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Restoring Balance through Diet and Life Style

Most of us realize that diet and life style are extremely important parts of an overall health care program.  According to Traditional Chinese Medicine, we experience good health when our body, mind and spirit are in harmony.  Disease occurs when stress, inappropriate diet, lack of exercise, insufficient rest, environmental toxins, or climate changes affect any of these components.  From this perspective, the key to health lies in maintaining proper balance in all areas of life.

General Guidelines

Diet

Of all the influences oh our health, food is one of the most important.  According to many traditions of medicine, a strong and complete digestive process is the foundation of good health.  The general dietary guidelines outlined below, will have a balancing effect for all constitutional types.  However, your body knows best.  If there are certain foods or activities that don’t agree with you, then keep that foremost in mind while observing recommendations from the remaining list: 

· Eat slowly and chew your food well.  This simple rule will greatly enhance your body’s digestive ability.

· It is always important to promote good digestion by maintaining a regular eating schedule of 3 to 5 meals per day.  If you are not hungry at mealtime, it is advisable to eat a light meal rather than skip the meal entirely.  This way you will not upset your body’s natural rhythm. 

· Ideally, each meal should consist of  adequate protein, high quality fat, non starchy vegetable and a complex carbohydrate.  

· Stop eating before you are completely full.  There is a 15-minute lag between the time we eat something and the time the brain registers the sensation of fullness.

· According to Chinese medicine, favor lightly cooked vegetables over cold, raw or undercooked vegetables.  While raw foods have an abundance of live enzymes, research shows that nutrients are better extracted from cooked foods.  In clinical practice, I haven’t found this concept to work for everyone.  If you suffer from digestive weakness, experiment by avoiding raw foods and see if this is helpful.  

· Between meals, drink plenty of pure water and/or herbal tea.  Listen to your bodies desire for liquid rather than focusing on the “8 glasses a day” theory.

· Certain foods are so extreme in their very nature that eating even a small amount can aggravate an imbalance for many people (AKA junk food).  Candy, soda, deep fried foods, alcohol and ice cream are examples of foods that are extremely “damp” in nature.   Blackened or charbroiled can be “hot” or toxic due to the burned oils. Try to limit these foods as much as possible.  Hot and spicy foods such as garlic and hot pepper may aggravate a person who is constitutionally over heated, but would be beneficial for someone who suffers from “internal cold”.  

· Some foods are toxic due to over cooking, over processing, age or chemical contamination.  Burned meats or oils are toxic due to the chemical changes that occur when oils are exposed to high temperature. Likewise, fast foods, highly processed foods (such as margarine or processed meats) or spoiled foods should be avoided for the same reason.  The artificial sweetener Nutri-Sweet should be avoided due to the toxic nature of the chemical Aspartame, as well as Splenda.

· Try to eat your main meal in the middle of the day.  This is when your digestive energies are at their peak.  If you feel you need a large meal in the evening, try to eat at least 3 to 4 hours before bedtime.

· Avoid commercial tobacco products.  It is an accepted fact that cigarettes and other forms of commercial tobacco have a detrimental effect on the body at many levels. 

· Due to poor dietary habits and declining nutrient levels in our soil, a broad spectrum multi vitamin is highly recommended.  The ones I like best are New Chapter’s (or Newmark), Innate Respne or Nutriplex’s Whole Food complex which are whole food supplements. I also think it’s wise to supplement with a basic antioxidant to minimize oxidative stress which is a factor in many degenerative illnesses.  I suggest “Life Shield”, by New Mark, which is primarily green tea and tumeric, or Vitanox by Standard Process.   Vitamin D supplementation is essential for everyone living in the North West.  I also suggest that everyone take an omega 3 fatty acid supplement.
· General Dietary Suggestions

· Meat and Fish Meat and fish are outstanding sources of protein, and superior “tonics” from a TCM perspective.  Since they are concentrated, a little goes a long way.  Favor cold water oily fish such as salmon, sardines and rainbow trout (preferably fresh water from less polluted areas) since they are abundant in health promoting omega 3 fatty acids and tend to be lower in mercury levels, which is a serious concern when consuming all seafood.  To calculate mercury exposure from various types of fish, checkout the web site www.gotmercury.org.  Avoid meats that are fried, charbroiled or cured.  Commercial meats are laden with hormones and antibiotics, so it is strongly recommended that you consume only organic and preferably grass fed meats.

· Vegetables (Land) Fresh, cooked vegetables are the major staple of the healthy diet.  Emphasize varieties that are dark green, orange and yellow (seasonal, organic and local are best).  Raw salads are fine (and posses live enzymes) as long as they don’t cause digestive problems.
· Sea Vegetables Very nutrient dense, natures best food for minerals.  Also a good source of protein, and immune modulating polysaccharides.  Helps to bind heavy metals in the body.  Consider kelp, nori, and dulse,, which can be  added to rice water, soup, stews, legumes, and sprinkled over stir fry’s. For more detailed information on the benefits and uses of this health promoting food, please check out this article form Ryan Drum’s web site - http://ryandrum.com/seaxpan1.html.  Since sea veggies chelate heavy metals, it is important to purchase them from a reputable supplier.  Nature spirit herbs is a small reputable harvester from southern Oregon, and they test their supply for heavy metal toxicity – www.naturespiritherbs.com.
· Fresh Fruits Seasonal, organic, local, fresh and ripe fruit is recommended in moderate amounts.  Peeling fruit can help break down the fiber matrix if you suffer from digestive difficulties.  Fruits (and vegetables) are high in phytonutrients which have been shown to decrease the risk of degenerative diseases including cancer.

· Dried Fruits Dried fruits are best if they have been soaked.  In this way, you can enjoy the delicious fruit and the sweet water.  You can use dried fruit as a sweetener in cooked cereal or desserts.  Use in moderation since the fruit sugar is quite concentrated. 

· Nuts and Seeds Most nuts and seeds can be difficult to digest and should be chewed carefully (organic almonds, filberts, walnuts, and pumpkin, sesame and sunflower seeds are good choices).  Avoid or reduce nuts that have been roasted in oil and heavily salted. Nut butters such as finely ground almond or cashew butter are also useful.  A handful of nuts make a nutrient dense quick snack.  Be cautious with food sensitivities.

· Legumes Consume in small quantities since they are concentrated and rich.  All legumes should be soaked extensively (ideally with kelp) and rinsed well before cooking.  Cook with some cumin seeds and pressure cook to increase digestibility.  Especially good are lentils, aduki beans, mung beans, black beans and kidney beans.  Soy products are o.k. in moderation, particularly tempeh and miso (www.southrivermiso.com is a great source) since they are  fermented.

· Grains and Bread While wheat is considered “damp” from a TCM perspective, whole grain breads (preferably sprouted) and pasta are ok in moderation, although they should be used with caution for patients who are concerned about blood sugar fluctuations (for a “glycemic load” list, check out http://www.mendosa.com/gilists.htm) or who suffer from gluten sensitivities. Non flour grains such as brown rice, millet, amaranth and quinoa are better options.

· Dairy/Milk Alternatives A moderate amount of milk (cultured, raw or boiled then cultured are highly preferred, as is goat’s milk), and cheese are o.k. for patients who don’t have a diary sensitivity.   I would advise against consuming soy milk.

· Eggs Organic eggs are very nutritious, and an excellent protein source, unless you suffer from sensitivities to them.  

· Oils and Fats Look for unrefined, organic, cold pressed oils that are sold in dark green, black or brown bottles.  Good brands include Spectrum and Omega.  Extra virgin olive oil is best for low-medium heat cooking or to moisten vegetables.  Sesame oil, organic ghee (clarified butter), or unrefined coconut butter are the most stable and best for high heat cooking. Organic butter or ghee are fine in small amounts.  Avoid margarine or other hydrogenated/partially hydrogenated and refined fats.  Supplementing with a good omega 3 source (500-1000 mg of EPA & DHA/day) is highly recommended.

· Super foods Certain foods provide an extraordinarily rich supply of naturally occurring nutrients including vitamins, minerals, phytonutrients, carotenoids, antioxidants, chlorophyll and food based enzymes. These super foods include spirulina, chlorella, blue green algae, and bee pollen.  For detailed information about the green super foods spirulina and chlorella (http://www.chlorellafactor.com/).  They make a great addition to smoothies (see smoothie recipe).

· Beverages  Favor filtered water or herbal teas.  Green tea is very beneficial for most patients and a good alternative to coffee, as is roasted chicory or barley tea.  A glass of wine or a beer  a few times/week is o.k. for most people, but limit strong alcohol.

· Spices and Condiments All are fine in moderate amounts according to taste.  Be cautious with very hot spices and salt.  In excess, these flavors can create imbalance in the body.  Spices good for digestion include fennel, cardamom, ginger, oregano, thyme and basil.  Macrobiotic grade sea salt ie: celtic salt is superior to conventional table salt or sea salt, but still should be used in moderation.

· Sweeteners Limit all sweeteners.  Favor raw sugar, agave nectar, raw honey, maple syrup or molasses over refined or more concentrated sweeteners.  As an excellent sugar substitute, try stevia extract.  Avoid Aspartame, Splenda or other chemical sweeteners.

· Desserts Cookies, cakes and candies are all very concentrated foods.  Try to avoid or limit them.  As an alternative, try having some fresh fruit or dried fruit that has been soaked.

Exercise

Physical exercise is essential for good health and will enhance all of the other suggestions that are mentioned.  In general, it is important to move the body and stretch the muscles daily.  Vast amounts of research show that physical exercise helps to prevent heart disease, improves digestion, reduces stress, enhances blood circulation and oxygenates internal organs, assists in the elimination of toxins, improves joint flexibility, enhances mental function, enhances bone density, combats depression and has many other beneficial effects.   Even doing 10 minutes/day of basic exercise, such as walking, will greatly enhance your health.   Try integrating flexibility/relaxing exercises with resistance and cardiovascular exercise. While under exercising is a bigger concern for the large majority of people, over exercising can be damaging as well, particularly from excessive strenuous workouts which can cause functional and structural imbalances. As a general rule, if exercise is exhausting you, it’s probably too much.  Remember to drink plenty of water when working out, and make sure to consume enough nutrients to match your level of exercise.  

Rest/Sleep

Sufficient and good quality sleep is essential to good health.  Before the discovery of electricity, the average American slept 10 hours/night.  Research has found that most Americans, on average, are two hours sleep deprived per night.  While many people feel that they can maximize efficiency in their lives by sleeping less, this philosophy will  back fire over time, as it takes a great toll on overall health. 7-10 hours of sleep is recommended for most people, as is trying to keep your sleep cycle on a regular schedule (going to bed and waking up at the same

time).  If you are interested in techniques for improved sleep, read “No More Sleepless Nights” (book or more concise handbook) by Peter Harai.

Relaxation/Stress Reduction/Breathing Exercises

It is valuable to make time for rest, relaxation and leisure in order to replenish your energy.  Try to maintain a tranquil environment, avoiding over stimulation or mental strain.  Stress can be very damaging to the physiology on many levels.  Anything you can do to reduce stress in your life will produce very tangible benefits over the long term.  Exercise, qi gong, tai qi, and meditation are great stress reducers. The web site heartmath.org can be helpful for stress reduction techniques.

Deep breathing is very effective in order to increase the body’s qi.  It’s something everyone can do, anywhere, anytime.  Try to be more aware of your breathing during the day and take deep breaths into your lower abdomen as often as possible.  There are specific deep breathing exercises or practices associated with yoga or qi gong.  These are highly recommended in order to restore a balanced flow of energy in the body.  If you want to learn more about the benefits of deep breathing, contact a meditation or qi gong center to get information on available classes.  Dr. Andrew Weil sells a user friendly DVD on this topic.
Cleansing/Detoxification

Due to the large amounts of toxins that we are exposed to in our diet and the environment, internal cleansing once or twice a year, is of great benefit to most people.  Please read  the Standard Process Purification Program guidebook (available at the office) if you have interest in detoxification techniques.  Depending on your individual concerns and constitutional make up, I may recommend a cleansing program as part of your treatment.  The Environmental Working group was involved in the most comprehensive study ever conducted of multiple chemical contaminants in humans (http://www.ewg.org/issues/siteindex/issues.php?issueid=5004). The results were astounding, and raise major concerns about the toxins we all are exposed to.
Dental Health

Consider getting your teeth professionally cleaned every six months.  Brush and floss daily.  Avoid mercury fillings if possible.  For a good holistic dentist, I suggest Paul Rubin, DDS (http://drpaulrubin.com/), who practices in the Northgate area.
Making the Adjustments

Making changes in your diet and lifestyle are difficult.  If followed, they can have a profound effect in restoring balance to the body and mind.  If these recommendations seem overwhelming or if they conflict with your normal routine, don’t feel that you must incorporate all of them.  Incorporate the easiest ones, and the ones that make the most sense, first and add more as you feel inclined.  You will probably notice how much better you feel when you incorporate a few of these steps, and that may prompt you to consider further changes.  Your inner instincts will help guide your actions in this way.

Recommended reading:

The Schwarzbein Principle, The program - written by a very pragmatic endocrinologist.  Quick and easy read.  She has a very good understanding of the body, and how to bring it back to a place of health and wellness - particularly helpful for folks who want to lose weight.

Nourishing Traditions, Sally Fallon 

Real Food, Nina Planck

Know Your Fats, Mary Enig

The Garden Of Eating, Don & Rachel Matesz

Omnivore’s Dilemma, Michael Pollan
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