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Founder’s Message:
Ask the Doctor About Autoimmune Disease
Aly Cohen, MD is a rheumatologist,
integrative medicine and environmental
health specialist in practice in Princeton,
and a medical partner to The Suppers
Programs. For this issue of Purple Apron
Press we interviewed each other.
Dor: Aly, why are we seeing such catastrophic rises in autoimmune diseases?
Six out of 10 adults (per CDC) have a
chronic illness; that’s insane.
Aly: The rise is likely due to environmental influences. Autoimmune diseases, like
many other chronic health issues, arise
from the intricate dances of genetics, lifestyle and the environment. It’s the environment that has changed the most over
the past 200 years, and that’s a lot
for the human body to withstand.
What do you think?
Dor: I’d add agricultural practices,
particularly the ones that are destroying our soil and killing off
our micro-organisms. Our guts
are supposed to be teeming with
beneficial microbes, generating
vitamins and growing our immune systems. What do we
say to people to spark
them into action without
scaring them to pieces?
Aly: All we can do is
talk about how to lower
risk. Particularly for people who live in
New Jersey. We have one of the highest
autism rates in the country, 1 in 34; nationally it’s 1 in 51 (CDC data from
2016). We have the most superfund sites
of any state: 114. And there’s very little
money going into remediation. Out of
90,000 chemicals that could potentially
end up in the water supply, only 91 are
monitored and regulated. It’s bad. Little
has improved since the 1972 Safe Drink-

ing Water Act, which is totally outdated.
The filtration infrastructure is outdated;
the pipes are old; the regulations are
toothless. We’re drinking the medications
from the urine that goes into the system;
there’s no apparatus for clearing them
out. Don’t rely on bottled water either;
half of it is just tap water, and not regulated by the EPA, which leaves less oversight for contaminants.
Dor: That’s gross. What do you tell your
patients?
Aly: Any filter is better than no filter,
even a carbon pitcher filter, if that’s all
you can afford. But if you can afford it,
go for reverse osmosis models; they work
like dialysis for water.
And install it at the
kitchen sink, which is
the “point of use.” No matter
whether your water comes from a
well or municipal treatment plant,
the water is cleaned just before it
hits your glass or cooking pot.
You have no idea what happens to water on its way to
you from a treatment plant that
may be 40 miles away from
your home.

Dor: How do you help people
decide how best to spend their
money on health?
Aly: I admit it’s complicated. Every situation is individual. But water tops my list.
After that, deal with your nutritional
insufficiency: even organic food isn’t
good enough to compensate for our environmental challenges. The people I see
need to invest in some supplements. After
that, do your co-pays and keep up with
routine screening. For a lot of us, developing a chronic disease isn’t about “if,”
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it’s about “when.”
Dor: Do you think we should all get genetic testing? How do
you decide when to recommend it?
Aly: I do not recommend genetic testing unless there is a
strong family history of a particular illness or disease and finding out that genetic information will make a real difference for
decision making. It can be expensive, and the results may be
experimental, and the plan for care needs to be discussed with
someone who is qualified to share helpful information. Most
lifestyle changes that I recommend will cover prevention and
treatment for the most common health conditions, so I like to
start there.
Dor: What environmentally driven diagnoses are on the rise?
Aly: Endocrine diseases. We are close to extinction levels of
infertility; sperm count today is about half what it was forty
years ago. Why isn’t that in the headlines? We’re seeing more
polycystic ovaries, early menarche, endocrine cancers, obesity
and insulin resistance. Changes in newborn male genitalia
shock me. I think what’s going on with boys’ organs relates to
prenatal conditions; that can’t be due to random genetic mutation alone. It’s well documented that environment plays a role,
particularly with the chemical group called phthalates.

Dor: It’s just logical, right? If humans have been evolving for
4.5 million years and these 90,000 chemicals have been
around for only the last 200 years, we all need one basic rule:
eat and live as close as you can to the way they ate and lived
prior to the chemical revolution because if something predates the epidemics, it can’t be what’s causing the epidemics.
So clean lifestyle, clean food, clean water, clean environment
and manage the EMF radiation on your devices.
Aly: It’s really hard for parents. Mothers can’t hang out waiting for scientists to agree on what’s healthy and safe. I have
two kids; every day I have to do the best I can to protect them.
I’m an integrative rheumatologist, and I still struggle to identify the most credible messengers to work with and the best,
vetted information.

Dor: That’s an important point. How is a parent to decide
which way of eating is healthiest or which food labels to believe?
Aly: I have an answer to that! If somebody profits from promoting something, it limits the value of their information.
Profit muddies the water. Consumers cannot rely on anything
that is actually advertising. People have a right to earn a living,
but as profit rises credibility goes down. Even me. I have to
examine my life and make sure I’ve got the balance right. Yes,
I’m a doctor; and patients and insurers pay for my services,
but I turn down potentially lucrative invitations from companies that want to use my name to legitimize their products or
services.
Dor: Yeah! That’s what I love about Suppers. Nobody can tell
us what to do. We’re our own brand. Let me change the subject. We recently announced that I was diagnosed with stage
four lung cancer. A shock but not a surprise. I’ve been struggling with environmental health challenges since adolescence.
I have to say, this is not what the founder of a non-profit based
on health and prevention wants to put out there.
Aly: We’re all stunned. It’s hard to know what to say to you.
What Suppers teaches is aligned with the science. You probably bought yourself many more healthy years than without
doing your healthy lifestyle. The science shows us we can reduce risk. We can push back the goal post. But like I said, it is
increasingly becoming more about “when” than “if.” How can
we help you?
Dor: I just want people to be real with me. I’m observing that
in hard times, people remain intensely in character. The runners run. The hiders hide. The cooks make soup. The doctors
search the literature. Me, I write. The message I want people to
take away is that I feel joyful. A lot of people let me feed them
vegetables until they started enjoying them. I’ve had environmental illness for decades, and unloading toxins and living
clean gave me a fabulous life and a lot of high energy years.
Aly: So, this I can tell you for sure…. you continue to affect
people’s lives in the most positive ways, and you have an army of friends, colleagues, clients and family who love and
respect you. Thank you for all you do.

Experiments
At Suppers, we work really hard to not know what another person needs. Rather, we ask people to
do personal experiments to tease out information from their bodies because How You Feel is Data!
Suppers was created by and for the people who work the program. Our most distinguishing
feature is, arguably, how we prize biological individuality and create a culture around personal
experimentation. Dor asked us to contribute to our catalog of personal experiments and
observations. Send Sarah a description of any experiment that helped you improve your
health and life by emailing her: Sarah@TheSuppersPrograms.org.
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Rachel’s Story: A Journey of Experiments
After suffering for nine years with rheumatoid arthritis —
hiding my swollen feet, trigger fingers, and staggering chest
pain — the smiling faces around the Suppers table gave me
the hope I needed to turn this thing around.
I grew up under prairie skies, making mud pies, and weaving willow branches into my sisters’ hair. Outside was my
haven. But home was surrounded by fields of RoundupReady corn, and inside, a cycle of pain and poverty trapped
my family members, who suffered from debilitating arthritis,
depression, and anxiety. At school, I was a “free-and-reduced
-price-lunch kid,” eating largely processed foods, and by 16, I
was highly stressed, overachieving, sleep deprived, and ingesting systemic antibiotics and hormonal medications for
acne. It was a bad time to be a bug in my gut microbiome
(though I didn’t know it), and the environment only became
more hostile as I experienced my first RA symptoms. Then
came the onslaught of immunosuppressant medications, hairthinning, infections, and no prospect of having my own children due to the complications.
In my twenties, I worked as a nurse, but only found myself
and my patients broken by a diseased healthcare system. By
God’s grace, I made my way to a functional medicine practitioner and began the work of making connections; perhaps the
health of bodies, gardens, and kitchens weren’t so separate after all. At that time, I tried to follow an autoimmune diet, but
without social support, I felt increasingly isolated and inflammation continued.
Making my way to New Jersey for my husband to attend
Princeton Theological Seminary, everything seemed to

come together. I met the most energetic and hope-filled
woman — Dor Mullen — and embarked on a journey of
experiments to try to quell my inflammation via lifestyle
changes. With new-found hope from the Suppers Immune
Support Meeting, I studied the Autoimmune Protocol, researched the microbiome, and learned to heal a leaky gut. I
set a date, and said I wasn’t looking back. One change led
to another, reforming everything: circadian rhythms, screen
time, household products, medications, food, stress, and I
documented it all. I had to stick to an elimination diet
100%, but when I wanted to quit, I just kept showing up to
Dor’s house. She was always smiling, ready to pass another
ball jar of kraut or bone broth into these arthritic hands —
hands I found to be hurting less and less. Within two
months, I weaned off my medications; eight months later, I
still have virtually no pain. Praise the Lord!
Suppers showed me my love for cultivating gardens and
communities wasn’t misplaced, two things that were completely necessary for my healing. While the changes I needed
to make were many and complicated, they were all possible
with the right social support.
My message is this: You too can find healing! It will
be quite a journey. It may take many experiments and lots
of journaling. It may even require more contact with dirt
or vegetables than you were anticipating, but you don’t
have to do it alone. Come to Suppers! Share your story
with us! As for mine: These days I carry emergency sardines in my purse, wear more muddy garden boots than
scrub tops, and I’m happier than I’ve ever been.
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The Suppers Programs TM
Suppers’ mission is to provide safe and friendly settings where anyone – and especially
people with food-related health challenges – can develop and manage their own personal
transition to a healthier life.

Three Kinds of Meetings Deliver Our Mission
• Diagnosis-specific, where we form groups around a mutual health concern
• Eating-style-specific, where people gather around a shared way of eating
• Cooking and Camaraderie, where we learn to prepare healthy food together

Founding Principles for all Meetings
•
•
•
•

The Active Practice of Nonjudgment
Whole Food Preparation
No Commercial Messages
Restoration of the Family Table

Who Can Benefit
While any one can participate in The Suppers Programs, those who stand to benefit most:
• want change;
• attend;
• have access to ingredients;
• have access to a kitchen.
Suppers’ whole food approach respects the wide range of healthy eating styles — from
raw vegan to omnivore — and is especially helpful for those who need to stabilize their
blood sugar and mood chemistry. The Suppers Programs is for you if you have an
inflammatory condition such as depression, anxiety, learning issues, obesity, diabetes,
and/or problems with alcohol. Those whose health depends on emphasizing real, whole
food while avoiding refined and processed food will benefit from The Suppers Programs.
For more information, visit our website, www.TheSuppersPrograms.org
or email info@TheSuppersPrograms.org.

Suppers is grateful to
Terra Momo
for hosting Founder’s Day,
June 9th, 2019

1. Develop a palate for
real food.
2. Learn to cook real food.
3. Come to desire the foods
that make you well while you…
4. Let go of the foods that keep
you sick, fat, depressed, or
addicted.
5. Come to understand that
how you feel is data and that
you can rely on your body to
tell you which foods are the
healthiest for you.
6. Give and get social support
in a community that helps you
while you experiment and
learn to distinguish treat foods
from triggers and …
7. Practice living according to
your intentions instead of your
impulses.
8. Make a habit of eating the
foods that keep you on your
path.
9. Live in the spirit of nutritional
harm reduction because none
of us lives in a perfect food
world.
10. Provide the experience
for others.

