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Abdominal Pain, Nausea, Joint Pain, Fatigue, Brain Fog, and MC
by Wayne Persky

When most people think of microscopic colitis (MC), they think of chronic diarrhea and urgency — the
defining Gl symptoms that typically lead to diagnosis. However, many MC patients experience many other
symptoms that seem unrelated to a colon condition, such as persistent abdominal pain beyond cramping,
waves of nausea unconnected to meals, aching joints, particularly in hands, knees, or hips, extreme
fatigue that's disproportionate to activity level, and brain fog with difficulty concentrating, finding words, or
thinking clearly.

These symptoms aren't coincidental, and they're not separate conditions that just happen to coexist with
our MC. They're all part of the same disease. They're expressions of the systemic immune and
inflammatory disruption that characterizes MC. Understanding why these symptoms occur and how they're
interconnected is essential for effective management, and for helping us recognize that we're not
imagining these problems, and they're not "all in our head."
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The underlying mechanisms

These extra-intestinal and systemic symptoms arise from four overlapping mechanisms that interact and
amplify each other:

Immune activation and inflammation that extends beyond the colon, with inflammatory signals
(cytokines) circulating throughout our body and affecting multiple organ systems.

Gut-brain axis signaling through the vagus nerve and other pathways, creating bidirectional
communication between our inflamed intestine and our brain that produces symptoms far from the gut
itself.

Electrolyte and nutrient depletion from chronic diarrhea and malabsorption, which affects every cell
and system in our body since minerals like magnesium and sodium are required for normal cellular
function.

Mast cell and histamine activity that's often elevated in MC, with histamine affecting the brain, blood
vessels, nerves, and other tissues throughout the body.

The most important insight is that most MC patients have more than one of these mechanisms active

simultaneously, and they interact with and amplify each other. This explains why symptoms often occur in
clusters and why addressing just one mechanism rarely resolves all symptoms.

The Four Overlapping Mechanisms of Systemic Disease

f_—-x?{ Immune Activation Gut-Brain Axis
/ ' \L Inflammatory signals and cytokines The vagus nerve creates aclive
of |:k~ refuse to stay localized, circulating bidirectional communication,
W ; @ through the bloodstream to transmitting distress signals from an
el systematically affect multiple inflamed intestine directly upward to
“-——:?" distinct organ systems. the brainstem.
= Electrolyte Depletion werhs Mast Cell Activity
& B Chronic diarrhea and n Ic}_‘_r?ﬂf; o’ Elevated histamine levels bypass
= ) malabsorption physically drain o normal barriers to directly attack
|_—__H_|~.'_'.',;~ essential minerals (sodium, | o.,x:g:) '.‘5‘3') - blood vessals, peripheral nerves,
| :_;,:jw" magnesium) required for baseline | "':}f,:' e 050 and sensitive brain tissue,
&) cellular function and energy. je .

KEY INSIGHT: These four mechanisms overlap and amplify each other. Most MC patients have multiple engines active simultaneously.
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Abdominal pain is often more than just cramping.
Many MC patients experience significant abdominal pain that goes beyond the cramping associated with
urgency. This pain can be constant or intermittent, burning or aching, and often seems disproportionate to
what should be happening in a condition where the colon looks normal on colonoscopy.

Why abdominal pain happens.
Intestinal inflammation activates sensory nerves. Even though MC inflammation is only visible
microscopically, it's real inflammation that stimulates pain receptors in the intestinal wall. This creates




visceral hypersensitivity where normal sensations such as gut contractions, gas movement, and stool
passage, become painful.

Chronic inflammation sensitizes nerves. When inflammation persists, the nerves themselves become
overreactive, amplifying pain signals. What should register as mild discomfort becomes significant pain
because the nervous system's pain threshold has been lowered by ongoing inflammation.

Bile acid irritation is common in MC. Many MC patients have concurrent bile acid malabsorption, where
excess bile acids reach the colon and act as chemical irritants. This causes cramping, burning sensations,
and urgency beyond what the microscopic inflammation alone would cause.

The result is pain that's real, physiologic, and directly caused by our MC — not imagined or exaggerated,
despite the normal-appearing colonoscopy.

Nausea often results from the gut-brain connection.
Nausea is surprisingly common in MC patients, often occurring in waves unrelated to food intake and
sometimes severe enough to affect appetite and nutrition.

Why hausea occurs.
The gut-brain axis transmits signals from the inflamed intestine to the brainstem. The vagus nerve, which
connects our gut to our brain, carries inflammatory signals upward. When these signals reach the
brainstem'’s nausea centers, they trigger the sensation of nausea even though the problem is in our colon,
not our stomach.

Histamine and mast cell activity directly trigger nausea pathways. Histamine, which is often elevated in MC
due to increased mast cell activity, activates receptors in the brain that cause nausea. This is why
antihistamines sometimes help MC-related nausea — they're blocking histamine's effects on these
pathways.

Electrolyte imbalance, particularly low sodium or magnesium, causes nausea. Chronic diarrhea depletes
these essential minerals, and when levels drop too low, nausea is a common symptom. This creates a
vicious cycle where nausea makes it harder to eat and drink, worsening the electrolyte depletion that's
causing the nausea.

Joint pain can be due to immune signals beyond the gut.

Joint pain and stiffness, particularly affecting the hands, knees, hips, and lower back, occur frequently
enough in MC that researchers recognize it as an extra-intestinal manifestation of the disease.

Immune cross-reactivity means the same immune signals affecting our gut also affect our joints. The
inflammatory cytokines produced in response to MC don't stay localized to the colon — they circulate
throughout our bloodstream and can trigger inflammation in joint tissue. This is similar to the arthritis
associated with other inflammatory bowel diseases like Crohn's and ulcerative colitis.

Systemic inflammation creates circulating inflammatory mediators. When our immune system is activated
by MC, it doesn't distinguish between the colon and other tissues. Cytokines like IL-6 and TNF-alpha that
drive intestinal inflammation also affect joints, causing pain, stiffness, and sometimes swelling.

Food-triggered immune responses can manifest in joints. When we consume a food trigger that our
immune system reacts to, the immune activation doesn't just affect our gut. Some patients notice that
eating a trigger food causes not only diarrhea but also increased joint pain hours or days later, reflecting
the systemic nature of the immune response.

This explains why some MC patients develop what looks like inflammatory arthritis, and why joint pain
often improves when MC is brought into remission with treatment or dietary management.




Chronic inflammation drains our energy and causes fatigue.
Profound, debilitating fatigue is one of the most common and distressing symptoms MC patients report,
often described as being out of proportion to their activity level and unrelieved by rest.

Inflammatory cytokines directly affect brain energy regulation. The same inflammatory signals driving our
MC (particularly cytokines like IL-1 and IL-6) act on the brain to produce what's called "sickness behavior,"
which includes profound fatigue. This is our body's way of conserving energy for fighting what it perceives
as a threat, but in MC, the threat is misdirected immune activity rather than an actual infection.

Electrolyte depletion from chronic diarrhea drains cellular energy. Sodium and magnesium are essential for
cellular energy production. When chronic diarrhea depletes these minerals faster than we can replace
them through diet, every cell in our body has less energy available. Muscles feel weak, thinking becomes
difficult, and even basic activities feel exhausting.

Malabsorption prevents adequate nutrient uptake. An inflamed intestine doesn't absorb nutrients efficiently.
Even if we're eating well, we may not be absorbing adequate B vitamins, iron, zinc, or other nutrients
essential for energy production. This nutritional deficit compounds the direct effects of inflammation.

Chronic immune activation keeps our body in constant "fight mode." When our immune system is
persistently activated, it diverts enormous amounts of energy into producing inflammatory cells and
mediators. This energy drain leaves less available for normal activities, explaining why we can feel
exhausted despite doing very little.

Brain fog is a symptom of neuroinflammation and cognitive disruption.
Brain fog, involving difficulty concentrating, problems finding words, mental cloudiness, slowed thinking,
and memory issues, is reported by a substantial number of MC patients and can be as disabling as the
physical symptoms.

Neuroinflammation happens when inflammatory cytokines cross the blood-brain barrier. The inflammatory
signals produced in MC don't stay confined to our body — they can enter the brain, where they affect
cognitive function, attention, and mental clarity. This is neuroinflammation, and it's a well-documented
consequence of chronic inflammatory conditions.

Histamine affects attention, wakefulness, and cognitive clarity. Histamine in the brain is a neurotransmitter
involved in maintaining alertness and attention. When mast cell activity is increased in MC, excess
histamine can paradoxically disrupt these functions, creating the sensation of mental fog and difficulty
concentrating.

Electrolyte imbalance, especially low sodium, directly affects brain function. our brain requires precise
electrolyte balance to function normally. When sodium levels drop from chronic diarrhea, cognitive function
suffers. Thinking becomes slower, memory is impaired, and concentration becomes difficult.

Gut-brain axis disruption alters both mood and cognition. The vagus nerve and other gut-brain connections
don't just carry signals about nausea — they influence cognitive function, emotional state, and mental
clarity. When these signals are disrupted by intestinal inflammation, brain function can be impaired even
though there's no problem with the brain itself.




The Symptom Cluster Matrix: Why Symptoms Travel in Packs
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Most MC patients have multiple mechanisms active at once.
Because a single mechanism drives multiple symptoms, they cluster.
Addressing only one pathway rarely resolves the disease.

These symptoms often occur together.
These symptoms frequently cluster together in MC patients — not by coincidence, but because they share
common underlying mechanisms.

Inflammation drives fatigue through cytokine effects on the brain, causes pain through nerve sensitization,
and contributes to brain fog through neuroinflammation. When intestinal inflammation worsens, all three
symptoms typically worsen together.

Histamine elevation from mast cell activity causes nausea through direct effects on brainstem centers,
contributes to brain fog by disrupting attention and alertness, and worsens fatigue through effects on sleep
and energy regulation. This explains why patients with significant histamine sensitivity often experience all
three symptoms in combination.

Electrolyte depletion from chronic diarrhea causes fatigue by impairing cellular energy production, triggers
nausea when sodium or magnesium levels drop too low, and impairs cognition by disrupting the electrolyte
balance the brain requires for normal function. Restoring electrolyte balance often improves all three
symptoms simultaneously.

Immune activation creates joint pain through systemic inflammation, contributes to fatigue through cytokine
effects, and can worsen all other symptoms by maintaining the inflammatory state that drives them. When
one symptom mechanism activates or worsens, the interconnected nature of these pathways means
others typically follow.

Physicians often miss these connections.
One of the most frustrating aspects of experiencing these symptoms is that physicians often dismiss them
as unrelated to our MC or attribute them to other causes like stress, anxiety, depression, or aging.

This happens for understandable but problematic reasons. These symptoms span multiple organ systems
— joints, brain, and energy metabolism — so each specialist sees only one piece of the picture. our
gastroenterologist focuses on our colon, our rheumatologist examines our joints, our primary care




physician addresses fatigue, and no one connects the dots to see that these are all manifestations of the
same underlying disease process.

Additionally, MC is typically labeled and taught as a "localized colon disease" despite growing evidence of
its systemic nature. Medical education emphasizes that MC is confined to the colon, so physicians don't
think to attribute joint pain, brain fog, or fatigue to an intestinal condition. This leads to dismissal of
symptoms as coincidental or psychosomatic rather than recognizing them as legitimate disease
manifestations.

Finally, because the colon looks normal on colonoscopy and the inflammation is only visible
microscopically, there's a tendency to minimize the condition's severity and systemic impact. If the colon
looks fine, the reasoning goes, how could this cause fatigue or brain fog? This fundamentally
misunderstands that inflammation severity isn't determined by what's visible to the naked eye but by the
immune and inflammatory processes occurring at the cellular level.
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Resolving these issues doesn't require any extra effort or extra medications.
These symptoms will automatically resolve after we put our MC into remission in virtually every case. That
doesn't imply that they will resolve immediately, because intestinal healing in IBD patients occur slowly (as
is verified by published medical research). But as healing proceeds, these extraintestinal symptoms will
slowly fade away, depending on how fast our intestinal healing proceeds. Certain issues, such as extreme
fatigue and brain fog often take as long as one or two years to completely resolve after remission is
achieved, but they too will slowly resolve as our digestive system healing proceeds.

The most important takeaway.
MC is a systemic immune condition, not just a colon problem. The inflammation, immune activation, and
metabolic disruption that characterize MC affect our entire body, creating symptoms that span multiple
systems.

Recognizing this has critical practical implications. When we experience these symptoms alongside our Gl
iIssues, we're not developing multiple separate conditions, we're experiencing different manifestations of
the same disease process. When we treat our MC effectively, whether through medication, diet, or




addressing triggers, we're not just treating diarrhea — we're addressing the systemic inflammation and
Immune activation that drive all these symptoms.

This means that comprehensive MC management should address not just bowel symptoms but also
fatigue, pain, cognitive function, and overall wellbeing. It means that improvements in these symptoms are
valid markers of treatment success, not just changes in bowel movement frequency. And it means that
when physicians dismiss these symptoms as unrelated to our MC, they're working from an outdated
understanding of the disease as purely intestinal rather than recognizing its systemic nature.

Our abdominal pain, nausea, joint pain, fatigue, and brain fog aren't separate problems requiring separate
specialists and treatments. They're all part of MC, and addressing the underlying inflammation, immune
activation, electrolyte depletion, and mast cell activity that drive our MC will often improve all of these
symptoms together. Understanding this empowers us to advocate for comprehensive treatment and to
recognize that feeling better means more than just fewer bathroom trips — it means reducing the systemic
inflammation that's affecting our entire body.

And the good news is that these extraintestinal issues will slowly resolve without additional intervention

(although at various healing rates), after we reach MC remission, and our digestive system proceeds to
heal.

The Familiar Chaos: Are

You Addicted to Stress?

Why a quiet mind feels dangerous, and how to

finally dissolve the noise.

Are You Addicted to Stress?
by Shannon Freedom
Questionnaire:
1. When practicing meditations, does your mind often resist the quiethess?

2. Do you feel more comfortable when you’re constantly thinking?
3. Does it feel empty, boring, and a little scary without constant thinking?




You could be living in a stress-addicted state. Stress can be very addicting, which creates a natural
resistance to becoming free from the noisy mental pollution, and prevents entering a loving, peaceful inner
state.

A stress addicted mind would rather have a familiar chaos than an unfamiliar better future. With an
addiction to stress, a quiet, calm, present, peaceful mind feels too uncomfortable due to the unfamiliarity.
Presence toward the current moment has even felt boring at first, until the peace has time to follow. It all
makes sense though. This noisy inner state has likely been engraved since childhood. Be patient with
yourself.

Most people struggle to sit with discomfort
More often than not, people use food, sex, alcohol, other drugs, doom scrolling (guilty) or adrenaline

seeking to quiet the noise in the mind. Most people struggle to sit with uncomfortable emotions or thoughts
(without a vice) long enough to create beneficial change.

It's to the point that most people don’'t even realize it's a problem. But in the US there’s typically a 2-3
month wait for the rheumatologist... so maybe | won’t follow what most people do. All of these vices above
may stop the noise in the mind for a little while, but will inevitably lead to a crash. However, similar
pleasant feelings can be obtained with mindfulness and meditation.
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How to Dissolve Stress

A beneficial way to view thoughts is through the image of a cloud. Both thoughts and clouds come and go.
A thought/cloud can be noticed and watched as it passes. There might be some days when the sky is full
of storms. However, the storms are temporary. Behind the storm, there will always be a clear blue sky. |
practice thought monitoring by frequently asking myself “what’s going on inside me right now?” “How am |
feeling at this moment”?2° With time it was easier to see “there is the thought” and “here | am listening to
the thought”.

Sometimes we get distracted by thoughts while reading. A thought may pop up, and sometimes we get
sucked into the thought before finishing the reading. At times it can be less of a thought and more of a
feeling of being rushed to do something else. | try to give myself permission to spend an allotted amount of
time reading. Each time | get distracted, | softly return to the text without judgment to strengthen my ability




to focus on the present moment of the words. “The instant you recognize that you are not present, you are
present.”

Helpful vs unhelpful thoughts
If your thoughts aren't giving knowledge towards a practical skill, (ideally skills that lead to the enjoyment of
following your values and goals), it is likely noisy, mental pollution. To know the difference, ask yourself “is
this thought creating an actionable step to help solve a problem? Is this productive?” “Am | assuming any
results?” “Is this thought worth my time in the big picture?”.

Whenever a large, overwhelming emotion is felt, we can make it a habit to pay attention to our breathing
until we naturally calm down. Once calm:

1. Name the emotion. “| am feeling nervous”.
2. Accept the emotion. “I have space to let my body feel nervous”.
3. Remind yourself that you are safe. “I can feel nervous, but | am safe”.

Taking a breath can also allow anger to calm before speaking. I've noticed | get a lot further when |
approach with a patient desire to understand, rather than anger.

If 'm in the middle of talking when | get nervous, | focus on my breathing while listening or speaking. If |
am nervous about arriving somewhere, | sing “l.... ammmm... SAFE, | am safe!” to the beat of “Be our
Guest” by Beauty and the Beast. As silly as | feel, my body greatly appreciates it. I've learned to become
more afraid of wasting my life than embarrassing myself.

Finally listening to the body might bring out feelings that have been bottled up. The feelings that eat at the
back of the mind. This is the first step towards healing.

An important component of staying strong is reminding yourself of your goal: to change. To live in a state of
love and bliss. To have a form of mental peace that does not need any achievement, validation, or
relationship to remain peaceful. A mental state that naturally spreads love and builds the world up, one by
one. You have a purpose, and the world would love for you to bring in your piece of the puzzle. Once one’s
internal world is settled, the external world tends to fall into place.

Sometimes we can just have faith that everything will work out the way it is supposed to. We can have faith
that we can learn from each challenge, have fun along the way, and love all that is brought to us.




The Journey to Clarity

Sit with Discomfort
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Have faith that you can learn from each challenge.
Once your internal world is finally settled, the
external world tends to naturally fall into place.
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