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When the

remedy
begins
with an
open mind

By MYLES SPAR
Special to The Times

Yet again I found myself explain-
ing to a patient that I wasn't sure
what was causing her symptoms, but
that after the X-rays and blood tests,
I had found nothing wrong with her. I
reassured her that her abdominal
pain was nothing serious and offered
her medications to try to alleviate
the symptoms. She had already tried
them all with mixed success.

Such situations made me feel like
a failure as a physician. Even though
I had conscientiously ruled out any-
thing life-threatening or more clearly
definable, I was again left with the
answer that seems to be the case all
too often in primary care: “I don’t
know, but it’s nothing serious.”

So I gave “Ms. Henderson” a pre-
scription that would stop cramps
and another that would block acid. I
didn’t hear from her right away, so I
figured that had done the trick.

At her next appointment, three
months later, she was worried about
feelings of dizziness. I asked about
the abdominal pain, and she seemed
to strain to recall it. Then she re-
membered that the medicines I had
given her had made her sick, so she
had tried acupuncture. The acu-
puncturist said something about de-
ficient spleen gi, or something, she
said, and whatever it was went away
after a few treatments. But, she said,
about this dizziness. . .

So again we went through the
dance of tests trying to find some-
thing I could diagnose with a big
“aha!” and be able to prescribe the
definitive cure. Again I found noth-
ing wrong and prescribed a medicine
to treat the vertigo without knowing
the cause. Again I didn’t hear from
her for a few months, so I figured I

had helped her.

Wrong again. She was back three
or four months later with a feeling of
general fatigue. When I asked what
had happened to her dizziness, she
told me that the medicine I had pre-
scribed had made her tired. So in-
stead she tried an herbal remedy rec-
ommended by a friend — something
with ginger, she said. The dizziness
had vanished in three days. But, she
said, about this fatigue. ..

I almost wondered why she kept
coming back to me.

I'm sure I've had at least one time
in my past 10 years of practice when I
had a definitive “aha!,” when I knew
the exact diagnosis as well as a
proven cure. But that has been rare.
I've had some half “ahas!” when I
could make a definitive diagnosis,
but usually these were coupled with
“well - we don't have a cure, but we
can try this or that to treat the symp-
toms....”

Other times, I've given treat-
ments that got rid of the symptoms
beautifully without ever knowing the
cause.

A firm diagnosis, coupled with a
proven cure, has been rare.

I could easily have felt disillu-
sioned by my profession, considering
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that Western medicine seemed to
have little to offer Ms. Henderson —
and the many patients like her. But
she didn’t necessarily expect me to
have all the answers.

What she needed from me was a
compassionate ear, some reassur-
ance that her condition wasn’t life-
threatening and, she hoped, some-
thing to alleviate her symptoms.
Once I was able to reassure her that
there was nothing seriously wrong,
she felt free to explore whatever ap-
proaches might work to ease her dis-
comfort.

The embrace of complementary
medicine has been driven by pa-
tients much more than physicians.
Our patients feel more comfortable
than we do with the idea that we may
not understand every reason for dis-
tress in the human body and psyche.
Once the Western physician reas-
sures, more and more of our patients
are showing us that there are other
approaches to healing, if not curing.

And once I let go of the notion
that I was a failure if I couldn’t defini-
tively diagnosis every patient that
walked into my office, I became open
toother approachesto healing — ap-
proaches that have been used and
proven valid for centuries.

I have learned about the use of
herbs and botanicals to alleviate
symptoms for which I would have
previously used more toxic pharma-
ceuticals. I have used time tradition-
ally spent reading only Western
medical journals to also study nutri-
tion and acupuncture. Most impor-
tant, I have joined a team of comple-
mentary medicine professionals with
expertise in traditional Chinese
medicine, nutrition, herbs, chiro-
practic, massage therapy and mind-
body healing. Together, we discuss
what each can offer for the health
and well-being of a particular pa-
tient.

Thanks to patients like Ms. Hen-
derson, I have learned that in addi-
tion to using Western medicines to
treat symptoms, I can use many
other methods to heal and to pre-
vent disease.

Istilldon’t have to have all the an-
swers, but I owe it to my patients to
follow their lead.

Muyles Spar is an internist on the
teaching faculty at UCLA, a staff
physician at the Venice Family
Clinic and the medical director of
the Akasha Center for Integrative
Medicine in Santa Monica.
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Don’t let stress make you worried sick — or worse

It’s difficult to avoid
anxiety, but exercise and
other activities can
keep it from running
down your health.

By MYLES SPAR
Spectal fto The Times

Stress can kill. That may
seem overly dramatic, but multi-
ple studies support what my col-
leagues and I see so often: Emo-
tional stress is taking its toll on
the physical health of our pa-
tients.

One woman who visited our
office recently had two children
in the armed forces in Iraq. They
were supposed to come home
weeks earlier, but had been or-
dered to remain for a while lon-
ger. She had had a case of the flu
for over two weeks.

We ran tests to be sure there
was nothing more seriously
wrong, but it appeared that her
immune system was just not do-
ing the job it needed to do.

I told her that chronic stress
causes a prolonged state of in-
flammation that depletes the im-
mune system’s resources. I rec-
ommended that she try yoga or
relaxation techniques such as
deep-breathing exercises, add-
ing that meditation has been
shown to strengthen the im-

mune system.

She began to feel
better after joining a
support group for
people with rela-
tives serving
abroad in the

Another
patient had
recently
been laid
off. He was
worried
about pay-
ing the bills
and taking
care of his
family. He had
also noticed that
his irritable bowel
syndrome had wors-
ened, even though he
was eating the same diet and
taking his medications as al-
ways.

Many medical conditions —
such as irritable bowel syndrome
or eczema — get worse during
times of stress. This didn't mean
that the symptoms were “all in
his head.” It meant that the bio-
logical effects of stress cause cer-
tain conditions to worsen. I rec-
ommended increasing his intake
of fruits and vegetables, foods
that have antioxidants that can
help protect the body from the
effects of stress.

Another woman had just
been diagnosed with leukemia.
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Her husband had died a year
earlier. She wondered what the
relationship could be between
his death and her cancer diagno-
sis.

Certainly it cannot be proved
that the stress of dealing with
her husband’s death contributed
to her cancer, but we do know
that specific cells in the immune
system help fight cancer cells

and that the activity of those
cells is decreased in times of
stress.

I tried to emphasize the im-
portance of dealing with her loss
in a way that minimized her con-

tinued pain, so that her body
could start to heal — both emo-

tionally and physically. She took
up yvoga and meditation to help

her body relax.

Stress has been implicated as
a factor in heart disease, cancer,
asthma, chronic fatigue and a
propensity for infections. It is so
pervasive a part of our lives in
21st century Los Angeles, that I
try to discuss it with all of my pa-
tients.

I depend on them to share
with me what is going on in their
lives — even things they may not
think are related to their physi-
cal complaints. It is important
for me, as their primary care doc-
tor, to understand what they are
dealing with in their lives — only
then can I make an accurate di-
agnosis and realistic recommen-
dations.

When patients express doubt
about the ability of emotional
feelings to affect them physically,
I ask them to consider what hap-
pens when they get nervous.
Maybe the heart races, maybe
the palms start to sweat — either
way, they are experiencing phy-
sical symptoms in response to
stressful thoughts. When such
stressful thoughts are chronic,

there are ongoing physical ef-
fects that wear down the body.

Obviously it is important to
minimize our feelings of stress
and anxiety by dealing with the
root causes. But we also have to
work to reduce the physical im-
pact of stress when it cannot be
controlled. After all, a certain
amount of stress is unavoidable.

Whether it is war in Iraq, a
traffic jam, or financial difficul-
ties and a weak economy, there
are times when we cannot con-
trol the causes of stress in our
lives. What we can do is prevent
stress from making us sick, by
checking in with a health-care
provider and learning about
ways to protect the body from
the effects of stress.

Exercising regularly, main-
taining a healthy diet, getting
enough sleep, talking out prob-
lems, practicing yvoga or medita-
tion — even simply taking five to
10 deep breaths in a row — all
have been shown to decrease the
stress response in the body.
Even though no one can avoid
stress entirely, we are not power-
less to prevent that stress from

making us sick,

Muyles Spar is a clinical
instructor at UCLA, a staff
physician at the Venice Family
Clinic and the medical director
of the Akasha Center for
Integrative Medicine in Santa
Monica.




