The First Order of Qi Cultivation – Diet

Ok, so in order for food to have qi in it, it must look at least a little like how it looked in nature.  NO, protein bars and energy powders do not count.  By the time many folks are desperate enough to try acupuncture, many of them are literally starving to death.  This is not just dramatic license on my part!  Proper nutrition is more than minimizing carbs, or the proper combination of vitamins and minerals.  Many people go months or years without eating a single living thing. 

How may servings per day?

The USDA recommends a daily serving of 4-5 vegetables and 2-4 fruit to meet our basic nutritional requirements.  OK, that 9-10.   Most of us are lucky to get one or two.  But in order for the body to heal, there must be a surplus of qi and nutritional building blocks.  Since food is how we provide the body with the building blocks needed for cellular processes including repair, missing even a few micronutrients can play make healing much more difficult.  So begin to support the healing process by enjoying a balance of fresh foods that are in season.  Please note that fresh does not necessarily mean raw.  Many of us have digestion so compromised that even if we ate all those raw fruits and veggies, they would not be absorbed properly anyway.  Fresh vegetables that are lightly steamed (not boiled to death) have plenty of qi and vitality in them, and are more easily assimilated by the body.  

“You will be assimilated”

For those of you who may not understand what I mean by “assimilated” I find it helpful to remember the Borg in certain Star Trek episodes.  It is the job of the body to absorb and process all the nutrients available in the foods that we eat.  But how well the body is able to do that depends upon 1) the quality of the food we are eating and 2) our own ability to actually take in that nutrition.  Our ability to absorb butrients from the foods that we eat decreases as we get older, and is affected by other helath conditions.  Smoking dramatically decreases how well we absorb nutrients; individuals who are immuno-comprimised, suffering from chornic disease, or or undergoing chemotherapy or HAART find that their medications can damage the lining of the stomach and intestine so that it is more difficult to digest food.  

Second, I think it is helpful to be realistic about diet:  it is difficult, if not impossible to get everything we need from diet without a lot of work (e.g. shopping, chopping, scrubbing, cooking, chewing…Oy vey).  Save yourself some anguish and find a good multi-vitamin, with additional herbs or supplements as needed.   When determining which supplements to take,  I cannot stress enough the importance (and ultimate cost savings) of working with a licensed practitioner to help determine guide you.  All of us have yielded to, at one time or another, the temptation to try that one new supplement that our friend raved about thinking it might help.  (Be honest, how many have an entire shelf or section of the counter devoted to various bottles, lotions, and herbal potions?)   It all adds up.  Secondly, for those folks who are taking a large number of western medications, indivisuals who are immuno-comprimised or undergoing chemotherapy, it is extremely important to work with someone who is competent in both eastern and western biomedicine. 

Some caveats here:  

1) The over-the-counter nutrient industry is fairly unregulated.  Not all supplement companies are honest – you cannot guarantee purity, manufacturing grade, etc.  It is worth the few extra dollars to buy professional grade supplements from a licensed practitioner.   In additionaBy entering into a professional practitioner-patient relationship, you help ensure that what is recommended is medically beneficial.   Furthermore, many people simple pass oral supplemnts thourgh the stool without absorbing them anyway.  Professional grade supplements are many times formulated to improve absorption.  Your practitioner will know how to take themina way to maximize their potential.

2) A practioner should be able to discuss in detail how and why they think a particular herb or supplement can help you, and give an estimate of how long they anticipate that you might need it.  Supplements and herbs are expensive, and I think it behooves us all to be keep costs down.  There are a few supplements that have been lifesaving to some of my pateitns.   I could never have achieved those results with acupuncture alone, and for some patients, it may be in their best interst to use something on a long term basis.  But we work hard to find the lowest dose possible that will achieve the desired effect.    Every few months or so, particularly if you feel only minimsl improvement, check in with your practitioner and ask them to help identify specific clinical changes the he or she can attribute to your use of the supplements.   These results may be obvious, or  there may be internal changes that you may not recognize such as a stronger pulse or a better tongue coat which are vital for a full recovery.   

3) Be wary of any practitioner who makes extravagant claims, or insists upon extremely large doses, with a high price to match.  I have a few patients who, in the search for someone who could help them, spent thousands of dollars on supplements receommended to them with little or no success.    Chronic disease and pain rarely are due to one cause, so it is rare for one modality to yield lasting results.  TCM is about integration, which usually means using several modalities together.      

4) Patients who self-medicate with herbs and supplements run the risk of a) are taking far more than they actually need or b) not taking enough or c) missing something altogether.  There is a reason that some of these are called micronutrients, micro as in small, tiny.  The adage that if a little is good, than more must be better does not hold up here.  Admittedly, everyone is different and it may be important to work with your practitioner to discover the optimal doseage.  Remember that many vitamins and mineral act as substrates for the reactions in the body which generate cellular fuel.   Missing even a few can dramatically reduce how much fuel your body is able to make or how well it is able to eliminate toxins. 

But I don’t like the taste.  

Sigh.  This may be the single most commonly heard line for every American practitioner.    No way to make it pretty, some fo the things I recommend tase pretty foul (not foul).  To those would be nay-sayers who turn up their nose at Chinese herbs or supplements, I try to offer an explanation as to how their progress is likely to be affected if they don’t use them, and if that doesn’t work, the drill seargent thing has worked wonder.  Suck it up and drink them down  We are not children, we are adults with a serious conditon which requires herbal medicine.  Our ability to rise abouve our instincts is what separates us from the animals.  Suck it up and get it down.  

Generally, I find it helpful to be realistic and compassionate about dietary changes, and the use of herbs.   I cannot reasonably expect someone who has lived for years on fast food and take out to be happy with the prospect of shopping for and preparing their own meals.  Gradual, workable goals allow everyone to become comfortable with lifestyle changes, without alienating their inner 4-year-old (you know,  the part of us that just wants to watch cartoons, eat pizza every night, and party like its 1999).  Making friends with my inner hedonistc sloth was vital to learning to eat kale, or taking those foul tasting herbs.

One example of this can be seen with a patient I had last year.  We had been working on a variety of issues, and to make it easy to remember, I asked d him to eat just one green thing a day, just one.  This was something he could wrap his mind around – felt manageable.  At first, it was the lettuce inside the burger.  But he began to bring awareness to what he was eating – he noticed it for the first time in his life.  As he shared this with his friends, they were included in the process, often giving him a hard time if he had not eaten something green at a meal.  Gradually one green-thing-a-day morphed into an entire serving of veggies, then shopping for them and planning for them.  I knew we had struck pay dirt when his mother proudly informed me that he had broccoli for breakfast earlier that week.  

OK, while this may be going above and beyond, it illustrates the point. 

No movies to be made about gradually rebuilding health and life through a return to “basics.”  No time-streams to cross, no imperial fighters to dodge.  There’s nothing magical about twice weekly visits for body work which can be expensive, herbs that taste like dirt, being forced to eat gross vegetables that nobody likes unless covered with a thick cheese sauce, did I mention FIBER, or skipping Buffy the Vampire Slayer to go to the gym.  No press releases about how Mrs. Jones is sleeping again for the first time in years, or how Mr. C’s hands are slowly regaining their circulation, and the pain is better.

Next week we will take a deeper look at _______________.

