
HOLES IN THE BARRIER 

 

This treatment model—addressing the assimilation-elimination process of the body as a way of 

treating chronic illnesses that may have their origin there—extends also to the management of 

other neurological diseases. A number of clinical studies have demonstrated improvement in 

neurological function in patients with multiple sclerosis (MS), who were put on a gluten-free diet 

plan. A good friend and colleague, neurologist David Perlmutter, in his superb book, Grain Brain, 

has described his pioneering work in treating various neurological conditions with a gluten-free 

diet. 

The question is how the hostile foreign substances manage to get into the blood from the gut in 

the first place. Didn’t we say that there’s an intestinal immune system that puts up a barrier 

prohibiting the absorption of immune-activating substances? Has something somehow been 

poking holes in the barrier? 

The answer is yes, and the term for it is endotoxemia. It means that toxic substances produced 

in the intestinal tract are indeed leaking through the barrier into the blood. Research 

gastroenterologists call it “leaky gut syndrome,” and they have confirmed that it primarily occurs 

after the consumption of foods high in fat and sugar or from ingesting other caustic chemical or 

food substances. The leaks allow the entry of substances the barrier normally prohibits. These 

substances spill through into the intestines, where the intestinal immune system sees them as 

foreigners, takes defensive action, and turns up the dial on the genes that control the production of 

inflammatory messengers. 

But just what is poking holes in the barrier? What is responsible for this loss of integrity in the 

mucosal barrier? Researchers believe it is exposure to caustic substances—possibly from food 

allergens, infectious bacteria, viruses or yeast, drugs and alcohol, or harsh chemicals. Whatever 

the precise cause, this loss of integrity in the barrier that normally prohibits access to the intestinal 

immune system stirs such diverse chronic symptoms as sinus problems, joint pain, headaches, skin 

problems like eczema, and anxiety. Just how bad the symptoms get will depend on just how leaky 

the barrier has become and just how many endotoxins get absorbed into the blood. 

WHAT TO DO? 

 

Back in 1990 when I and my close friends and medical colleagues, David Jones, Leo Galland, 

Sidney Baker, Joseph Pizzorno, Graham Reedy, and J. Alexander Bralley, were first talking about 

the clinical applications of functional medicine, we all agreed that addressing an imbalance in the 

assimilation-elimination process would be among the most important. * At my suggestion, we 

even developed an acronym for the functional medicine approach to what we call gastrointestinal 

restoration. We named it the Four R Program, and over the subsequent decades, it has been tested, 

refined, and taught to more than a hundred thousand health practitioners around the world. 

The Four Rs stand for: 

•    Remove 

•    Replace 
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•    Reinoculate 

•    Repair 

Here’s how it works. 

Step One: Remove 

Simply put, get rid of all food allergens or food substances producing sensitivities. Start by 

evaluating the reaction to gluten in grain products; to casein protein in dairy products; and to soy 

products, citrus products,  

peanuts, eggs, and shellfish—all classic producers of immune response. Be careful also to reduce 

exposure to moldy foods and fermented foods. 

Step Two: Replace 

If the stool contains undigested food materials or fat, that is a telltale sign that the enzymes 

normally released during the digestive process may not be adequate for proper function. Take a 

digestive enzyme supplement before meals to improve digestion and absorption. A pancreatin 

digestive enzyme tablet that can break down protein, carbohydrate, and fats may help in improving 

assimilation when taken along with meals. 

Step Three: Reinoculate 

Add a prebiotic and probiotic supplement to the daily regimen. Probiotic organisms of 

the Bifidobacterium bifidum and Lactobacillus acidophilus strains have been proved to be safe and 

effective for improving digestive function, but do start slowly with these supplements, and increase 

the dose over two to three weeks. The ideal daily dose consists of 3 grams per day of the prebiotic 

and a 2 billion probiotic count. The ideal probiotics dose is considerably higher than one can get 

in a standard serving of yogurt, so it may be more convenient to take in a therapeutic tablet or 

powdered delivery form. 

Step Four: Repair 

Take a supplement of the nutrients that can support the healing of the intestinal mucosal 

barrier. The most important of these are zinc (15 milligrams), pantothenic acid (vitamin B5, 500 

milligrams), omega-3 fish oils (2 to 3 grams), and the amino acids L-glutamine (5 grams) and 

magnesium (200 milligrams), along with a B-complex nutritional supplement. 

Let’s be clear: The Four R Program isn’t for the odd stomach upset; nor is it a maintenance 

program. It addresses a fundamental imbalance in the core physiological process of assimilation-

elimination. 
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