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The Digestive System—Eating and Food Processing 

We really are what we eat. Everything in our bodies is made from food. This includes enzymes, 

hormones, and every cell, with all the chemicals that carry out their functions. More precisely, 

we are what we are able to digest and absorb. We may have a great diet, but unless we can 

properly digest and take in the nourishment in it, it’s no good to us. Without the right nutrients, 

none of the body systems can thrive. 

The digestive system turns food into small enough components for us to absorb into our 

bodies. It is a thirty-foot-long food-processing tube that begins with the mouth and ends with the 

anus, with a few organs supporting it (the liver, gallbladder, and pancreas). Its work is fourfold: 

the process of eating; digestion of food into tiny molecules (mechanical blending and chemical 

digestion by enzymes); absorption of these tiny molecules into the blood; and excretion or 

elimination of waste. 

The tube is specialized for particular functions; the mouth has teeth, which can chomp and 

mash up food, and salivary glands, which make saliva to moisten and lubricate food and begin 

digestion with enzymes, molecules that carry out a specific biochemical process in the cells. We 

need to chew our food properly for optimum digestion, as it needs to be mostly liquid in order 

for the stomach enzymes to be able to digest it. 

After the food is swallowed, it enters the food pipe/esophagus on its way to the stomach. The 

esophagus is a tube-like structure that has round sphincter muscles at its top and bottom. The 

stomach contains hydrochloric acid, which activates the digestive enzymes it makes to break 

down proteins, and a thick layer of mucus to protect itself from the acid. Light vegetable and 

fruit meals stay only about an hour in the stomach. Meals full of meat and fat stay for up to six 

hours. Acid reflux is a common condition in which the acid made in the stomach enters the 

esophagus and burns it. It can often be sorted out by proper attention to diet and lifestyle 

changes, and if more treatment is needed, then herbal medicine has much to offer. 

Various hormonal and nerve signals control digestion. It is stimulated by the parasympathetic 

vagus nerve from the brain when the rest-relaxation part of the unconscious (autonomic) nervous 

system is activated (page 197). 

Small Intestine 

The now-liquid food (called chyme) enters the small intestine, the place where most of our 

digestion is completed and absorption of nutrients happens. Its many folds give it a large surface 

area. Early on, it receives pancreatic juice full of digestive enzymes and bile from the 

gallbladder; it uses these to chemically digest the food. If your small intestine can’t properly 

absorb (take nutrients into the blood), you will starve even if you are eating well. 

Blood from the intestines, with all those newly absorbed important nutrients, goes straight to 

the liver for processing (see Chapter Ten). 

A Leaky Gut 



The delicate mucous membrane lining of the small intestine is replaced every few 

days. Although it is very thin, when intact the membrane only allows the right things to cross 

it. For example, proteins are too big to cross—they must first be broken down into amino 

acids. The lining can become unhealthy—too permeable (or “leaky”), allowing proteins to 

cross. Unknown proteins in the blood trigger an inflammatory response, because the immune 

system thinks they are a threat. This is the cause of food sensitivities or intolerances. * Some 

foods are especially hard to digest, including wheat and dairy. A leaky gut leading to an 

inflammatory response can trigger further food intolerances as digestion is further impaired. The 

solution is to pay special attention to the diet and processes of digestion and cut out offending 

foods, in order to allow the gut to heal. 

* Allergies are serious and obvious reactions. Intolerances are more subtle and can be harder to 

pin down, but still cause problems to health. 

GLUTEN 

Many people do better without eating wheat. The most serious wheat problem is celiac disease, 

an autoimmune problem triggered by the protein gluten, which is treatable by simply avoiding 

gluten-containing grains. Many people without celiac still have a sensitivity to wheat (which is 

very high in gluten), and sometimes other gluten-containing grains. But wheat can be a problem 

not just because of the gluten—it also contains other proteins that can cause sensitivities. 

Wheat intolerance causes inflammation of the gut, leading to increased intestinal permeability 

(a.k.a. leaky gut—see page 140), which in turn allows proteins that shouldn’t be there to enter 

the blood, where they trigger immune responses. This could manifest in the form of serious 

autoimmune conditions like Crohn’s disease and ulcerative colitis, thyroid problems, type 1 

diabetes, fibromyalgia, rheumatoid arthritis, and autoimmune liver and skin diseases. If you have 

wheat or gluten sensitivity, your gut flora is adversely affected when you eat it, which affects all 

of your health, most obviously the digestion (diarrhea and/or constipation, bloating, flatulence, 

heartburn, and pain), the brain (brain fog, fatigue, depression, and even dementia), and the skin 

(rashes and skin diseases). 

The best way to find out if you are sensitive to a particular food is to give it up for a few 

weeks (see Appendix A, page 293) and see how your body reacts. 

Babies have a naturally leaky gut membrane; it is not fully formed, allowing immunoglobulins 

from breast milk to enter the babies’ blood and provide immune protection. However, this makes 

a vulnerability if babies are given the wrong food too early in life. Truly, the wrong food is 

anything other than breast milk—people not breastfed often need gut healing. 

Gut feelings 

Our language is full of sayings that reflect feelings we associate with our digestive systems. 

Consider these: butterflies in the stomach, gut feelings, or the saying, “I just can’t stomach it.” 

It turns out that our guts really are full of nerves, and they make a lot of the neuropeptides that 

are known as neurotransmitters when they are found in the brain. The intimate relationship 

between the gut, the brain, and our emotions—long recognized by naturopathic and traditional 

healing modalities—is now also recognized by scientists, although it hasn’t found its way firmly 

into allopathic medicine yet. * 

* Candace Pert, The Molecules of Emotion: Why You Feel the Way You Feel. 

The Colon 
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What’s left of the liquefied and digested food eventually enters the large intestine or 

colon. Shorter than the small intestine but wider, its job is to absorb water and any leftover 

nutrients and then use what is left over to form the digestive waste, known as feces. The colon 

starts in the lower right part of the abdomen and moves up and around, clockwise, to the lower 

left side. The last part is the rectum, ending with a double sphincter called the anus. 

The colon needs a diet with plenty of fiber to provide bulk, which keeps things moving. 

When feces enters the rectum, a reflex is triggered via the brain that lets us know we need to 

go. If we can’t empty our bowels when we need to and have to suppress the defecation urge, this 

can lead to constipation. Suppression of any natural urge causes health problems. 

“In traditional Chinese medicine, the colon—or Colon Official—is known as the “official 

who brings purity and sparkle.” Without getting rid of the dregs, the leftovers, the rubbish, 

there can be no purity and sparkle in our cells and tissues. The Colon Official not only 

operates in the bowel, but is the energy responsible for removing rubbish or waste from every 

cell in the body, and indeed from every part of the mind and spirit.” 

—HOLISTIC ANATOMY 

The colon needs to have a good garden of healthy bacteria living in it. The bacteria in our gut 

are called our gut flora , making the microbiome. It is vital to our health and well-being to have a 

thriving microbiome. 

Some types of gut flora help us—these are called probiotics (like in kefir, yogurt, and 

sauerkraut), but some cause health problems (like the candida yeast that causes thrush). When 

you eat sugar you feed the unhealthy type of microbes. Without probiotics we are deficient in 

key nutrients, extremely vulnerable to food-borne illnesses, and have a much weaker immune 

system. 

A Closer Look at Food 

“Proteins are broken down into amino acids, carbohydrates into simple sugars, fats (or lipids) 

into fatty acids and glycerol.... Foods are large molecules, made by plants and animals, and 

digestion breaks these large molecules down into small ones for absorption, so the body can 

use them to make large ones again. This breaking down and building up, and the balance 

between the two, is what is known as metabolism.” 

—HOLISTIC ANATOMY 

Carbohydrates are mostly broken down into simple sugars, which the liver makes into glucose 

for energy production. Most sugars come from plants. Sugars are also used to make DNA, 

involved in cell replication. So, if sugar is so useful to the body, why is it bad for our health to 

eat it? 

We are designed by nature to eat mostly complex carbohydrates, which we have to digest 

before they become sugar in the blood. When we eat a carbohydrate meal, the sugar in it doesn’t 

all go straight into our blood—it takes time. The sugar is released bit by bit, and the body has 

time to handle it calmly. Pure sugar goes straight into the blood extremely quickly, giving us a 

huge spike of high blood sugar that the body must work hard to process; the pancreas releases a 

lot of insulin and the liver gets overworked dealing with it. Mood swings and energy dips 



commonly result. Sugar in the digestive tract upsets the balance of the gut flora, which throws 

everything off. 

Fats are used mainly for energy production, but some are used for construction and to make 

some hormones (like steroids, which are made from cholesterol *). Vitamins A, D, E, and K are 

fats. We need cholesterol to make vitamin D, and also to make the important myelin sheaths of 

the nerves. There are healthy and unhealthy fats (page 74, Chapter Five). 

* See page 168 about “good” and “bad” cholesterol. 

“The omega-3s always end up encouraging anti-inflammation, and the omega-6s (in most 

vegetable oils) can encourage anti-inflammation or inflammation, while animal fats (from 

meat and dairy) encourage inflammation. 

So the idea is to reduce the dietary intake of animal fats in favor of oily fish, and make sure 

your vegetable oil consumption isn’t all sunflower oil, but includes other oils, as well as 

eating lots of leafy green vegetables.” 

—HOLISTIC ANATOMY 

Proteins make up most of the body’s structure, including muscles and collagen, enzymes, 

hemoglobin, plasma proteins, hormones, immunoglobulins, and more. Animal flesh is high in 

protein—like us, animals are made mostly of protein. However, plants actually make all of the 

amino acids that animals use to build their bodies. Cows eat grass, * and from this they build a 

huge amount of muscle. We can’t eat grass for protein, not because it doesn’t contain all the 

necessary nutrients, but because our digestive systems can’t process it to get them out. However, 

there is plenty of protein in most vegetable foods, as long as they are eaten in the right 

combinations. Some vegetable sources of protein include quinoa, buckwheat, soy, rice and 

beans, hummus, Ezekiel bread (made of wheat, barley, beans, lentils, millet, and spelt), 

mycoprotein (Quorn), seitan, hemp and chia seeds, and the humble peanut butter sandwich. 

* At least they do if they are not being tortured in what passes as a modern “farm,” kept thigh-

deep in excrement and fed on corn, which is not their natural food, then murdered by machines 

for burgers. 

Vitamins and minerals are needed in relatively small quantities but are absolutely essential for 

health. They are involved in all kinds of cellular processes. We can make vitamin D (provided 

we have enough sunshine) and vitamin K (made by friendly bacteria in the bowel), but the rest 

must be taken into the body through our food. We need them for many things, including bone 

formation, skin and mucous membrane building, blood-clotting, antioxidation (without which we 

age and die very quickly), and many cellular processes. 

Although a certain amount is known about what nutrients are needed for life, nutritional 

science is really in its infancy. We know what the basic food groups are, but we can’t know or 

replicate all of the nutrients that nature has provided in the form of food plants. I suggest that you 

have more faith in your own awakening instincts, your direct experience of what is good or bad 

for you, and the long-tested knowledge of ancient traditions, than you do in the science of 

nutrition. 

 

“9.” Deeply Holistic: a Guide to Intuitive Self-Care, Know Your Body, Live Consciously, and 

Nurture Your Spirit, by Pip Waller, North Atlantic Books, 2018. 
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