNEY

I couldn’t believe this was happening to me.

I was lying in bed, clutched in the grip of a panic attack. I wanted desperately to continue with my second year of medical school. But I was struggling with the nightmarish symptoms of Graves’ disease, an autoimmune condition in which the thyroid gland attacks itself and overproduces its own hormone. Awful as the symptoms were, the helplessness was worse—the feeling that my life was no longer my own.

The first signs had shown up early into my second year of medical school at Louisiana State University Health Sciences Center in New Orleans. As happens with most autoimmune disorders, I had no idea what was going on. For the first time in my life I was seized by panic attacks. Despite barely exercising and consuming massive quantities of pizza and oatmeal cookies, I was shedding weight like a marathon runner. I went from a size 4 to a size 0 within a few months. Yeah, that sounds like the ideal weight-loss plan, but in fact, it was terrifying to suddenly drop so much weight for no apparent reason. I was always in a mild sweat. My heart never stopped racing. My mind was racing too, partly from the disease and partly because I was just so scared. I never knew when a panic attack might strike. My legs were so weak, they shook every time I went down a flight of stairs. When I picked up a pen to take notes in class, my hand shook with a tremor I could barely control.

Then the insomnia kicked in. I tossed and turned, night after night. If you’ve ever had insomnia of your own, you know what a torment it can be to lie awake for hours at a time, crazed with exhaustion and yet unable to fall asleep. Soon, the prospect of facing another sleepless night becomes almost as bad as the insomnia itself. I felt as though I were living in a prison of anxiety, dizziness, and fatigue. “There has to be a solution,” I told myself as I stared miserably at my peacefully sleeping dog, Bella. But this was my life now, and I couldn’t help wondering whether this would always be my life.

Finally, my tremor got so bad that my friends noticed it. They were alarmed and convinced me to go see a doctor—who quickly brushed aside my concerns.

“I think this is just stress,” she said briskly. “You’re a second-year medical student, and it’s very common to think you have every disease you’re currently learning about. I wouldn’t worry about it.”

Painful as her response was, it provided a valuable lesson. Today, when a patient comes to me in tears, insisting that there’s a part of her story that her physician has overlooked, I am always ready to hear her out. “You know your own body better than I do,” I tell my patients, wishing that first doctor had said something similar to me.

At least I knew enough to trust my own instincts. After all, I’d been through plenty of stressful times in my life, and I’d never responded like this. Like the feisty Louisiana woman I had been raised to be, I demanded a full workup and lab testing.

It turned out my instincts were right on the money. I wasn’t just panicking over courses and exams. I wasn’t mysteriously going insane. I had an actual, diagnosable condition: Graves’ disease. Finally, my misery had a name.

Graves’ disease is a condition in which the thyroid overperforms. It enlarges to up to twice its normal size, producing all the symptoms I had been suffering from: racing heart, tremors, muscle weakness, disturbed sleep, excessive weight loss. Learning the name of my condition was just about the last comfort I got, however, because the conventional medical treatments for Graves’ were pretty terrifying. There were three choices on the menu, and none of them seemed like the route to a happy life.

The first and least invasive choice was to take a drug known as propylthiouracil (PTU). The PTU was supposed to stop my thyroid from working so hard and keep it from overproducing the hormone.

That sounds good, right? Then I looked at the side effects. Here’s just a partial list: rash, itching, hives, abnormal hair loss, changes in skin pigmentation, swelling, nausea, vomiting, heartburn, loss of taste, joint or muscle aches, numbness, and headaches. A less common but still possible side effect related to the therapy is a condition known as agranulocytosis, which is a decrease of white blood cells, bringing with it infectious lesions of the throat, the gastrointestinal tract, and the skin, along with an overall feeling of illness and fever.

Okay. What were my other options?

Well, basically they were two different ways of destroying my thyroid gland. I could have it removed surgically. Or I could have a procedure known as thyroid ablation, which involves swallowing a radioactive pill to kill the gland.

Despite my enrollment in a conventional medical school, I believed there were other roads to health besides medications and surgery. For example, nutrition was clearly instrumental in short-term and long-term health.

When I was a kid, my mom made much of our food from scratch: whole-wheat bread, plain organic yogurt, granola and oatmeal cookies, and peppers and tomatoes that she grew right in our own garden. We didn’t go in for packaged, processed foods; we barely had any canned foods in our cupboards. We always ate our meals together, as a family—mostly 1970s health food, like brown rice, tofu, sprouts, and vegetables. We rarely got sick, and I was proud of the healthy diet that kept us well. At age fourteen, I even became a vegetarian.

Then my mom got cancer.

She was only fifty-nine at the time, and I was only twenty-nine. I had just spent two exciting years as a Peace Corps volunteer in rural Paraguay and was back in the States, completing my prerequisites for medical school. When I got the news about my mom, I simply couldn’t believe it. My mother had always been the vision of health. She looked ten or fifteen years younger than her actual age, jogged three miles each day, and even taught yoga. But out of the blue she had been diagnosed with pancreatic cancer, a disease for which conventional medicine has no cure.

That was a real wake-up call for me. I discovered that you can be doing all the right things—or what you believe to be the right things—and still get terribly ill.

To some extent this is because most serious illnesses are multifactorial. Genetics plays a role. So does our toxic environment. We don’t have perfect control over the conditions that create our disorders.

I also discovered—although not for several more years—that our “healthy” family diet had actually been poisoning us all. The whole-wheat bread, grains, and legumes that formed the basis of our family meals were full of inflammatory chemicals that might well have triggered my mom’s cancer, worsened my father’s autoimmune disease (a condition known as polymyositis, marked by joint pain and muscle weakness), and set me up for my own health problems.

Meanwhile, Mom’s illness made it crystal clear how completely resistant most conventional doctors are to any unconventional approach, especially when it concerns nutrition, supplements, or something natural. When I asked Mom’s doctor about some new healing foods I had learned of, her doctor simply scoffed, mocking the very idea that nutrition could play a major role. “Your mom could put a watermelon in her ear and jump up and down on one foot, and that might help too, but it probably won’t,” he told me. As I prepared for medical school, I understood that this response would be typical of the mind-set I would encounter. My plan from the start had been to become an integrative physician who viewed the body as a whole and used diet and natural approaches as much as possible. Mom’s experience simply confirmed just how difficult it would be to integrate these two approaches.

Meanwhile, conventional medicine could offer my mother nothing except chemotherapy, which they didn’t even expect to provide a cure, only to delay the inevitable. My mother died less than five months after she was diagnosed. I entered medical school the following year—and one year later I was suffering from Graves’.

I now know that besides diet, stress is a big factor in the development of autoimmunity. The stress of my mother’s death had clearly helped to trigger my Graves’ disease. But there were other factors involved as well:

Diet. As a vegetarian, my diet was based on lots of gluten, grains, and legumes, as well as dairy products, nuts, and seeds. These seemingly healthy foods had actually inflamed my system, setting me up for problems with my immune system. If, like many people, I had a genetic predisposition to autoimmunity, this diet would virtually ensure that my predisposition would turn into a full-blown disease.

Leaky gut. My carb-heavy diet set me up for a condition known as “small intestine bacterial overgrowth (SIBO),” which in turn created leaky gut, in which my intestinal walls became permeable, with dangerous consequences for my digestive and immune systems. (You’ll learn more about leaky gut in chapters 4 and 5.)

Toxins. Heavy metals are another factor in triggering autoimmune conditions, and I had had a lot of exposure to mercury: through the weekly vaccinations I got in the Peace Corps, in all the canned tuna I loved to eat, and on an extended stay in China, where the air pollution is loaded with heavy metals. Had I reduced my exposure to mercury, I could have lightened my toxic burden and perhaps my immune system would not have gone out of whack.

Infections. Certain types of infections are another risk factor for autoimmunity. And guess what. I had had one of them: the Epstein–Barr virus (EBV), which had given me a bad case of mononucleosis when I was in high school. The EBV is also implicated in chronic fatigue syndrome, which is why people who suffer from that condition are also at risk for autoimmune disorders.

If I had known then what I know now, I would have understood how many risk factors I had—and I would have known how to use diet, gut healing, detox, and stress relief to prevent my condition. Had I still succumbed to an autoimmune disorder, I would at least have been able to treat myself, easing my symptoms, regaining my health, and avoiding the horrific options offered by conventional medicine.

But this was back in the year 2000, and functional medical approaches were in their infancy. My conventional doctors gave me the three unpleasant options, and as far as I knew, those were the only choices I had.

Hoping for a better way, I went to a traditional Chinese doctor and started taking lots of herbs in the form of terrible-tasting brown powder. They didn’t seem to do much good, plus I was concerned that if I ever needed emergency treatment, the ER docs would have no idea about potential cross-reactions—they wouldn’t even know what I had been taking. Despite my growing lack of faith in conventional medicine, I did not want to abandon it entirely.

So, reluctantly, I opted for the PTU. I got my first lesson in the potentially disastrous side effects when I developed toxic hepatitis a few months later as the prescription drug started destroying my liver. The condition was so severe, I was sent for extended bed rest and nearly had to drop out of medical school.

My choices were now surgery or ablation—remove my thyroid or destroy it. Meanwhile, I was still eating my “healthy” grain-based diet, which was still causing my immune system to attack my thyroid.

I chose ablation and said good-bye to my thyroid, a choice I regret to this day. If only I had known about functional medicine, I might still have my thyroid today, living symptom-free and healthy with my body intact.

At the time, though, I knew no other way. I just have to tell myself that I did the best I could with the knowledge I had.

Yet even then I intuitively knew that there was a better way—an approach to health that worked with the body’s natural healing ability instead of attacking the body with harsh drugs and invasive surgery. I had always known that some other type of medicine existed, even though I didn’t know what it was called or how to find it. I had entered medical school committed to finding this other type of healing, and I sought out every possible place where I might learn more about integrative and alternative medicine. I was even president of my medical school’s complementary and alternative medicine interest group. But no approach I found seemed to get to the root of the problem.

So when I graduated from medical school, I decided to go into emergency medicine. With that specialty, I could always work in international health, which had been my love in the Peace Corps. And since ER doctors don’t have an established practice, I would be free to pursue that other type of medicine—as soon as I knew what it was.

I moved to Austin, Texas, where my time was split between the main trauma center at Brackenridge Hospital and the pediatric trauma center at Dell Children’s Medical Center. As an emergency room physician, I had the opportunity to treat people in the most extreme conditions, and I was proud of the lives I helped to save. Bringing a child back from the verge of death, and knowing that I had helped not just him but his entire family, made me remember all over again how powerful the right treatment can be.

Yet the vast majority of the people I saw were not coming in for trauma but because of something related to a chronic disease. This was truly heartbreaking, because conventional medicine could do so little to help them. Not only had conventional medicine failed me, now it—and I too—were failing them.

Meanwhile, my own health problems continued. The ablation had released large amounts of thyroid hormone into my bloodstream, which meant that for months I suffered from severe mood swings. Because my system was still inflamed, I developed irritable bowel syndrome (IBS). Even when the worst of my symptoms abated, I never felt really healthy. The best I could feel was “not sick.”

Then, finally, I found what I had been looking for. I discovered functional medicine.

FUNCTIONAL MEDICINE: RESTORING YOUR BODY’S BALANCE

These days, functional medicine is fairly well known. The work of such pioneers as Jeffrey Bland, Mark Hyman, David Perlmutter, Alejandro Junger, and Frank Lipman has helped to popularize this powerful approach to health. Instead of carving the body up into separate specialties, as conventional medicine does—the immune system, the digestive system, the adrenals, the thyroid—functional medicine views the entire body as one integrated system. In this view, health is achieved not by medicating individual symptoms or even individual diseases. Instead, you treat the entire body, mindful of how all your body’s systems are constantly affecting one another.

 





AUTOIMMUNITY IN AMERICA

Following are the estimated figures on the incidence of autoimmune disorders in the United States. Some of these conditions are considered autoimmune disorders and some merely resemble autoimmunity. For all these disorders, however, The Myers Way is an effective protocol to reverse the progression of the disease, ease its symptoms, and restore you to a healthy, vigorous life.

Graves’ disease—10 million

Psoriasis—7.5 million

Fibromyalgia—5 million

Lupus—3.5 million

Celiac disease—3 million

Hashimoto’s thyroiditis—3 million

Rheumatoid arthritis—1.3 million

Chronic fatigue syndrome—1 million

Crohn’s disease—700,000

Ulcerative colitis—700,000

Multiple sclerosis—250,000 to 350,000

Scleroderma—300,000

Diabetes type 1—25,000 to 50,000






 

For example, 80 percent of your immune system is in your intestinal tract. So a functional medicine perspective—and maybe also common sense—would indicate that in order to heal your immune system, you first have to heal your gut.

Functional medicine also relies on nutrition in the form of real food and supplements. “You didn’t get Graves’ because of a deficiency in PTU or radiation,” a functional M.D. might say. “You got Graves’ because your body needed some kind of nourishment or protection that it wasn’t getting.” The role of functional medicine, then, is to give the body what it needs.

Sometimes, of course, that includes prescription drugs. Even so, the goal is always to restore all the body’s system to full health, using as natural and noninvasive an approach as possible.

I know this now; in fact, I practice it now. But back in 2009 I hadn’t even heard of functional medicine. Luckily, I chose to attend the Integrative Healthcare Symposium, where I heard functional medicine pioneer Dr. Mark Hyman give a talk explaining that inflammation, toxins, leaky gut, and food sensitivities were the root causes of most chronic illnesses. I also learned that there was a connection between gluten and autoimmune disease—especially thyroid conditions.

I was hooked. Completely. I plunged into training at the Institute for Functional Medicine, which confirmed that this was what I had been looking for all those years. This was the approach that I had intuitively known was out there, the approach I’d never been able to name. This was a way of treating patients that made sense to me, focusing not on using medications to cure disease but on using the body’s own resources to create health. Finally I could become the physician I had always dreamed of being. So, with immense relief and gratitude, I set up my own practice.

I was also eager to see if this new approach could help me. In my first steps toward developing The Myers Way, I cut several inflammatory foods out of my diet and waited eagerly for my results. Sure enough, in thirty days I felt better.

I continued to keep these foods out of my diet. I also treated the infections in my gut, optimized my ability to rid my body of toxins, and learned how to better deal with stress.

After so many years of feeling sick, this new diet seemed like a medical miracle. No more anxiety. No more panic attacks. No more irritable bowel. Suddenly I had tons of energy, and I finally felt well. I had found my autoimmune solution. As I saw what it took to reverse my symptoms and bring me to true health, I discovered the basis of The Myers Way.

THE AUTOIMMUNE SPECTRUM

Once you view the body from a functional medicine perspective, you see that there is not one discrete category called “autoimmunity.” Instead, there is what I call the “autoimmune spectrum.”

At the high end of the spectrum are the people with full-blown autoimmune conditions. Suppose you have, say, multiple sclerosis. If you follow The Myers Way, you might live a long and healthy life, virtually symptom-free. Once your immune system is no longer attacking your spinal cord—the defining feature of MS—your muscles might become strong and healthy. But your immune system is still poised to attack your body’s own tissue, and the moment your inflammation levels rise—whether because of poor diet, toxic burden, stress, or some other factor—your former symptoms will return.

In the middle of the spectrum are those of you with full-blown inflammatory conditions and/or symptoms that have not yet turned into autoimmune disorders: asthma, allergies, joint pain, muscle pain, fatigue, and digestive issues. Obesity is also in this category, since excess body fat—especially around the middle—creates inflammation. (Inflammation also makes it harder to lose weight. Talk about your vicious cycles!) These significant signs of inflammation indicate that even if you don’t yet have an autoimmune condition, you are at significant risk to develop one.
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*Symptoms defined on The Myers Way Symptom Tracker

Finally, at the low end of the spectrum are those of you who are only moderately inflamed. Maybe you’re eating a poor diet, but for the time being you can still tolerate it. You have some problems with your gut, which might manifest in digestive problems, such as acid reflux or constipation, or show up as seemingly unrelated symptoms, such as acne, fatigue, or depression. (See the list of symptoms here.) Perhaps you’re exposed to a lot of toxins, through the mold in your basement or the mercury in your fillings, but you haven’t yet shown signs of illness. Maybe you’re leading a super-stressful life, but so far it feels like you can handle it.

At this low end of the spectrum, you might already have minor symptoms of inflammation, such as acne, IBS, excess weight, or a mild case of asthma—something that shows up only occasionally but never completely goes away. However, if your inflammation continues to increase, you will find yourself continuing up the spectrum. Your symptoms are likely to get worse, and you might even develop an autoimmune condition.

Another factor in assessing your place on the spectrum is your family history. The more relatives you have with an autoimmune condition, the higher your risk for developing one too—and your risk increases when they are first-degree relatives (either a parent or sibling). So even if you have relatively few symptoms, having one or more relatives with an autoimmune condition can push you further up the spectrum.

Are you wondering where on the spectrum you are? Fill out The Myers Way Symptom Tracker below and then answer the subsequent questions to find out.

 





THE MYERS WAY SYMPTOM TRACKER

Rate the following symptoms over the past seven days on a scale of 0 to 4 based on severity. 0 = None, 1 = Some, 2 = Mild, 3 = Moderate, 4 = Severe

HEAD

____ headaches

____ migraines

____ faintness

____ trouble sleeping

Total ____

MIND

____ brain fog

____ poor memory

____ impaired coordination

____ difficulty deciding

____ slurred/stuttered speech

____ learning/attention deficit

Total ____

EYES

____ swollen, red eyelids

____ dark circles

____ puffy eyes

____ poor vision

____ watery, itchy eyes

Total ____

NOSE

____ nasal congestion

____ excessive mucus

____ stuffy/runny nose

____ sinus problems

____ frequent sneezing

Total ____

EARS

____ itchy ears

____ earaches, infections

____ drainage from ear

____ ringing ears, hearing loss

Total ____

MOUTH, THROAT

____ chronic cough

____ frequent throat clearing

____ sore throat

____ swollen lips

____ canker sores

Total ____

HEART

____ irregular heartbeat

____ rapid heartbeat

____ chest pain

Total ____

LUNGS

____ chest congestion

____ asthma, bronchitis

____ shortness of breath

____ difficulty breathing

Total ____

SKIN

____ acne

____ hives, eczema, dry skin

____ hair loss

____ hot flashes

____ excessive sweating

Total ____

WEIGHT

____ inability to lose weight

____ food cravings

____ excess weight

____ insufficient weight

____ compulsive eating

____ water retention, swelling

Total____

DIGESTION

____ nausea, vomiting

____ diarrhea

____ constipation

____ bloating

____ belching, passing gas

____ heartburn, indigestion

____ intestinal/stomach pain or cramps

Total ____

EMOTIONS

____ anxiety

____ depression

____ mood swings

____ nervousness

____ irritability

Total ____

ENERGY, ACTIVITY

____ fatigue

____ lethargy

____ hyperactivity

____ restlessness

Total ____

JOINTS, MUSCLES

____ joint pain/aches

____ arthritis

____ muscle stiffness

____ muscle pain/aches

____ weakness, tiredness

Total ____

OTHER

____ frequent illness/infections

____ frequent/urgent urination

____ genital itch, discharge

____ anal itch

Total ____

Preliminary total ________

Now answer the following questions and add the points to the preliminary total to get your overall total:

1  Do you have an autoimmune disease? If yes, add 80 points. _____

2  Do you have more than one autoimmune disease? If yes, add 100 points. _____

3  Do you have elevated inflammatory markers, such as ESR (erythrocyte sedimentation rate), CRP (C-reactive protein), or homocysteine? If yes, add 10 points. _____

4  Do you have any diagnosis ending with “itis,” such as arthritis, colitis, pancreatitis, sinusitis, or diverticulitis? If yes, add 10 points. _____

5  Do you have a first-degree relative (a parent or sibling) with an autoimmune disease? If yes, add 10 points for the first relative and add 2 points for each additional first-degree relative. _____

6  Do you have a second-degree relative (a grandparent, aunt, or uncle) with an autoimmune disease? If yes, add 5 points. _____

7  Are you female?a If yes, add 5 points. _____

 


	 

	                Overall total ___________




 

YOUR PLACE ON THE AUTOIMMUNE SPECTRUM
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Take your overall total from The Myers Way Symptom Tracker.

If your overall total is less than 5, congratulations! Your inflammation is very low, and at this point you are unlikely to develop an autoimmune condition. For lifelong protection, follow The Myers Way to keep your inflammation at this healthy level.

If your overall total is from 5 to 9, you are at the low end of the autoimmune spectrum—but you are on the spectrum. You have a few risk factors for autoimmunity, raising the possibility that you might develop an autoimmune condition. To reduce your risk and lower your inflammation, follow The Myers Way.

If your overall total is from 10 to 30, you are in the middle of the autoimmune spectrum, with significant symptoms that reveal considerable inflammation and mild to moderate risk of developing autoimmunity. You can reverse your condition, heal your symptoms, and avoid the risk of an autoimmune condition by following The Myers Way.

If your overall total is over 30, you are at moderate risk either because you have one or more close family members with the condition or because you already have progressed quite far along the autoimmune spectrum. You may already have been diagnosed with an autoimmune condition, or you may have a condition that has not yet been diagnosed. If you do not currently have an autoimmune disorder, your family history and/or high levels of inflammation put you at risk for one. To reverse course and restore optimal health, follow The Myers Way.






GOING FORWARD

I’ve included a copy of this test and symptom tracker in appendix G. Make five photocopies, then fill one out on the first day you begin The Myers Way and another every week thereafter, on the same day of the week. You will be able to track your progress as you watch your symptoms resolve. If you still have some symptoms at the end of thirty days, make a few more copies and fill the symptom tracker out once a month. If you’re not satisfied with your progress, look for a functional medicine practitioner (www.functionalmedicine.org) to help you explore some of the issues that will be discussed in chapters 6 and 7.

THE AUTOIMMUNE EPIDEMIC

If you are familiar with conventional medicine, you will know that the standard belief is that autoimmunity is a genetic condition. In this view, autoimmunity is a given, something your genes simply command your body to do. When, where, and how is up to your genes, not you. So you might be wondering how I can claim that there is an autoimmune epidemic. Since human genetics evolves very slowly, the incidence of autoimmune conditions should remain more or less constant, especially over a few generations.

However, in the past fifty years the incidence of autoimmunity in the United States has tripled. Just as allergies and asthma have taken on epidemic proportions in recent years, so have autoimmune disorders. Since the human gene pool cannot possibly have changed so rapidly, there must be something in the environment that is triggering autoimmune disorders (as well as those other epidemics). And rates are developing so rapidly that autoimmune conditions are now the third leading chronic illness in the United States, right behind cardiovascular disease and cancer.

 





INFLAMMATORY CONDITIONS ALONG THE AUTOIMMUNE SPECTRUM

Following are the estimated figures on the incidence of inflammatory conditions in the United States:

Acne—85 percent of all Americans at some point in their lives

Obesity—90 million

Excess weight—88 million

Cardiovascular disease—80 million

Allergies—50 million

Arthritis—50 million

Asthma—25 million

Eczema—7.5 million

Irritable bowel syndrome—1.4 million






 

Furthermore, we know of many documented cases of people who have developed autoimmune conditions with no known family history. The reverse is also true: In my years of treating thousands of patients with autoimmune disorders, I have come to believe that most—perhaps all—could have been prevented had my patients only known about The Myers Way and followed it before their immune systems went so severely out of balance.

What is triggering this alarming increase in autoimmune disorders? There are four key factors:

Gluten-saturated diets. Gluten today is everywhere, dominating our diets in a way that our grandparents could not even have imagined. Moreover, the type of gluten to which we are exposed is not the same protein our ancestors knew but rather a new substance that is far more dangerous to our health. (For a fuller explanation of these issues, see chapter 5.)

Leaky gut. Diet, toxins, stress, and medications all contribute to leaky gut, a condition in which your intestinal walls become too permeable. As a result, partially digested food leaks through, ramping up the stress on your immune system in many different ways and causing all sorts of other health hazards besides. You’ll learn more about leaky gut in chapters 4 and 5, where you’ll discover that it is an essential precondition for developing an autoimmune disorder. So leaky gut is a key player in our new autoimmune epidemic—and healing leaky gut is a key element in The Myers Way.

The toxic burden. As you will see in chapter 6, we are exposed to a toxic burden that, again, far outweighs anything our grandparents ever had to contend with. The overwhelming amount of chemicals in our air, water, and food—toxins that we’re exposed to virtually nonstop at home, at work, and in our environment—has stressed our immune systems to an unprecedented extent.

Our stressful lives. It’s hard to compare stress levels across the generations, because our experience of stress is so subjective. But since levels of stress-related illnesses are on the rise, and since stress has been shown to trigger and intensify autoimmune disorders, I’m going to say that this too is a key factor in the current epidemic. (For more on stress and autoimmunity, see chapter 7.)

THE HYGIENE HYPOTHESIS

There is another key theory about why rates of autoimmunity are skyrocketing: the “hygiene hypothesis.” While we usually think of bacteria as harmful, most bacteria are either neutral or friendly—and some are absolutely crucial to our health. According to the hygiene hypothesis, these bacteria are being depleted, and as a result, our immune systems are taking a tremendous hit.

As you shall see in chapter 4, caesarean sections and bottle-feeding deprive infants of crucial friendly bacteria picked up in the mother’s birth canal and from breast milk, thereby depleting the immune system. (Bottle-feeding also deprives children of immune factors received through breast milk.)

Antibiotics—frequently given to children at the least provocation—kill off and deplete friendly bacteria, weakening the immune system. And because children are given vaccinations, their immune systems are insulated from immune challenges, leaving them with fewer resources to fight off infections.

But the immune-weakening process doesn’t stop there. Children are less likely to play in the dirt these days and less likely to have contact with farm animals, both of which further deprive their immune systems of opportunities to repel bacteria. Antibacterial soaps and hand sanitizers kill off still more friendly bacteria, while refined flour, unhealthy fats, too much sugar, and GMOs support the bad bacteria and destroy the good.

Modern sanitation, antibiotics, and vaccinations have undoubtedly saved many lives, but they are also costing many of us healthy immune systems. I suggest we look for a middle ground. Let your kids play in the dirt, stay away from the antibacterial soaps, and take the probiotics I recommend here. And before you allow your doctor to prescribe antibiotics for your children, make sure the treatment is really necessary. Their immune systems will thank you for it.

FINDING HOPE

Almost invariably, when conventional practitioners address autoimmune disorders, they offer to “manage” your condition rather than “solve” it. The reason for that is simple: They do not believe that autoimmune disorders can be solved.

That’s where we differ, because I do believe we can resolve autoimmune disorders. While there is not yet a cure that will permanently allow you to ignore your condition, there is a treatment that can resolve your symptoms, get you off your medications, restore you to vitality, and free you to lead a fulfilling life.

I call my program The Myers Way because it is not simply a treatment plan but a way of life. Often a single family member comes into my office seeking answers for a particular health problem. Slowly but surely that person’s quest for answers goes on to transform the entire family, as everyone begins to avoid toxic foods and seek out healing ones. I’ve often noticed that poor health has a momentum of its own, but so, happily, does good health. The Myers Way has proven on many occasions to be the inspiration to get that momentum going.

It can be challenging to navigate the medical maze, negotiate dietary restrictions, and simply bear up under the prospect of living with an autoimmune disorder. But I know how to help you because I’ve guided thousands of patients through this experience, and I live it myself, every day. So think of me as your big sister, your mentor, and your role model as well as your physician, your researcher, and your science teacher. In this book, I will be all those things. And by the time you’ve finished reading, you will know everything one book can teach you about healing your immune system, healing your symptoms, and getting any additional help you might need.

Whether you have a full-blown autoimmune condition or are somewhere along the spectrum, I am excited to welcome you to The Myers Way. This approach can make an immediate and long-lasting improvement in your health, bringing you relief from symptoms, increased vitality, and the energy you need to live the life you want. The sense of empowerment you can gain from taking charge of your own health is extraordinary. And the sense of hope in knowing that you will no longer be defined by your disease is perhaps the greatest benefit of all.

As you will see in chapter 12, the patients who commit to following The Myers Way achieve tremendous results. They find relief from their symptoms. They feel energized and vibrant. They are able to get off their medications and lead rich, full lives, no longer shadowed by pain, fear, and an endless parade of doctor visits. Sooner than they would have believed possible, “feeling good” becomes their new normal. That can be your story too.




CHAPTER 2

Myths and Facts About Autoimmunity

IT’S SAD BUT TRUE: When it comes to treating autoimmune conditions, conventional medicine just doesn’t work. I’ve treated thousands of patients whose physicians gave them powerful medications, putting them at risk for disruptive side effects and leaving them with a quality of life that was challenging at best and pitiable at worst. These patients were told that they had no choice but to accept their fate: a dire, incurable disorder that could not be stopped and could barely be slowed.

Yet I have seen these same patients after thirty days on The Myers Way glowing with health, full of vitality, their pain forgotten, and their lives restored. So why won’t conventional medicine recognize that there is an autoimmune solution?

As I’ve pondered this question over the years, I keep thinking about Ignaz Semmelweis. You might not have heard that name before, but everyone who graduates from medical school knows the story of this pioneering Hungarian physician.

Semmelweis worked in an obstetrical clinic in Vienna in the mid-nineteenth century, an era when thousands of women died in childbirth from a disease known as puerperal fever. In those days doctors treated one woman after another on the maternity wards without even washing their hands between patients. As a result, “childbed fever” took at least one woman in ten.

At this point in medical history Louis Pasteur had not yet discovered germ theory. Somehow Semmelweis intuited that doctors’ lack of proper hygiene was helping to spread disease. He suggested that if doctors were to wash their hands between each delivery, fewer women would get sick.

Now, of course, we know that Semmelweis was absolutely right. He even had the evidence to prove it: When he required his interns to cleanse their hands with a chlorinated lime solution, mortality rates from puerperal fever dropped dramatically, falling to less than 2 percent.

You would expect his colleagues to be astounded at Semmelweis’s success and to quickly adopt his methods. Yet doctors resented the notion that they were somehow unclean, and they refused to start this newfangled business of washing their hands. Semmelweis’s theories would not become common medical practice for another fifty years.

Why couldn’t those doctors see what seems so obvious to us today? I picture them with their dirty hands, delivering babies in the same blood-spattered suits they had been wearing all day, pooh-poohing our modern notions of well-scrubbed hands and a sterile surgical field. Then I think of today’s conventional physicians who refuse to accept the key role of diet, gut health, toxins, infections, and stress in treating autoimmunity—and, indeed, in all types of disease. I believe that within the next decade these doctors will seem just as quaint, just as wrongheaded—and just as dangerous—as their nineteenth-century colleagues.

A conventional doctor will tell you that diet doesn’t matter. It does—and I have seen countless patients reverse their conditions and get off their medications through the power of diet alone. A conventional doctor will tell you that medications are your only option. They aren’t—and, again, I have the patient stories to prove it. I don’t want to sound contentious. But sometimes black is black and white is white; and, yeah, sometimes the emperor of conventional medicine really is just sitting there buck naked, and it takes us functional medical practitioners to point that out.

I realize that this might be a fairly big leap for you to make. You’re sitting at home watching TV, and in the course of a one-hour show, you might see as many as three commercials for various autoimmune medications, each one with pretty music and flowers and smiling people and that seductive voice-over at the end: “Ask your doctor about . . .” So you ask your doctor, or maybe you’ve been put on that medication already and you feel pleased that you’ve already done what the commercial is asking you to do. You’re in sync. You’re in step. You’re following that powerful message that begins with “Everybody knows . . .”

 





EIGHT MAJOR MYTHS ABOUT AUTOIMMUNE CONDITIONS

Myth One: Autoimmune disorders cannot be reversed.

Myth Two: Your symptoms won’t disappear without harsh medications.

Myth Three: When you treat an autoimmune disorder with medication, the side effects are no big deal.

Myth Four: Improving digestion and gut health have no effect on the progression of an autoimmune disorder.

Myth Five: Going gluten-free won’t make any difference to your autoimmune disorder.

Myth Six: Having an autoimmune disorder dooms you to a poor quality of life.

Myth Seven: When it comes to autoimmune disorders, only your genes matter; environmental factors do not matter.

Myth Eight: Your immune system is what it is; there is nothing you can do to support it.






 

Yet if you ask your doctor about giving up gluten, let alone passing on the rice, quinoa, and legumes, you’re likely to be given a pitying look and a sad shake of the head. Maybe your doctor will warn you to stay away from “quack theories” or refuse to even discuss an alternative approach. Several of my patients have actually been fired by their specialists because they dared to request a protocol for working their way off prescription drugs. In all three cases the doctors insisted that the medications they had prescribed were “standard of care,” a term for what the medical community agrees is the best possible treatment. Then those doctors refused to treat their “rebellious” patients any longer.

“If you can’t trust me, we can’t work together” was the exact phrase from a doctor to a young woman who later became my patient. This woman lived in a tiny town in rural Texas where there was only one specialist equipped to handle her condition. But because she dared to question conventional medical wisdom, she was left without any treatment at all. I don’t want anyone to have to be in this position again.

I’ve seen the science, I’ve reviewed the research, and I’ve treated thousands of patients. As both physician and patient, I’m confident that The Myers Way works, and I want you to be confident too. So let’s take on conventional wisdom, myth by myth, dismantling each misconception and replacing it with the truth.

MYTH ONE: AUTOIMMUNE DISORDERS CANNOT BE REVERSED

If you’re like most autoimmune patients—and remember, I’ve spent years on the patient side myself—this is what you’re likely to hear when you sit down in the doctor’s office:

I’m so sorry. You have an autoimmune disease. Once the genes that produce this condition have been turned on, they can’t be turned off. We can’t cure the disease. The only thing we can do now is to manage your symptoms—and the only way to do that is with drugs.

Like many aspects of conventional medicine, there is a great deal of truth in those remarks. But they are also very much misguided. Yes, there is a genetic component in autoimmune disorders. However, twin studies have shown that autoimmunity is only 25 percent heritable, which means that the environment is a far more significant part of the picture: 75 percent, to be exact.

Moreover, as we have learned from the brand-new field of epigenetics, genetic expression can be modified. Certainly you cannot change your genes. You can, however, turn some genes on while turning others off, thereby changing your genetic expression—the extent to which your genetic qualities are actually expressed.

Yes, there is a genetic component to your illness. But those genes are not the whole story. For you to develop an autoimmune disorder, something in your environment, diet, or personal circumstances has to turn on the group of your genes that causes autoimmune disorders. Once those genes are turned on, you can work to turn them off, or at least to turn them down. Through diet, intestinal healing, and reducing your toxic burden, you can instruct your problematic genes to turn off again, thereby restoring your beleaguered immune system to health. And if you are on the autoimmune spectrum, you can often prevent autoimmune disorders by the diet and lifestyle choices you make.
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MYTH TWO: YOUR SYMPTOMS WON’T DISAPPEAR WITHOUT HARSH MEDICATIONS

It’s sad to say, but most conventional practitioners dismiss the importance of nutrition as a major factor in our health. Most are also unaware of the power of gluten to disrupt our digestion, torpedo our immune systems, and trigger autoimmune responses. Conventional medical practice also tends to dismiss the harmful power of the toxins that lurk not only in our food, air, and water but also in our shampoos, deodorants, cosmetics, and home cleaning products, not to mention in our furniture, carpeting, mattresses, TVs, and computers. The very concept of a toxic burden is foreign to most health-care professionals, let alone the power of removing that burden from those who suffer from autoimmune disorders.

As a result, when it comes to fighting autoimmune conditions, conventional medicine really has only one weapon in




MYTH THREE: WHEN YOU TREAT AN AUTOIMMUNE DISORDER WITH MEDICATION, THE SIDE EFFECTS ARE NO BIG DEAL











































































































































MYTH FOUR: IMPROVING DIGESTION AND GUT HEALTH HAVE NO EFFECT ON THE PROGRESSION OF AN AUTOIMMUNE DISORDER





MYTH FIVE: GOING GLUTEN-FREE WON’T MAKE ANY DIFFERENCE TO YOUR AUTOIMMUNE DISORDER





MYTH SIX: HAVING AN AUTOIMMUNE DISORDER DOOMS YOU TO A POOR QUALITY OF LIFE





MYTH SEVEN: WHEN IT COMES TO AUTOIMMUNE DISORDERS, ONLY YOUR GENES MATTER; ENVIRONMENTAL FACTORS DO NOT MATTER




MYTH EIGHT: YOUR IMMUNE SYSTEM IS WHAT IT IS; THERE IS NOTHING YOU CAN DO TO SUPPORT IT
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