
WHAT IS 
AUTOPHAGY?



Autophagy is derived from latin auto meaning “self” and phagy meaning “eat.” It refers 
to the cellular process of self ingestion, the cell’s mechanism for removing and recycling 
old proteins, the ultimate “deep cleaning.” When cells start to notice certain organelles 
(such as mitochondria), proteins and membranes become stagnant resulting in toxic 
build-up, they have the ability to recycle the material from those organelles and 
rejuvenate the cell. The term autophagy has gained recent popularity in relation to 
scientific curiosity around the aging process and specific practices that can promote 
longer healthspan. The ability of our tissues to undergo autophagy wanes as we age, 
resulting in more sluggish equipment running our body. However, scientific research 
has now identified many of the molecules involved in promoting autophagy and have 
discovered that when autophagy is maximized, there is a much lower risk of diabetes, 
heart disease, cancer, neurologic decline, and inflammatory diseases. 

What are some strategies for maximizing 
cellular deep clean (aka autophagy)?
Fasting: Nutrient deprivation provides the greatest boost to autophagy. As we eat carbs/
protein, insulin is released, which activates mTOR (mammalian target of rapamycin). 
When we don’t eat (fast), insulin is not released, suppressing mTOR and thus stimulating 
the process of autophagy. During the “fasting” time, your cells enter a phase where 
they literally digest themselves to recycle the good and remove the waste. If you are 
constantly grazing, your cells don’t get the opportunity to repair and clean up the debris 
and toxins they have amassed. Short periods of fasting help promote that clean up.
 
Periods of Low Protein and High Fat: Periods of lower protein and higher fat both lower 
the hormone insulin and raise the hormone, glucagon. This activates autophagy by 
signaling a mild “stress” on your body. Since your body doesn’t make its own protein 
and you aren’t eating any, then it’s forced into recycling existing amino acids, hence it 
will signal to turn ON autophagy. Additionally, fats alone do not stimulate insulin release, 
so you can maintain the metabolism of a fasted state while consuming fats. We prefer 
the healthiest such as omega-3 fatty acids (salmon, avocado, olive oil) and MCT oil from 
coconuts and other nuts. Fat should be the first macronutrient you ingest in the day 
which efficiently turns on fat metabolism and triggers satiety. In order to maximize the 
benefits of autophagy occurring when you wake up from being in an overnight fasting 
state of ketosis you need to avoid any foods that trigger insulin which would essentially 
turn off autophagy.

What is Autophagy?



Polyphenols from plants: Trans-resveratrol (red wine/grapes) and ECGC (green tea) have 
long been known to decrease inflammation and improve immunity. Now it is understood 
that promotion of autophagy is likely behind their health benefits.
 
Hot/ cold therapy: When we raise our temperature through exercise, steam, sauna or 
just a hot shower, the heat stress generated helps activate pathways that clean cells 
and build mitochondria (the power house of our cells). Similarly, cold exposure reduces 
inflammation and stimulates the production of brown fat. Brown fat is highly metabolically 
active, which burns regular fat for heat generation. Cold exposure increases the number 
of mitochondria allowing us to make more ATP is the cell’s main source of energy. 

Why do I care?
While it is enticing to get caught up in the excitement of the science, I think it’s important 
to remember that these type of deep physical and spiritual cleanses have been occurring 
throughout history, without the scientific data to back the benefits. Many rich cultural 
traditions were practiced out of a clear personal and communal intuition for the potential 
for physical and spiritual transformations. For instance, fasting is seen across history 
in a wide variety of populations. In ancient India there is a practice called Ekadashi 
(sanskrit word for eleven) which refers to the 11th day of each half of the month in the 
lunar calendar when the moon is either waxing or waning. The ritual of abstaining on 
food these days was a regular part of a spiritual cleansing tradition.  Native Americans 
routinely went on vision quests, Christians observe restrictions on diet during Lent and 
on Fridays. Ramadan is a period of fasting in the Muslim religions and Yom Kippur in 
Judaism.... Scandinavians and Asians practice hot/cold therapy. Italians drink red wine 
(resveratrol), Japanese green tea (ECGC).  

Despite now knowing what is occurring on a cellular level with autophagy, during this 
cleanse we invite you to lean into the experience of deep physical and metaphysical renewal 
that has been part of elevating the human experience for thousands of years before us. 

So what does this mean for the cleanse?
We will guide you through practices that promote autophagy. Before you can begin to 
move on toward renewed health, longevity, and meaning in your life, there must be a 
process to clear out the old habits and cellular debris that have not been serving you.  
We will use the term autophagy in reference to this deep cleansing process that may 
transpire in your spirit, your mind and thought patterns, your relationships, your organs 
and your cells. Interestingly, it is small stressors that promote autophagy which is a 
nice shift toward re-examining the idea of “stress” in your life and seeing where it may 
actually be serving you. There are ways to safely create a little stress to help maximize 
autophagy to do its repair work within your cells.



Fasting: Spring is natural time for famine, stores have run and out food hasn’t grown yet- 
so it is a natural time for you to experiment with fasting. While it would be lovely to be on 
retreat and have the hand-holding and peaceful environment to help you achieve 24-48 
hours of pure water fasting, we understand that you are here because you are leading 
busy lives with work, families, friends. We will help guide you into autophagy safely using 
fats to provide nourishment while also keep you in a ‘fasted’ state. Autophagy can begin 
to occur in 12 hours of fasting in some people, while others may find 16 hours more 
beneficial. We will help guide you to determine what a good starting place for you is. An 
example would be to stop eating at 6pm and don’t ingest anything but water until 6am. 
A longer fast may be 14 hrs- through 8am or 16 hours through 10am. If you do a longer 
fast, you may prefer to stop eating after lunch at 2pm and then eat breakfast at 8am. In 
between the fast you should try to only consume water.

High Fat, Low Protein: Periods of cycling into high fat low protein intake also help cells 
initiate autophagy. During the fast we will design meals to help you achieve that. You 
will break each fast with tea w/ added fat (coconut, MCT oil or ghee) and focus on 
higher fat foods earlier in the day (avocados, oils, etc) to help your body switch into fat 
metabolism. Try to reserve your starches for later in the day.  

Polyphenols: We will recommend various foods that contain high levels of ECGC and 
resveratrol which are both known to promote autophagy. Additionally, the third week 
we will dive into very phytonutrient dense greens and sprouts that physically and 
symbolically shift us into renewal and growth.

Hot/Cold Therapy: Whether it’s ocean plunges or cold showers and hot steams or saunas, 
we’ll give you options during these weeks to experiment with the gentle stress of hot/
cold on your body.


