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Shifting from Surviving to Thriving 
Reversing Diabetes 

 
Ruben J. Guzman, MPH, ACLM 

 “Look deep into nature, and then you will understand everything better.” 

—Albert Einstein 

 

 

When a friend recommended I speak to Ruben J. Guzman, known as Coach Ruben, little did I 

know how much he would inspire me with his stories and wisdom. The author of Evolving 

Health: Maximize Your Energy Using the Wisdom of Science and Divine Design, Coach Ruben is 

also a speaker, sports and healthy lifestyle coach, and member of the American College of 

Lifestyle Medicine. He has been in the health industry for over forty years, changing people’s 

lives by teaching them life-promoting behavior so they not only survive but thrive.  

 

Avital: Coach Ruben, would you tell us about what you do. 

  

Ruben: I wear several hats. I’m kind of a renaissance man. When it comes to health, I 

empower people to fundamentally change from a sympathetic nervous system 

state of survival, in which their body exhibits chronic disease and depleted 

energy, to a parasympathetic nervous system state so that their body can heal 

itself. This is a different concept from what I was taught in medical school. It’s 
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about shifting the wiring and energy state of how the body functions because 

the body wants to heal and thrive.  

 

Avital: Do you have any stories that illustrate such a shift in somebody, comparing what 

would typically happen in a situation handled by the medical industry and the 

success you were able to achieve?  

 

Ruben: Certainly. One of my favorite stories is about Angela. I met her when she was 

fifteen years old and I was her swimming coach. I coached swimmers 

professionally for thirty years, and she was one of my outstanding swimmers.  

 

 When we first met, she was disillusioned, unhappy, and frustrated. Her previous 

coaches had told her that because she had gotten heavy she was never going to 

make it at the big-time level. But she started swimming with me, and within a 

short time I was able to see her potential. I told her, “I see what’s possible for 

you. If you’re willing to be coachable, we can get somewhere in this sport. I 

really believe in you.” That’s what she needed—somebody to believe in her. As a 

result, six months later she qualified within the top 1 percent of championship 

swimmers in the United States.  
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By the time she finished swimming with me, in her senior year of high school, 

she ended up with a full scholarship in swimming and academics to an excellent 

university. In university, once again, she was an outstanding student and an 

accomplished athlete. As a collegiate athlete she trained two to two and a half 

hours a day. But then she graduated.  

 

In the background for her were her family’s dietary patterns. Her father was 

diabetic, and her mother had a stroke shortly after Angela graduated from 

college. Angela had a background of eating a particular way. By the time she was 

twenty-three, she noticed that her blood sugar was going up over 100. When she 

was twenty-five, she was diagnosed with type 2 diabetes and put on insulin 

injections to manage her blood sugar. Now this is a very bright, capable, and 

intelligent woman who read the literature and worked with her doctors, but the 

complications increased.  

 

By the time she was thirty-two, in 2012, she had a long list of complications, 

including peripheral neuropathy. Her vision was deteriorating. She had blood 

pressure problems, cholesterol issues, and heart palpitations. She couldn’t even 

swim anymore because it was too painful. 
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Her doctor told her, “Your A1C is 10 percent, and your blood sugar is over 200, 

which is double what it should be. We’re going to have to put you on another 

medication. I don’t know what else we can do.” She began looking at her blood 

sugar values and interpreting them. She realized that her kidneys were starting 

to fail, that within a short time she was going to have to be on dialysis, and that 

if things continued the way they were going she would probably not live much 

longer.  

 

Out of desperation Angela called me and said, “Ruben, I’ve looked at everything, 

and I don’t know what to do anymore. I’m wondering if you can help me.”  

I responded, “Angela, we’re going to beat this diabetes if it’s the last thing we 

do. But are you willing to be as coachable as you were when you swam with me? 

It’s going to take that.”  

She replied, “Yes, I am.”  

 

So we went to work. I had her read Dr. Neal Barnard’s Program for Reversing 

Diabetes, the best material available on a nutritional approach to diabetes. I told 

her to set up an appointment with her doctor. On September 10, 2012, we 

measured her blood sugar: it was 196, and her A1C was 10 percent. We started 
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measuring her blood glucose level three times a day, and she followed the 

program to the letter.  

 

Four days later her blood sugar was down to 123, so she didn’t have to take an 

injection—for the first time in seven years! Seven days later her blood sugar was 

down to 93; this was the first time her blood sugar was under 100 in nine years! 

Ten days after that her blood sugar was down to 72, which is below the normal 

range. I worked with her doctor, and we instituted a protocol to reduce 

medications and get her off them gradually so that she would not become 

hypoglycemic with the low blood sugar.  

 

Although we focused only on nutritional and stress management work, she 

continued to make progress. Ten months later Angela was off all medications. 

The doctor could hardly believe it, at which point we gave him a copy of 

Barnard’s book. The doctor exclaimed, “This is phenomenal. You don’t need 

medications, and you don’t need to see me anymore.” She hasn’t had to have an 

injection since, and it’s been almost four years.  

 

The most important thing to me was that when Angela called me she was 

wondering who to bequeath her belongings and life insurance policy to because 
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she knew she was probably not going to be alive more than a few years yet she 

had developed a new lease on life, literally. She is now completing a doctorate 

degree, which by its nature will help people avoid the challenges she faced. Isn’t 

that fabulous?  

 

Avital: That is! It’s amazing to consider this woman’s potential, the level of risk she 

experienced, and then the way you turned her life around—twice. I think people 

will be curious about the key factors involved in helping her. 

  

Ruben: Here is my basic premise for how we work as human beings. Before I went to 

medical school, I majored in biology at Cal Lutheran University, where my 

professor Dr. Mike Kolinsky explained, “Remember that all of life is either 

thriving or surviving at any moment in time. And that’s all there is.” 

 

I raised my hand and asked, “How can that be? I don’t get it.” He replied, “Sit 

with it, Ruben. You’ll figure it out.”  

 

When I was in medical school taking a course in embryology, I connected the 

dots, realizing, among other things, that as human beings we start off in the 
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amazing process of creating life. Embryology is the study of the development of 

the human body from the moment of conception to the time when everything is 

there, which is usually by the end of the first trimester in utero. At a certain 

point all the cells look alike. Shortly after that a tube develops, called the neural 

tube, which becomes the central nervous system that then divides into two 

systems: the sympathetic and the parasympathetic. It’s a two-wire electrical 

system just like the electrical system in your house, where there is a black wire 

and a white wire for any fixture. If you’re building a house, you don’t want to put 

the electrical system in last, after the sheetrock is already in. You want to put it 

in early. The same is true of us—that is the divine design.   

 

The sympathetic nervous system is the black wire. This is about stress and 

survival. Whenever the sympathetic nervous system is triggered, we immediately 

react with flight, fight, or freeze, depending on how we deal with perceived 

threats. Then there is the parasympathetic nervous system, which is the white 

wire. This is about peace, pleasure, rest, digestion, fun, play, and eating. 

Whenever the parasympathetic nervous system is triggered, we move into a 

relaxed and thriving state.  

 

Here is the fundamental truth of how we are as human beings: we operate 

either the sympathetic or the parasympathetic system at any moment. We can 
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never operate both at the same time. We can go back and forth between the 

two, but we don’t cross the wires as that would cause a short. We are either 

thriving or surviving. When I worked with Angela, it was amazing to understand 

that having diabetes and all those complications was because she was too often 

in a sympathetic state.  

 

There are five major influences that determine whether we are in a sympathetic 

or a parasympathetic state. The first, and foremost, influence is the thoughts we 

think. Buddha said, “We are what we think.” A lot of people believe we are what 

we eat, not what we think; but our thoughts are more powerful because 

thoughts can become things. Everything we think becomes manifested. There is 

a wonderful book by Napoleon Hill called Think and Grow Rich and also a book 

entitled As a Man Thinketh by James Allen, both of which address how we think. 

Even the Bible says, in Proverbs 23:7, “For as a man thinks in his heart, so is he.” 

Because our thoughts are powerful, we need to be aware of them and manage 

them. 

 

The second major influence on the state of our central nervous system is the 

words we speak. Words can either heal or destroy. Being aware of the words we 

speak is critical. If we suffer from "stinkin' thinkin'" as Zig Ziglar used to say, or 

from "stinkin' speakin'" as I say, then we're going to have issues. We will trigger 
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the sympathetic nervous system, which will cause us to be in a state of survival. 

So it’s important for us to mind our words. I love the Arabian proverb: “The 

words of the tongue should have three gatekeepers: Is it true? Is it kind? And is it 

necessary?” Sometimes we can focus on one of the three, but it’s important to 

get all three.  

 

The third major influence on the state of our central nervous system is the 

actions we take. Actions speak louder than words. This is a matter of being able 

to walk our talk. Author and educator Stephen Covey said, “As we make and 

keep commitments, even small commitments, we begin to establish an inner 

integrity that gives us the awareness of self-control and the courage and 

strength to accept more of the responsibility for our own lives. By making and 

keeping promises to ourselves and others, little by little, our honor becomes 

greater than our moods.” 

 

Avital:  And keeping promises to ourselves comes before keeping promises to others. 

 

Ruben: Absolutely. The problem for many of us who are unhealthy is that we make 

promises to ourselves like, “I’m going to go to the gym on Monday.” Our 

subconscious mind says, “Yeah, right. I don’t believe you.” Then Monday comes 
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around, and sure enough, we sabotage ourselves yet again. It’s important to 

recognize the power of our actions, especially in relationship to our promises. 

 

 Some people say, “I won’t promise anything.” That’s like being a ship in a harbor 

and never doing anything. You’re not living. If you want to live an extraordinary 

life, you have to make promises and keep them. That’s powerful.  

 

 The fourth major influence on the state of our central nervous system is the 

company we keep. Show me your friends and I’ll show you your future. 

Motivational speaker Jim Rohn taught, “You are the average of the five people 

you spend the most time with,” and psychological research has supported this. 

Our inner circle of five is critical to evaluate. Are these the people we want to 

emulate and be like in our lives? If we have people in our inner circle who have 

“stinkin’ thinkin’” and “stinkin’ speakin’” and no integrity, we may have to do a 

people-ectomy. I’ve had to do that. I’ve said: “I love this person, but I cannot 

afford to have this person in my life because they are pulling my energy down. 

They are draining me, and I need to elevate who I am and what I’m committed to 

in my life. Therefore, I’m going to have to do a people-ectomy.” Every time I’ve 

done it things worked out for the better. 
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Avital: I’ve done it, too. It’s very hard to cut somebody out, especially if you love them 

and feel very connected with them. If you don’t have a lot of options, it’s even 

more scary. But you will notice that as soon as you decide to shift, you start 

moving more quickly in your desired direction—and that empty space gets filled 

up pretty quickly.  

 

Ruben: I couldn’t agree with you more. The fifth major influence on the state of the 

central nervous system is the food we eat. This is surprising to a lot of people 

since most of us don’t view food from a neurological perspective. When 

somebody is serving hors d'oeuvres at a party, you don’t ask, “Will this affect me 

in the parasympathetic or sympathetic system?” But food is either life promoting 

or life depleting.  

 

It’s not just about whether something looks good, tastes good, and smells good. 

There are a lot of foods we can put in our mouths that look, taste, and smell 

really good, but that doesn’t mean they’ll promote our health and our life. Food 

is going to trigger either the sympathetic or the parasympathetic nervous 

system. 
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Avital: What are some foods people might not commonly think of as triggering the 

sympathetic nervous system? 

 

Ruben: Let’s start with foods that cause inflammation. One is dairy—specifically from a 

cow, goat, or other mammal. Most of us don’t think about how their milk affects 

us neurologically. We hear ads that say milk does a body good and we need milk 

for strong bones, but we don’t think about it from the divine design perspective. 

Do you know, Avital, how many species of mammals there are on the planet? 

 

Avital:  How many? 

 

Ruben: There are over five thousand species of mammals. Even as a biology major I had 

no idea about their nursing behaviors, so I decided to ask some professors at the 

UC Davis School of Veterinary Medicine two important questions. The first 

question was: “For the last ten thousand years, as far as we can tell, how many 

of the over five thousand species of mammals on the planet have been routinely 

nursing from a different species of mammal by choice?”  
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They answered, “Ruben, it doesn’t happen. Zero.” None of the five thousand 

species of mammals on the planet has been routinely nursing from a different 

species by choice. There are exceptions, but only every now and then. No cows 

get nursed by humans by choice—they are enslaved. And that’s how we produce 

our dairy. Milk is a slavery by-product.  

 

 The second question I asked the professors was: “Out of the over five thousand 

species of mammals on the planet, how many have been routinely nursing past 

infancy by choice?”  

 

They answered, “Ruben, it doesn’t happen.”  

 

Therefore, we can conclude that every species should be nursed only by their 

own and only during infancy. Humans’ departure from this natural pattern is 

problematic. The consumption of dairy causes inflammation and many other 

complications, especially in the American population. 

 

 Another food that causes inflammation and other problems is meat, especially 

highly processed meat like salami, pastrami, pepperoni, and hot dogs. We will 
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probably soon be advocating that a label be put on those food products because 

there is now sufficient evidence—as much evidence as we had with cigarettes—

that those foods cause cancer. We’re not designed to eat the meat from 

domesticated animals either.  

 

 The only animals that are designed to consume other animals have claws, talons, 

beaks or sharp canines, and no molars. Open a cat’s mouth and take a good look 

inside: there are no molars. Dogs, same thing. We have molars, which are for 

grinding and mashing vegetables, plant material. So do hippopotamuses and 

gorillas; in fact, gorillas can eat sixty pounds of plant material a day. When 

people who know I’m vegetarian ask, “Where do you get your protein?” I say 

from spinach. 

  

Avital: I have a study that shows the percentage of protein in various vegetables. We 

are mistaken in thinking that we need protein from meat. 

  

Ruben: Americans have been duped into believing media reports from the meat and 

dairy industries stating that we need a tremendous amount of meat or dairy 

protein, and that’s not true. The leading deficiency in this country is not protein. 

We haven’t had a case of protein deficiency among healthy people in over a 
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hundred years. The leading deficiency is fiber—97 percent of the American 

population is deficient in fiber.  

 

 Also processed oils such as olive oil, sesame seed oil, and safflower oil cause 

inflammation and serious problems. 

   

And then there are toxins that trigger the sympathetic system immediately and 

cause serious side effects in the body. One such toxin is refined sugar, or any 

derivative of refined sugar. Even the stuff that says “organic turbinado raw 

sugar” is processed. It’s a man-made sugar; it’s not divinely made. And there’s a 

difference. 

 

Fried foods, also toxic, are basically embalmed. Think about formaldehyde and 

embalming; that’s what deep frying does to food. 

  

 Sodas are also very toxic because fundamentally they are saltwater solutions 

dressed up with sweeteners, coloring, and flavoring. Drinking soda is no different 

from being stranded in the ocean drinking salt water, which is not a good idea 

because you would get dehydrated. The British said that sailors who drank salt 
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water from the ocean and were still alive when rescued exhibited delirium. 

That’s where the word delirious comes from. Salt water dehydrates the brain, 

which is about 80 percent water. Sodas also dehydrate the brain. We’re seeing 

from the research that they also contribute to Alzheimer’s. 

 

Another toxin is legal drugs. While many illegal drugs are toxic to the body, some 

legal drugs also have toxic side effects. Nicotine is one such drug. You can smoke 

cigarettes, but it’s toxic. If you were to convert nicotine into a liquid and let one 

drop of it touch your skin, you would be dead in five seconds—It’s that toxic.  

 

 Caffeine is a cousin of nicotine. In fact, the extraction process for both 

substances is exactly the same. In my organic chemistry class, I remember asking 

my professor Dr. Wiley, “So if the nicotine would kill me, what happens if I were 

careless and let a drop of caffeine touch my skin?” He replied, “Well, it won’t 

quite kill you. Chances are you would get very sick.” However, it could potentially 

kill someone who is young or old. People don’t realize what they’re dealing with 

when they drink that cup of coffee or that soda with caffeine. It’s very important 

to recognize this. Alcohol is another legal drug with toxic side effects.  
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Finally there are excitotoxins—food additives—about which Dr. Russell Blaylock 

has written a couple books. Excitotoxins are substances like MSG, BHT, and 

aspartame that are added to preserve food and enhance flavor. We’ve noticed 

from neuroscience that these products overstimulate cells in the brain to the 

point of causing nerve death. Excitotoxins are also considered a contributing 

factor to the development of Alzheimer’s.  

 

All these substances that trigger the sympathetic nervous system are life 

depleting. They are not whole foods. They are not what I call divine food.  

 

Divine food consists of various categories of energy foods that promote life. The 

first category is whole grains—like oats, millet, spelt, and barley—as opposed to 

processed grains.  

 

Another category of energy food that qualifies as divine food is legumes, which 

are fabulous. What we’ve seen in the research is that the number-one food 

common to the longest living groups of people on the planet is legumes, such as 

beans, peas, and lentils. There are over two thousand varieties. That’s a lot to 

choose from, so you can’t get bored.  
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A third category is starchy vegetables, which have a high concentration of starch 

for energy. These include potatoes, sweet potatoes, and squashes. 

  

A fourth category is antioxidants and anti-aging foods, which are important for 

all biochemical functions in the body. They’re not fuel, but they provide a lot of 

the other nutrients we need, especially micronutrients. These foods include 

vegetables and fruits of all colors, of which there’s a great variety. It’s good to 

eat a lot of greens, especially leafy greens, as well as eggplant, squash, you name 

it. And you can knock yourself out eating fruits—have them all.  

 

Nuts, seeds, and avocados are a special category. They are healthy sources of fat; 

but if you’ve got too much fat in your body and have a chronic disease or chronic 

condition, you’ll want to reduce the amount of fat in your diet. Until you’re 

healthy, you don’t want to consume nuts, seeds, and avocados. People ask me, 

“Don’t we need fat in our diet?” I say, “Absolutely—provided you’re not wearing 

extra fat. If you are, burn off the extra fat first, then start including some nuts, 

seeds, and avocados in your diet.” 

 

Avital: So nothing from animals—no meat, no milk. No eggs? 
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Ruben: No eggs. Eggs are pre-embryonic animals, which means they aren’t even 

developed. They are extremely high in cholesterol and other unwanted 

components. Most people don’t realize that cholesterol is a steroidal 

compound—the grandmother of all steroidal hormones, including testosterone, 

estrogen, progesterone, cortisol, and aldosterone.  

 

According to our divine design, we do not require cholesterol in our diet. Any 

time we ingest cholesterol, the pituitary gland, the “manager” in the brain, says, 

“Okay, I’ve got this extra supply. Manufacture more downstream hormones,” 

which are needed for the body to recover, balance, and purify the cholesterol 

overdose. What we’ve seen in the research is that women will manufacture a 

higher level of estrogen, for instance, than the other female hormones, leading 

to a higher estrogen load, which correlates with a higher rate of breast cancer. In 

men we see a higher load of downstream hormones leading to a higher rate of 

prostate cancer, for instance. So no cholesterol—no meat, no milk, and no eggs. 

 

Avital: A lot of people think that coconut oil is a good alternative to other oils. Is it? 
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Ruben: Actually, no. Here’s why: there are no trees on the planet with a ready-made 

bottle of coconut oil, olive oil, or sesame oil for you to walk up to and pluck. So 

are they man-made substances or God-made substances?  

 

 Oils that exist naturally in whole foods are fine because their chemistry is 

completely different when we ingest them with fiber and other nutrients. When 

we ingest coconut meat, we can scrape off the inner part of the coconut with no 

difficulty. But no matter how it’s extracted it’s an extract, and extracts do not 

naturally occur in nature.  

 

Avital: How do you recommend people dress their salads? 

 

Ruben: In The Starch Solution, coauthor Mary McDougall offers some wonderful salad 

dressings. There’s a creamy, tangy, sweet, and delicious one you can make with 

cashews and then add garlic and lemon. It is one of my favorites. You can also 

make plant-based salad dressings with no oils, which are absolutely delicious and 

healthy. When I’m in a restaurant, I just ask for lemons and balsamic vinaigrette, 

which is great. 
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Avital: What do you think is the biggest mistake people make when they go about 

healing on their own?  

 

Ruben: A major problem for many of us is that we try to resolve our concerns on our 

own. Einstein explained that for us to really resolve our issues, we have to think 

about our patterns—how we actually approach problems. He drew a small circle 

and suggested that what we normally do when we have a problem is see if we 

already know how to solve it. So we go to what we already know. He made the 

circle very small to indicate that what we already know is inherently very limited. 

Then he drew a bigger circle around the small circle and said that if we don’t 

already know how to resolve the issue, we access information that we hope can 

help us do that. While going into a bigger area of what we think we need to 

know, we tell ourselves, “Oh, I’ll just google this or I’ll find it on YouTube.” But 

not everything is on Google or YouTube.  

 

 Einstein also shared that true breakthroughs in our lives happen outside of those 

two circles, in what he referred to as the arena of the imagination. Imagination, 

he suggested, is far more important than knowledge since knowledge is 

inherently limited to what we know and understand while imagination embraces 

the entire world and all there will ever be to know and understand. Imagination 

is the preview of life’s coming attractions. And the most effective way to tap in 
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to imagination, as well as innovation, creativity, and insight, is through 

collaboration. That’s what Angela did. Although brilliant, with a 4.0 grade 

average in high school and a challenging major in college, she finally realized, “I 

do not have this figured out. I need help.” The first step in resolving our concerns 

is finding the humility to realize that we need help and then seeking help from 

someone who can see our blind spots. We all have them.  

 

Once we understand and align with our divine design, we can recognize that this 

is how the human body was designed to work. Then we begin operating with 

integrity. And when that happens, we heal, we thrive, and we’re happy.  

 

Wisdom to Remember 

At one moment Angela thought she was going to die from diabetes, and the next she found a 

doorway to life again. When one door closes for you, see if you can find another that opens. 

Coach Ruben is suggesting that to reverse diabetes and other life-depleting conditions, it is best 

to attune to your original divine design by choosing life-promoting thoughts, words, actions, 

friends, environments, and foods. I like to remind myself that we are made mostly of water, so 

it is best to eat food as closely resembling that source as possible. Water, H2O, is made up of 

hydrogen and oxygen. Oxygen (O) comes from the air we breathe, while the greatest source of 



23 © 2018 Avital P.G. Miller – Healing Happens 
 

hydrogen (H) is the sun. Thus foods consumed closest in time to when they were exposed to 

the sun have the most hydrogen. Processing foods, on the other hand, dehydrates them.  

 

When resolving concerns, using your imagination will expand your possibilities. In addition, 

collaborating with others, especially a mentor or mastermind, will help you see past your blind 

spots and get new ideas. 

 

What You Can Do 

 

To go from surviving to thriving, explore the following dietary and lifestyle recommendations: 

• Focus on positive thoughts. 

• Speak supportive words. 

• Keep promises to yourself. 

• Wisely choose the company you keep. 

• Pick foods that match your divine design.  

➢ Foods to avoid that can cause inflammation 

o Dairy 

o Meat 

o Eggs 

o Processed oils 
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➢ Foods and substances to avoid that can be toxic 

o Sugar 

o Fried items 

o Soda 

o Legal drugs like nicotine 

o Caffeine 

o Excitotoxins, like MSG, BHT, and aspartame 

➢ Foods to eat that can be energizing 

o Whole grains 

o Legumes 

o Starchy vegetables 

➢ Foods to eat that can enhance performance 

o All vegetables, especially leafy greens 

o Fruits 

➢ Healthy sources of fat 

o Nuts, seeds, and avocados (ill-advised for those with too much fat in their 

bodies) 

➢ Healthy alternatives to salad dressings made with processed oils 

o Plant-based salad dressings 

▪ At home you can make a dressing with cashews, garlic, and lemon 

▪ In a restaurant, order fresh lemon and balsamic vinaigrette 

 


