“Our Minds: Our Guts….Connected???”

By Andi Locke Mears, MA, CCH, HHP

Have you ever wondered how we get “butterflies in our bellies” right before we walk out on stage to perform a solo??  We know why we get butterflies……they’re from the incredible jumble of nerves we’re feeling at that moment.  But how do we get them? What links our emotions to our stomachs??  Our nervous systems to our gastrointestinal tracts?

First let’s look at how we feel emotions. 

Every emotion we feel, from anger and jealousy to ecstasy and joy, produces a specific chemical. These chemicals, or neuropeptides, are chains of amino acids that are manufactured in an endocrine gland called the hypothalamus, which is like a little chemical factory.  These neuropeptides connect with receptors or docking stations on the cells in our bodies.  Once a neuropeptide has docked, it is absorbed into the cell which then gives rise to the feeling of that emotion.   That’s why neuropeptides and their receptors are now considered to be the “molecules of emotion.”
 You literally don’t feel emotions until the neuropeptide has docked and been absorbed by the cell. 

Our emotions and thoughts have such profound effects on us because they are physically linked to our bodies via our immune, endocrine, and central nervous systems.  All emotions, even those that are suppressed and unexpressed, have physical effects.  Unexpressed emotions tend to “stay” in the body like small ticking time bombs – they are illnesses in incubation.

And this is where the gastrointestinal tract comes in. 

Dr. Michael Gershon, M.D. has spent his life’s research understanding the human bowel.  He discovered that nerve cells in the gut act like a second brain.  Indeed, his book is entitled, “The Second Brain: Your Gut Has a Mind of Its Own.” The common belief is that our neurotransmitters are produced in the brain, however, Dr. Gershon  discovered that 95% of the body’s serotonin -the “feel good” neurotransmitter- is made in the bowel.
 That’s right – it’s made in the same place that is breaking down, absorbing, and finally eliminating our food. And what does it do there?  According to Dr. Gershon, it triggers digestion. So…..all the pieces start to make sense.  What makes us feel good – or nervous -  also triggers – or impedes -  the cascade of events known as digestion. 

Nerve cells in the gut also use serotonin to signal the brain. This information can train us not to eat certain foods by communicating pain, gas, and other terrible feelings. I assume this means if you get a “gut feeling” that you shouldn’t eat something, the seratonin in your gut is responsible for telling your brain to give you this hunch. 

Dr. Gershon’s research also points out that there are over 100 billion nerve cells called neurons in the gut.  There are as many neurons in the small intestine as in the entire spinal cord.  Add to this the neurons of the esophagus, stomach, and colon and there are more nerve cells in our gastrointestinal tracts than in our spine.  What this indicates is that the bowels, or gastrointestinal tract, are intimately linked to our emotions and play a much more important part in our emotional health than previously realized. 

The gastrointestinal tract is governed by the enteric nervous system, which is a component of the peripheral nervous system. And here’s the amazing part: It does not necessarily follow commands it receives from the brain or spinal cord.  Rather, it can process data and it can act on the basis of this data to activate that which it alone controls.  According to Dr. Gershon, it is the only element of the peripheral nervous system that can elect NOT to do the bidding of the brain or spinal cord.  Thus, is it a second brain.  And our two brains--the one in our head and the one in our bowel--must cooperate. If they do not, then there is chaos in the gut and misery in the head--everything from "butterflies" to cramps, from diarrhea to constipation.
So, if our emotions are balanced and even, the enteric nervous system operates efficiently and effectively and food is digested, absorbed, and eliminated efficiently and effectively. If, however, we feel stressed, frazzled, jittery, afraid or a dozen other emotions that unbalance us either short term or chronically, our enteric nervous system is adversely affected by the molecules of emotion which means the gastrointestinal tract will also be adversely affected. As always, the key to health – both emotional and physical – lies in our ability to be balanced. 

I find it fascinating that in iridology, the nervous system surrounds the gastrointestinal tract which is just outside our pupil.  When I see a disturbance in the nervous system, I always see a corresponding disturbance right next to this in the gastrointestinal(GI) tract.  These correlations confirm to me how intimate the relationship is between our emotions are our intestines. 
Another interesting aspect to Dr. Gershon’s work is that the billions of neurons in the gut work with our immune system to protect us from viruses and other illnesses.  Indeed, some 60-70% of the immune system is located in the intestines. Most people are unaware that a first line of defense against a cold or flu virus is a good dose of Probiotics, the beneficial bacteria that colonize our GI tracts. Probiotics such as Lactobacilli and bifidobacteria maintain a healthy balance of intestinal flora by producing organic compounds—such as lactic acid, hydrogen peroxide, and acetic acid—that increase the acidity of the intestine and inhibit the reproduction of many harmful bacteria.
  Probiotic bacteria also produce substances called bacteriocins, which act as natural antibiotics to kill undesirable microorganisms.
  Thus, if a virus succeeds in reaching the stomach, small intestines, or colon, the strong healthy bacteria can kill it.  Health in the GI tract means health in the entire body. And let’s take that a step further. 
Dr. Bernard Jensen discovered in the mid-late 20th century that every part of the body has a direct neural arc to the colon.  In other words, every part of the colon is connected to every other part of the body.   If the colon isn’t healthy, the nerve impulses traveling throughout the body will send signals to the rest of the body that are compromised or weakened.  A feedback loop occurs in the nervous system and soon, that part of the body becomes even weaker.  Inflammation sets in.  And this is where the sheer genius of our bodies manifests.  When we bathe our colons in clean, pure water much more is occurring than simply the elimination of impacted fecal matter.  The nerve endings in the colon are also being bathed and stimulated.  After receiving a colonic, it has been my experience that people often feel calm, relaxed, and even euphoric.  Their enteric nervous system has interacted with their brain to balance the autonomic nervous system and the nerve endings in the colon have told all parts of the body to relax. Refreshing!

It is this internal communication that we must foster and develop in our bodies through exercise, healthy eating, and regular bowel care with colonics. After all, a healthy colon is paramount for emotional well-being and physical health throughout the body.  And the next time you perform on a solo stage, you just might be more relaxed if your GI tract is healthier. 
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