MAGICAL
MEM-BRAINS?

Cell biologist Bruce Lipton says our lives are not ruled by

our genes but by our cell membranes — which
respond to our thoughts. Has he found the key to
mind—body healing? Listen to his remarkable conversation

with veteran science writer Jill Neimark.

Ihe mystic healer Edgar Cayce

once said, “Remember that thoughts are
things, and as their currents run, they
can become crimes or miracles.” Now
cell biologist Bruce Lipton, formerly at
University of Wisconsin and Stanford
medical schools, suggests that Cayce was
right. Lipton, author of Biology of Belief:
Unleashing the Power of Consciousness,
Matter, & Miracles, contends that our
thoughts can activate changes in the
activity of the cell membrane, and thus
alter our health and life.

Genes, proteins, and hormones
all are players at the gates of the cell’s
membrane, says Lipton, where con-
sciousness and matter interact. In fact,
he states bluntly that by changing our
subconscious programming we can influence membrane func-
tion, and therefore, “We are not victims of our genes, but masters
of our fate.”

Though Lipton may be reaching too far in some of his claims,
his book has sparked interest not only from hypnotherapists and
energy healers, but from cell biologists working on cancer at places
like the University of Illinois at Chicago, where researchers have
already published findings consistent with his emphasis on the
cell membrane.

—Jill Neimark

JN: Early in your book, you describe
a kind of eureka! insight where you
realize that the cell membrane is the
equivalent of each cell’s brain. Later in
your book, you write that interacting
with the cell membrane will enable us
to change our lives, health, maybe even
the activity of our genes. By changing
our deepest beliefs, you say, we can
change the signals reaching the cell
membrane, and thus our entire bodies
from the cellular level on up. But before
we get into all that, “brain” is a loaded
word. What exactly do you mean by
brain when you speak of the “magical
mem-brain”?

BL: I mean the cell membrane functions
as the active intelligence of the cell. At any given time, every cell
membrane contains hundreds of thousands of switches, and the
behavior of a cell can only be understood by considering the
activities of all the switches. So I asked myself, Where does the
cascade of activity for a cell start? And it starts at the membrane.
In contrast, genes are remarkable molecules, but they are only
blueprints that are activated by signals from the cell membrane.
Genes are not our fate. Of course, a very small percentage of
people actually arrived on this planet with defective genes,
and in those rare cases the blueprint itself is inappropriate.

JANUARY/FEBRUARY 2006 ‘

AP PHOTO/MARCIO JOSE SANCHEZ

[N
~



68 ‘ SPIRITUALITY & HEALTH

JN: Scientists have long known that
genes are influenced by signals from
their environment. There is the famous
book 7he Beak of the Finch, which shows
us that evolution is happening right be-
fore our eyes in just a few generations
of birds on the Galapagos Islands. The
length of the finch beak changes accord-
ing to climate change, which affects the
type of seeds that grow on the island
and the type of beak a finch needs. So
haven’t we known for a while that genes
are flexible and responsive?

BL: I fully agree and do say in my book
that if you're a leading-edge scientist, this
will not be news. But if you ask the aver-
age person on the street what controls
life, they will tell you genes control life.
It was Nobel Prize winner Francis Crick
who suggested that genes are both the
blueprint for the body’s proteins and that
DNA controls its own replication. The
first is true but the second is not. Genes
are indeed blueprints. But a gene cannot
cause or control its own expression. It is
not self-regulatory. If genes don't control
life, then what is in charge of life? I say
it’s the cell membrane. This is the “brain”
equivalent. The membrane is the physical
structure that interfaces internal “self” and
external “not-self.” It is an interface that
dynamically reads and interprets environ-
mental cues and responds by generating
signals that enable the cell to function and
survive. And science supports this. One
of the remarkable studies I mention in
my book shows that a cell whose nucleus
— with all its genes — is removed will
keep functioning for as long as a month!
This was a shock to me at first, since I was
trained as a nucleus-centered biologist as
surely as Copernicus was trained as an
Earth-centered astronomer. It was truly a
jolt when I realized the nucleus does not
program the cell. On the other hand, if the
cell membrane is damaged, the cell will
immediately become dysfunctional and,
frequently, die very quickly.

“Genes are blueprints. Buta
gene cannot cause or control
its own expression. It is not
self-regulatory. If genes don’t
control life, then what is in
charge? Membranes.”

JN: You sent me a very interesting article
on stem cells from Nature, which you
jokingly titled, “It’s the stem cells, stu-
pid!” It describes how the body is like an
ecosystem, and the activity of a cell de-
pends on its ecological niche, or where
itlives. Stem cells, which are the subject
of so much hope and controversy today,
are influenced by their environment to
become a neuron or a blood cell or any
other kind of cell. But all this fascinat-
ing new research actually reinforces my
view that every molecule of the body is
intelligent in its own way. Genes, recep-
tors, stem cells, hormones, all are key
players and intelligent. The synergy of
our minds and bodies seems more like
an Escher painting to me, where the
beginning loops around to the end and
around again to the beginning. I think
you are overemphasizing the membrane.
Just out of curiosity, how do you think
life began — do you think it began
with RNA, DNA, cell membranes, or
something else?

BL: I think the membrane was a very im-
portant part of the beginning of biological
life. If T take fats called phospholipids and
shake them up in water, they spontaneous-
ly form membranes. And these membranes
undergo fission — in other words, they
separate into two. They seem to “grow” like
cells. Now, lipids are nothing but a con-
tainer, and that’s not life itself. But once we
have a container we can define inside and
outside and start to regulate the conditions
inside. The ability to regulate our internal
domain is required for life, since we must



have very specific environmental condi-
tions for certain biochemical responses.
For instance, a cell needs to maintain a
certain pH and salt balance. I believe that
when ancient RNA and other proteins in
the primeval soup became encapsulated
within membranes, we had a breeding
ground for life.

JN: You state that we’re mostly con-
trolled by subconscious programming,
and that if we can change this program-
ming, we can actually change the signals
the membrane sends into the cell. First,
how are you defining subconscious? A
lot of work has been done in recent
years showing which specific brain
structures are involved in states like
fear, compassion, or the peaceful cos-
mic consciousness felt by experienced
meditators. Are you using subconscious
as a metaphor like Freud did, or are
you referring to particular places in
the brain?

BL: By conscious mind, I mean the part
of the brain that is self-reflective and self-
observing, which is governed by the more
recently evolved prefrontal cortex of the
brain. By subconscious, I mean the part of
the brain that is more ancient and doesn’t
necessarily require conscious attention. It’s
the programmable “hard drive” into which
our life experiences are downloaded. The
programs are fundamentally hardwired
stimulus-response behaviors. This is so au-
tomatic that people often refer to the fact
that somebody has “pushed their buttons”
— leading to an instinctive response.

JN: How does subconscious program-
ming influence the cell membrane?

BL: When I have a thought, my mind
sends out signals, in the form of growth
factors, hormones, or other chemicals.
Thoughts can also initiate rapid oscilla-
tions of nerve cells in unison, which creates
a kind of field effect that influences other

cells and neurons almost instantaneously.
Now, what's interesting, and what I found
out in my research at Stanford, is that your
brain can veto what’s going on in other
places in your body. The signals sent out
by your central nervous system actually
override the function of cell membrane
receptors that are responding to signals
in their immediate environment. That
means the brain can ultimately control
the activity of tissues and organs. I be-
lieve that the most powerful information
processing by the brain is in the domain
of the subconscious and that it can shape
tissue responses. These signals can actually
influence the membrane to engage selected
genes that then actively respond.

When part of the brain senses stress,
for example, it initiates a complex signal
cascade that directs the body’s cells to
launch a protection response, particularly
through a stress hormone called cortisol.

continued on page 76
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