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Chapter 1: What are enzymes and why 
are they important? 

 

Your body was designed to heal itself. 

Most people are aware of this on some basic level: when you get a cut or bruise it eventually 

repairs itself all on its own, unless there is some kind of infection or repeated injury present. But 

did you know that, given the right set of circumstances, with the help of a trained and skilled 

practitioner (who might be a nurse or doctor, acupuncturist, herbalist, or physical therapist), the 

body has the incredible ability to heal itself from even life-threatening diseases? 

This is only possible when the body regains optimal health, which can be achieved through 

changes in lifestyle and diet. In fact, diet is especially important to maintaining or enhancing the 

body’s ability to heal itself from injury, since most diseases are directly related to the health of 

your gastrointestinal system. 

Before you think “oh no, here is another one of those people promoting miraculous ‘alt-

medicine’ or ‘medicinal foods’ books, and demonizing conventional medicine,” let me say that I 

am a firm believer in the power of conventional medicine to help the body through emergencies. 

If you told us you had cancer and the doctor recommended surgery, we’d say “have the surgery.” 

But we’d also say that if you wanted your body to not only recover from the trauma, but stay 

permanently in remission, and be even healthier than before, then you’ll need to make some 

major changes to your diet and lifestyle. 
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Making dietary changes is a challenge for most people, who often lack the will (yes, even in the 

face of life-threatening circumstances). But some simple changes to diet, coupled with treatments 

that maximize the power of the food you do consume can make all the difference between a body 

that is barely functioning, giving you a poor quality of life, and a body that is thriving, enabling 

you to live longer, healthier, and in a more fulfilling way. 

While there is a lot of information out there about diet and nutrition, one thing it often leaves out 

is how our food habits today – even healthy food habits – often lead to poor health outcomes. 

Part of the problem is a lack of enzymes to digest specific foods. 

Enzymes are catalysts and proteins in the body that are responsible for chemical conversions. 

Encoded in our genes, enzymes send out signals that create biochemical pathways that are 

responsible for converting what we consume into things that are useful for the body, or 

alternatively, into substances that are eliminated as waste products. 

Digestive enzymes break down food so that the body’s tissues and cells can use it effectively. 

They play an important role in maintaining good “gut health.” “Gut health” is a term that is being 

used more frequently in the medical and food industries. It refers to the ability of the 

gastrointestinal tract to absorb and process food, and to the absence of gastrointestinal illness 

requiring visits to the doctor. 

Dr. Stephan C. Bischoff, Professor of Medicine and Chair of Nutritional Medicine and 

Prevention at the University of Hohenheim in Stuttgart (Germany) coined the term. He 

understood it to point to 5 essential criteria: 1) effective digestion and absorption of food, 2) the 

absence of gastrointestinal dis-ease, 3) normal and stable intestinal microbiota, 4) an effective 

immune system, and 5) a general status of physical and mental well-being. In many countries of 

the world today, but especially in countries where people consume a good deal of processed, 

packaged food, and relatively low amounts of fruits and vegetables, many people suffer from 

gastrointestinal disorders. These disorders lead to inflammation in the body, which can manifest 

as other ailments and diseases: skin rashes, asthma, hypertension, join pain/arthritis, and even 

cancer. 
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There are over 5,000 enzymes working in the human body. Over half of these are produced by 

bacteria that exist in the intestinal tract. The rest come from the food we eat. There are different 

kinds of enzymes, each performing different functions in the body. For example, amylases break 

down starches in the body, while proteases react only to proteins. Two enzymes are needed to 

break down alcohol in the body: alcohol dehydrogenase (ADH) and andaldehyde dehydrogenase 

(ALDH).  

Foods that are abundant in enzymes have the ability to produce good gut health. These foods: 

fresh fruits and vegetables, have little to no processing involved. Some foods, like Daikon radish, 

have powerful enzymatic properties that are absorbed and used by the human body directly. 

Most of the enzymes in food, however, work indirectly, being broken down by the process of 

digestion into to be absorbed in the intestine as amino acids and peptides.  

While it is generally agreed by doctors, nutritionists, and wellness practitioners that eating a diet 

that consists mainly of unprocessed, plant-based fruits and vegetables allows the body to absorb 

beneficial enzymes in the most efficient way, leading to optimal health, there are some 

minimally processed foods that also achieve these effects. Fermented foods like sauerkraut, 

kimchi, kombucha, and miso (in their low-sodium varieties that is!) also produce a large number 

of beneficial enzymes that aid the body’s process of digestion and absorption of nutrients. 

But waitaminute! Before you go loading up on low-sodium sauerkraut and kimchi, it’s important 

to know something else: the enzymes in our food are often not able to do the job they’re 

supposed to. 

One reason is that we tend to eat quickly, not savoring our meals. This is especially true in 

industrialized nations. On the other hand, if Michael Moore’s latest film, “Where to Invade 

Next,” is any indication, French public school children do not have this problem, since they not 

only eat healthful, nutritious free meals at lunchtime, they also take a whole hour to savor their 

lunch. 

Did I mention that those lunches would be considered gourmet by most standards? 

Compare that to where you live. In my (Kelly’s) son’s Catholic school, the kids get 20 minutes 

to eat lunch at their desks (lunch is brought from home), followed by twenty minutes of play 

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/tom-conrad-/michael-moores-new-movie-_b_9385504.html
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outside (weather permitting). Twenty to thirty minutes for lunch is the norm in many U.S. public 

schools, too. Whenever I sit for lunch duty at my son’s school, I am amazed at how many of the 

kids spend most of their time chatting and eating, playing and eating, or getting up and sitting 

back down constantly while they’re gobbling up their food. In the four years we’ve been there, I 

have seen only a few kids truly savor their lunch, carefully chewing each bit multiple times 

before swallowing, 

And yet, that really is the ideal way to eat: slowly and deliberately, chewing each mouthful many 

times before swallowing. 

It’s not just a matter of etiquette: eating this way enables the digestive enzyme amalayze, found 

in saliva, to do its work of breaking carbohydrates down. What’s more, food that has been only 

partially chewed puts additional stress on the stomach and intestines, causing indigestion and 

blocking ability of the body’s enzymes to absorb and break down vital nutrients from the food 

that is being consumed. 

One other problem that prevents enzymes from doing the work they are meant to has to do with 

the fact that some of the foods we eat, foods that are usually promoted as healthy, actually cause 

or exacerbate digestive disorders, leading to chronic inflammation and poor health in infants, 

children, and adults alike. Here are some of the foods that cause these problems: 

 Dairy products, especially cow’s milk. Some people lack the enzyme lactase, which 

breaks down lactose in dairy products, while others lack DPP-IV (dipeptidyl peptidase 

IV), the enzyme that breaks down casein, a protein found in milk. In fact most people, 

around sixty percent (60%) of the world’s population, can’t digest milk. Some physicians 

and wellness practitioners think it’s abnormal if you can digest milk. Yogurt is also a 

culprit in chronic inflammation, even more so if you eat the pre-mixed or fruit-on-the-

bottom kinds that contain up to 16 grams of sugar per 8 ounce (1 cup) serving. And the 

probiotics in most kinds of yogurt are usually not enough to counter the effects of 

inflammation. Dairy products like these are common causes of arthritis and skin rashes. 

 

http://koin.com/2015/11/17/how-much-time-should-students-get-to-eat-lunch/
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 Alcohol. While it’s true that there are some health benefits to drinking red wine, and 

medical research has suggested that it can prevent some forms of cancer, dementia, 

depression, liver disease, and other ailments. However, there are a few cautionary tales to 

keep in mind. One, some of these health benefits are only obtained if you drink more than 

moderate amounts (according to the "Dietary Guidelines for Americans 2010," published 

by the US Department of Agriculture, this means two glasses of red wine per day for men 

and one for women). Two, drinking more than moderate amounts of wine on a regular 

basis can cause a number of health problems, including heart disease, liver damage, 

psychiatric problems, and cancer. Three, a recent Swedish study into the link between 

genetics and alcohol consumption has demonstrated that a majority of people don’t have 

the cholesteryl ester transfer protein (CETP) gene that enables them to benefit from 

moderate consumption of red wine. Above all, it’s important to keep in mind that alcohol 

is a sugar, and sugar is one of the biggest sources of chronic inflammation. 

 

 Green tea (in excess), as well as black tea and coffee. All of these drinks thin the 

intestinal walls (gastric mucosa), causing stomach problems like ulcers. Green tea does 

have antioxidant properties – basically, it contains a type of antioxidant called 

polyphenols, which prevent or reduce the damage to the body by free radicals. However, 

too much green tea produces tannin. Tannin produces a bitter or astringent taste in some 

fruits and vegetables. Tannin can also prevent the body from absorbing iron. When it is 

consumed in large amounts, the acid from tannins can cause the stomach and bowels to 

become irritated. It can also cause damage to the liver. Some studies have suggested a 

link between nose and throat cancers and the regular consumption of foods and drink 

with high amounts of tannic acid. 

 

Completely avoiding these foods may not be possible or desirable for most people, and unless 

you have an acute illness that requires you to give them up, it’s possible to reduce your risk for 

developing chronic inflammation – and even heal your existing chronic inflammation – by 

significantly reducing your consumption of foods like the ones named above. 

https://www.geneticliteracyproject.org/2017/01/13/moderate-drinking-improves-heart-health-genes-say-not-fast/
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This will take time and focused effort, but even a modest reduction in your intake of 

inflammatory foods will produce some immediate results. 

If you combine this reduced consumption with supplements of digestive enzymes, you will see 

results in the form of improved digestion, regular bowel movements, and the absence of 

gastrointestinal discomfort even more quickly. 

How do you know if you should be taking digestive enzymes? And if you should, how do you 

choose them?  

That’s what this book is all about. 

It shows you the links between digestion, enzymes, and common health disorders in babies and 

young children, teenagers, adults, and elderly adults. 

It gives you more information on the foods that cause inflammation, and how to sort through 

some of the misinformation out there about what foods are healthy, and under what conditions 

they may help -- or harm -- your health. 

It helps you to figure out how to choose enzyme supplements to alleviate common digestive 

ailments, and shows you why taking medicines like antacids actually inhibits your body’s ability 

to heal itself from these ailments. 

It provides information to help you choose the best enzyme supplements for your particular 

needs. 

Finally, it discusses the health benefits of combining enzyme therapies with complementary 

medicine like herbs, Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM), and acupuncture. 

There is no reason you shouldn’t be able to enjoy health, longevity, and an optimal quality of life 

well into your old age. 


