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It has long been thought that the genes you inherit from your parents and the risks of diseases for which they code are ultimately what you end up with, for better or for worse.  There is nothing you or I can do about the cards we have been dealt…or is there.  The burgeoning field of epigenomics is suggesting that while you cannot do much about the cards you are dealt, you can do a lot about how you play your hand.

Your  “Book of Life” as I like to refer to DNA, essentially holds the blue print for how every cell, tissue, organ, and system in your body operates.  And it is true that on rare occasions one can inherit a disease e.g. Huntington’s chorea or cystic fibrosis over which you have no capacity to influence.  The Genome Project has decoded all of the approximately 23,000 genes that form the blue print of your system and how it functions.  Surprisingly, researchers have not found a single “bad” gene for the overwhelming majority of chronic complex diseases we confront like heart disease.  Instead, it would appear we have scores of thousands of ‘typos” in our Book of Life that can be translated into multiple possible outcomes.

The epigenome is that large portion of your DNA that does not code for proteins.  It appears that our epigenome has many on and off switches that, in fact, determine which patterns of gene expression manifest.  Interestingly, what seems to determine whether these switches are in the “on” position or “off” position is the “environmental inputs” in one’s life (perhaps from before conception-forward) that are in a dynamic relationship with your Book of Life.  These environmental inputs include:

· The foods you eat

· The amount of movement you engage in

· How you interpret and respond to stress in your life

· Quality of sleep

· Environmental toxin exposure

· Love and Social connection

· Meaning in one’s love, work, and play

· Medications

The nature of these lifelong complex relationships will determine how the parental typos you inherited ultimately get expressed.  This is a radically different understanding with respect to our potential to change the ways our genes express themselves.  As it turns out, our epigenome is an imprinted (and very changeable) memory of the environmental inputs of our parent’s lives before us and our lives since birth.  

While we recognize that many diseases like heart disease run in families (as does the risk factors for heart disease like hypertension, diabetes, high cholesterol, etc), what has hitherto not been understood, is the extent to which these predispositions can be altered.  In other words, while your genes may load the gun, it is the environmental inputs that “tag” your epigenome, that ultimately determine whether the trigger gets pulled or not.  From a perspective of self-care, this is a game changer.

Here’s an example of how this works that touches close to home.  Both my parents had high blood pressure, high cholesterol, diabetes, kidney disease, and ultimately died of heart disease in their 60’s.  This is a pretty bad family history.  One would predict that I have a lot of bad genes and likely would succumb to the same diseases as I got older.  Indeed as I turned forty, my blood pressure was rising, my cholesterol was off the charts, my weight was going up, and I was diagnosed with “pre-diabetes”.  My perception, as is true for almost all adults, was that this was my genetic legacy over which I had no control…thank goodness for prescription medications…right?  WRONG!

When I started to eat a predominantly plant-based diet, exercised regularly, started to meditate, cultivated social connections, scaled back on my work to have more quality time with family, etc. all of these “diseases’ began to disappear.  I started to feel better than I had in years!  It was liberating.  And it was and continues to be hard work.  What I now realize is happening is that I have profoundly altered the environmental inputs that have been in relationship with my DNA since birth.  I inherited not only my parent’s genes but also their epigenome.  There’s was an epigenome “tagged” by the standard American Diet, lot’s of red meat and whole fat dairy, inactivity, financial strain, environmental toxins like cigarettes, and unprecedented consumption of processed foods and sugar.  By transforming my patterns of thinking, feeling, and behaving,  I have changed my epigenome to mitigate those predispositions. My blood pressure has never been better at 110/60, my resting heart rate is in the 50’s, my total cholesterol has dropped 100 mg%, my fasting sugars are < 80, I have less % body fat and more % lean body (muscle mass).  

 I came into the world with and have turned on protective genes that my parents never had the opportunity to transform.  The message is clear and John and I will come back to this point repeatedly.  

You are not a prisoner of your DNA!

 The relationship between your Book of Life and your environmental inputs can profoundly transform your biology throughout life.  And in the end…your biology becomes your biography. 

This fascinating science now begs for the question: How will the chapters in your Book of Life that are waiting to be written going to manifest.  As John and I will emphasize, you are the author, the ultimate healer of self.  
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