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To Jesus Christ, my Savior, Heavenly Father, and closest friend. Thank You for how You satisfy the deepest parts of my soul with Your great love. Thank You for Your Word, which transforms us. To my incredible husband, Sean, thank you for loving, supporting, and cheering me on every step of the way. I love sharing this journey called life with you. You are a gift, and my best friend. To my daughter, Madeline Joy, as I wrote this book God was knitting you together in my womb. You are my precious treasure from the Lord and my beauty from ashes.
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BEAUTY FOR ASHES


It was the summer of 1998. I was fourteen years old when my dad came to my two sisters and me and informed us that we would be moving from the only home we had ever known, in suburban Michigan, to a small town in Wisconsin. My dad worked as an administrator for a small health-care agency that was experiencing layoffs, forcing him to find a new job.


This kind of news would be shocking to any teenager, but even more so to a shy fourteen-year-old about to enter her first year of high school. My parents sat us down and told us that we would have just a few weeks to say goodbye to the only home, school, and friends we had ever known.


A New Beginning


After just a few weeks, we packed our suitcases and family of five into our minivan and began the eight-hour ride to a small rental we would soon call home. Tears were shed from the moment we left our home in Troy, Michigan (population 70,000), until we pulled into our new hometown, Shawano, Wisconsin (population 7,000).


I will never forget the scene as we pulled into the driveway of our small, unfurnished rental home. The surrounding area had a skate park, one gas station, and a small convenience store. This was a huge difference from being within walking distance of one of Michigan’s largest malls, multiple grocery stores, and every chain store imaginable. As you can imagine, all these changes meant quite the culture shock for my teen sisters and me.


A Single Lie Breeds Destruction


After what had seemed to be the longest summer of my life, the start of the new school year finally approached. I remember walking into the high school with sweaty palms, making my way down the endless hallway to find my locker. I headed to my first classes of the day and sat quietly in the back. Suddenly the lunch bell rang, and I realized I had survived the morning only to have the real nerves kick in.


Lunch period was always nerve racking for me on the first day of school, but it was taken to a whole new level when I was the new kid. I remember walking through the noisy lunchroom, slowly wandering past the first table… and the next, anxiously wondering where I should set down my lunch tray. I spotted a table that seemed to be open, so I made my way over.


As I was walking toward the table, a boy I recognized from one of my classes started to walk toward me. When he approached me, he handed me a folded piece of paper and said, “This is for you.” I wasn’t quite sure what to expect… Was the note from him or one of his friends? Was he going to ask me a question, or could it be possible that he had a crush on me? It seemed hundreds of questions raced through my mind as I unfolded the paper.


I nervously opened the folds, only to expose a grotesque image of an overweight female with disproportionate body parts. Immediately the boy started laughing, and said, “Just in case you didn’t know, this is what you look like.” Just as soon as he spoke those words, he turned and ran back to the table where his friends sat laughing.


In a state of shock and embarrassment, I dropped the paper, threw down my lunch tray, and ran to the bathroom, where I locked myself in a stall and cried for what seemed like an eternity. I was humiliated and I didn’t see how I could ever leave the bathroom, much less return to the lunchroom.


It was at that moment that I went from being carefree about my appearance to being hyperaware of how my body looked. Although giving me that drawing was most likely nothing more than a cruel joke to those young men, I can look back and perceive it as something much deeper. I can now see how this single event was set up by the enemy to steal my innocence and identity by planting a lie in my mind.


Although I had grown up in a Christian home, and asked Jesus to be my Lord and Savior at an early age, the revelation of who I was in Christ had not yet been revealed to me. This left me open to the lies of the enemy, most of which were specifically targeted at my identity. This single lie, when fostered and meditated on, eventually took root in my life, leading me down a road of eating disorders that lasted the majority of my teen years.


A Desperate Attempt to Obtain Control


Soon after that lunch event, I convinced myself I had to lose weight, and fast, despite the fact that I was at a healthy weight at the time. It was almost as if I went overnight from being carefree about food to trying every diet and weight-loss trick. Within a few weeks I went from three healthy meals a day to a granola bar for breakfast, a dry turkey sandwich for lunch, and a few bites of food at dinner—just so my mom wouldn’t catch on to my new eating habits.


I continued to cut back on the little food I was eating with each passing week. And as my food consumption gradually decreased, so did my appetite and weight. My clothes got looser, and I felt empowered, knowing my plan was working.


With the weight loss came a sense of control. I believed that my changing body would protect me from the rejection I had experienced in that lunchroom. I convinced myself that if I could maintain a state of “perfection” in the way I looked, I would always be accepted and loved by those around me.


One single lie that I had received planted a seed in the soil of my heart. Left to itself, it grew and spread like the weed it was, resulting in a series of lies that played over and over inside my head. The problem was that I didn’t know I was believing a lie, or that I was harming myself and my body. At that time I was completely and utterly deceived. It would never have crossed my mind that I was heading down the road of an eating disorder in the form of anorexia nervosa.


Time for an Intervention


I wasn’t the only one who noticed I’d lost a substantial amount of weight. I tried to hide my behavior from my mom, but it wasn’t long before she became aware that something was wrong. When I asked my mom to recount the day she became suspicious of an eating disorder, she replied that she remembers it perfectly: “It was an early winter day and we had decided to go clothes shopping for the coming season. When I came into the dressing room to check how a pair of jeans fit on you, I lifted your shirt to check the fit of the waistband. I recall seeing your ribs and hip bones protruding from your dwindling frame, and at that moment I knew something was terribly wrong. I walked out of the dressing room, silently shocked to see how much weight you had lost. I began to wonder how it happened without me knowing it. How had you gone from a beautiful, healthy teenager to an insecure young woman who was hiding something behind her malnourished body?”


Looking back, my mom recalls noticing that I was eating a little less at dinner. Yet I had managed to convince her I was eating more at school, which explained why I wasn’t as hungry in the evening. Despite my efforts to hide my behavior, she had a hard realization of the truth when she saw my bony body in the dressing room that day.


In the weeks to follow, I remember my mom bringing up my eating habits in subtle ways. Her tactics didn’t get very far, though, because, as is common with teenagers, I became very defensive. After many failed attempts to expose the truth, my mom eventually got my dad involved. I could tell my parents were getting serious when they forced me to step on the scale. I weighed a mere eighty-five pounds. It was then they decided I needed professional help.


Days later, my mom and dad took me to our family physician, who clearly didn’t specialize in eating disorders: he joked about how I could stand to eat a few hamburgers and needed to gain some weight, then sent me on my way. My parents’ next line of defense was to have me see a Christian counselor, which I was not in favor of. I remember thinking to myself, I will not share the private details of my life with a stranger! So I sat on her couch defiantly, responding with one-word answers or not at all. As you can imagine, these appointments didn’t last very long, and eventually the counselor told my parents that I would have to come back when I was ready to share. My parents hesitantly brought me home from that appointment and decided to start doing the one thing they knew to do: pray.


A Promise of Hope


As winter turned to spring, I started to take walks down a path near our Wisconsin home. These walks started off as an effort to burn additional calories, but I could sense that something deeper was taking place in my heart as the trees began to bud and eventually blossom.


It was on one of those walks that I noticed a butterfly swirling and twirling around me, almost as if it were following me. This wasn’t such a big deal; however, the next day, that very same butterfly came and met me on my walk again. It happened again and again, day after day, until suddenly I started to think, What if this butterfly is a sign from God? What if He is using it to try to tell me something?


If there was any chance at all that this butterfly could be a sign from God, I knew I couldn’t ignore it. So I went home and began to do as much research as I could about butterflies. During my search I also asked God to show me in His Word if there was any reference to what He was trying to show me through these butterflies.


As I began to flip through the pages of my Bible, one Scripture stood out to me that paired perfectly with my newfound knowledge of butterflies. That verse was Romans 12:2: “Don’t copy the behavior and customs of this world, but let God transform you into a new person by changing the way you think. Then you will learn to know God’s will for you, which is good and pleasing and perfect.” As I read this passage, the word transform seemed to jump off the page, as it was one of the words that described the transition from a caterpillar to a butterfly. I wrote this Scripture down in my journal and tucked it away in my heart, not knowing exactly what it meant yet, but knowing that it was a part of God’s promise to me.


A New Chapter


Just a few months into the summer my dad got word that a job in Michigan had opened up, just about an hour from where I’d grown up. He asked the rest of the family if we were open to the idea of moving back to Michigan. We were all so excited at the thought of moving back home, he didn’t waste any time and quickly took the job interview. Just a few days later my dad got word that he got the job. And so we found ourselves packing boxes all over again, just two short years after our move to Wisconsin.


Our move back to Michigan brought us to a quaint town called Saline. The culture of Saline fell somewhere between the big city we’d grown up in and the rural farmlands of Wisconsin. Needless to say, it didn’t take long to feel like home! I knew things would be different in Saline when my first day of school brought a handful of new friends, as well as an invitation to sit with some of them at lunch. Within a few weeks, I felt as if I fit in for the first time in years!


With the approach of the fall season came Saline’s homecoming. Being that I was still one of the new girls at the school, I was ecstatic when I was invited by a group of friends to attend the homecoming dance. At that dance one of my friends introduced me to a boy named Sean, and we quickly hit it off. We hit it off so well, in fact, that I spent the rest of the night talking to Sean rather than dancing with my friends. At the end of the night, Sean and I agreed that we should exchange phone numbers, knowing we could talk for hours.


Sean called me the very next day, and we spent close to three hours on the phone. Although we had just met, it felt as if we had known each other forever. At the end of the conversation, Sean asked me if I would like to go on a date, and I replied nervously, “Yes.” (Little did I know at the time that I was saying yes to a date with my future husband!) Sean and I started officially dating when we were just sixteen, and it didn’t take long for us to become best friends and high school sweethearts.


Disorder Takes on a Different Form


It was such a relief to feel that I was finally in a place I could call home. It wasn’t long before my peace within began to reflect outwardly. I soon began to gain weight steadily, which put my parents at ease. They took my increasing weight as a sign that all was well at last.


Everything seemed to be going right in my life at that time, and I truly felt that I was on cloud nine! I had a steady boyfriend and a great group of girlfriends, and I was doing well in school. My emotions were at an all-time high, and my eating habits soon began to match my enjoyment. The only problem was that I had no proper knowledge of nutrition, and it didn’t take long for the pounds to creep back on… and then some.


My expanding waistline brought back feelings of anxiety as I became increasingly aware of my body yet again. I began to feel a sense of panic. It seemed I was losing control. Looking back, I now see how dangerous this mind-set was. I have come to learn that when we do anything out of fear, we give the enemy an open door to our lives.


I began to look for methods for losing weight; and sure enough, the enemy made sure that I found one. One evening as I was alone watching a Lifetime movie, I found the “solution” I was looking for.


In the movie a bunch of girls were having a slumber party, and were snacking on some junk food. During the sleepover, two of the girls were discussing their fear of getting fat; to which one of them said, “You can eat whatever you want without gaining weight. All you have to do is throw up after eating.” She then proceeded to explain how to self-induce vomiting.


This scene painted a somewhat glamorous picture of bulimia in my mind, but to be honest, I was scared to actually try it. That is, until the fear of gaining more weight superseded the fear of this grotesque action.


I will never forget the first time I self-induced vomiting. I had just come home from school and found a pan of brownies sitting on the stove. I took one look at those brownies and thought, Instead of eating just one, why not enjoy the whole pan and then get rid of it shortly after? I called out for my mom and sisters to make sure I had the house to myself. Sure enough, no one else was home.


I decided that it was safe to follow through with my plan, so I went ahead and ate the entire pan of brownies; I barely took a moment to catch my breath, much less actually taste them. Just as quickly as I had eaten the brownies, I ran to the bathroom to get rid of them. I remember feeling mostly numb during the binge/purge cycle, and also a bit excited about how “easy” it was to get rid of the calories I had just consumed. This was my first step down the road to bulimia—lasting a total of two years. In those years my weight fluctuated (if anything I gained weight as a result of my binges), and I ate normal meals throughout the day, so it was easy to keep my actions a secret. Or so I thought.


I’m Finally Free


I celebrated my eighteenth birthday with dinner and an ice cream cake, as was the tradition in my family. After indulging in a large slice of cake, I sneaked away to the bathroom to purge. To my surprise, when I opened the door to the bathroom, my younger sister, Emily, was waiting for me. She asked to talk to me privately in her bedroom. As I walked into Emily’s room, I saw my older sister, Sarah, sitting on the bed. My heart started racing. I knew my sisters were sitting me down for a serious talk.


I sat on the bed and watched tears begin to run down my sisters’ faces as they proceeded to share their hearts with me. “We know what you have been doing,” Sarah said.


“What do you mean?” I replied nervously, the blood rushing to my face and my palms starting to sweat.


“We know what you have been doing in the bathroom. And we are scared you’ll hurt yourself if you keep this up,” Emily mumbled amid her tears.


Just as quickly as she said those words, tears started streaming down my face. I was exposed—my secrets revealed. I felt incredibly ashamed. My shame lasted for only a brief moment, however, because my sisters’ next words were, “Let’s pray.” With those words we joined hands and prayed together a prayer that was one of the most memorable and powerful of my life. My sisters took turns praying over my heart, mind, and body, asking God to restore, heal, and set me free in these areas. I also repented for the years I had neglected and abused my body, and made a dedication of my health to the Lord that evening.


With a single prayer I knew God had done a work in my heart, and I would never be the same. I could feel God breaking chains that had me bound for years. I felt the guilt and shame run off me as if I were taking a refreshing shower. God’s presence filled that room. Within an instant I perceived that I had been supernaturally delivered from any and all desires to binge, purge, or restrict food from myself. That night I was shaken to the core, not only emotionally (from seeing my sisters so brokenhearted for me), but also spiritually as my Savior, Jesus Christ, redeemed me from my sin.


After this profound experience, I quickly learned that when we call out to Jesus for deliverance, He instantly washes our sins away, and sets us free from the chains that had us bound. From there our minds still need to be renewed and restored, which can be a process. In my case, I had spent years entertaining destructive thoughts in relation to my body and food, and although I was freed of my outward actions, I still had to be healed on the inside. I wasn’t quite sure how to go about this, but I knew that God was the author of my healing and that He would be faithful to finish the work He had started in me.


My Search for Healing Begins


My search for inner healing began the very next day as I lay on my bed and cried out to the Lord. I asked Him to show me how to change my way of thinking and heal the wounds in my heart. I grabbed my Bible off the nightstand, hoping to find the answer I had been looking for. To my surprise I opened my Bible directly to Romans 12:2, “Don’t copy the behavior and customs of this world, but let God transform you into a new person by changing the way you think. Then you will learn to know God’s will for you, which is good and pleasing and perfect.” In that moment I was confronted yet again with the word transform, which confirmed that it was the key to my healing.


I desperately needed a transformation on the inside, and this Scripture provided a road map for getting there. It stated that if I wanted lasting change, I would have to make the choice to be different from the rest of this world and dig into God’s Word like never before. The discovery of Romans 12:2 was so simple, yet it was profound enough to change my destiny. From that moment on, I got serious about God’s Word, studying it every chance I got.


I began nursing school just a few months later at a campus near my house. I was so hungry for the Word of God that I found myself listening to an audio version of the Bible in my car during my commute to school. I would bring my Bible to school, reading it in between classes and during my break. As I prayed and spent time with the Lord, the entrance of God’s Word brought light where there had been darkness, and His truth began to expose the lies.


As I progressed through nursing school, I developed a whole new appreciation for the human body. My eyes were opened to what a gift our bodies are, and I realized how vital it is that we care for them properly. In doing so we are not only thinking about our health, we are also thanking God for the precious temple He has given us! This revelation, in combination with God’s Word, brought forth a total renewal of my mind and heart.


In addition to my being changed on the inside, God started to do a powerful transformation on the outside. This change began when I got in the kitchen and started cooking. I started to learn to make healthier versions of foods I had once enjoyed. Unlike those who learn to cook from a person close to them, I like to think that God was the one Who taught me how to cook. I believe He inspired me to get into the kitchen and gave me the wisdom and ability to create recipes. Looking back, I see that this was an essential part of my healing while I formed a new, healthy relationship with food. Within a few months of my spending time in the kitchen, God had exchanged my fears and need for control for a sense of freedom, balance, and true enjoyment when it came to food.


Little by little I started seeing change emerge in my heart, and it was then that God brought back the image of the butterfly to my mind. I remember reading about caterpillars and how they make their transformation inside the cocoon. After the process is complete, a beautiful butterfly emerges. God brought the revelation of the butterfly full circle as my own transformation took place. He revealed to me that as with the caterpillar, it was in the secret place where I would spend quiet time with Him that my transformation would occur. Before I knew it, I had gone from an earthbound caterpillar to a butterfly that could soar above the cares and the troubles of this world—all because of the time I spent in God’s presence, which renewed and restored me from the inside out.


New Beginnings


After graduating from nursing school, I went on to marry my high school sweetheart, Sean, at the age of twenty-four. After graduating from Eastern Michigan University, I got my first job as a labor and delivery nurse, which had been a dream of mine since I was a little girl. One of my favorite things about being a L&D nurse was that I had the opportunity to work one-on-one with women. This allowed me to get to know my patients personally, which opened the door for many teaching opportunities. I quickly found that one of my favorite things to teach women was how nutrition would affect their recovery after having a baby.


I would come home from work on countless days and share my excitement with Sean about what I had been able to teach my patients. Since Sean was a graphic designer, he encouraged me to start a website where I could share my nutrition tips, recipes, and also what God had taught me over the years about how to care for our bodies. I thought that sounded like a great idea, and just as quickly as I agreed, he was off to create a website for me! Just a few days later, my sister, my husband, and I were discussing what to name the website. Collectively we came up with the name Dashing Dish, and the website was born!


Within just six months of launching the website, I was getting more feedback than I could have imagined about how Dashing Dish was changing people’s lives! I started to realize the great responsibility God had given me with this website and that it was meant to share much more than just recipes. I felt the Lord prompting me to share about the freedom and joy that could be found only in Him, and to teach women how to find their true beauty in exchange for the ashes of their life. After a few years I came to a place where I knew beyond a shadow of a doubt God was calling me to step into Dashing Dish full-time, as both a ministry and a business.


Yet, despite knowing God was calling me, I started to have my doubts. How could I have spent five long years in nursing school and have the job of my dreams and give it all up for something that hadn’t even been established as an official business or ministry yet? I began to wrestle with what my heart was telling me, and I second-guessed myself every time I gave way to my doubts. Although it didn’t make sense to me at the time, the Lord began to calm my thoughts with His Word. I began to think back on the years that I had struggled with an unhealthy relationship with my body and food and how God had set me free. I knew that if He’d done it for me, He also wanted to do it for many others, and He was calling me to be a vehicle to bring freedom.


Despite my fears, I decided to listen to my heart and trust His plan. I spent many months thinking over my decision and talking to my husband, my parents, and many godly mentors whom I respect. God used every single person to confirm that this was indeed God’s call on my life. It was then that I knew it was time to leave the security of my nursing job and jump full-time into the ministry that He was calling me to. On August 9, 2011, I decided to step out in obedience and follow God’s leading. It certainly felt like stepping out of the boat. However, I have found that when I make the decision to step out in faith, God never lets me sink, as long as I keep my eyes on Him.


On the day that I left my nursing job, God led me to 2 Timothy 4:5. It reads, “But you should keep a clear mind in every situation. Don’t be afraid of suffering for the Lord. Work at telling others the Good News, and fully carry out the ministry God has given you.” I knew that by making that decision, I had taken the first step in pursuing the ministry God had called me to. I made the decision to pour out my life as an offering to God. And how could I not after Jesus had given His life for me?


God was about to lead me to a ministry that was far beyond myself! While I was switching over to Dashing Dish full-time, God began to flood my mind with ways that I could minister to people. He placed a deep desire within me to provide practical resources such as recipes and meal-planning tools and combine them with encouragement that would bring health to the soul. From the very beginning God led me to encourage the readers of Dashing Dish to pursue health on a heart level, which would then bring change from the inside out.



Beauty for Ashes


As I sit and write this book, I can honestly say that there isn’t a single area of my life that God hasn’t restored. One powerful example of His restoration is that I am currently pregnant with our first child, a little girl we have named Madeline Joy. When I got pregnant, doctors were shocked. It was something I was told might never happen after the abuse that I’d put my body through for so many years. But with God… all things are possible (see Matt. 19:26 NIV). I could write a book just on how faithful God has been in redeeming all that was lost! He truly has taken the ashes of my life and turned them into something beautiful.


I share my story not only to bring God glory, but also to encourage you. No matter where you may find yourself today or what you are going through, I believe the answer can be found in Jesus! As you read my story you may relate to having an unhealthy relationship with your body or food, or perhaps you simply want to start eating healthier. If that’s the case, I believe God has an answer for nourishing your body.


On the other hand, maybe you find yourself going through something that isn’t related to food or your body at all, but instead is weighing you down emotionally. If you can relate to feeling burdened by the cares of this life, I believe God has a plan for nourishing your soul as well!


As you go through this book, it is my prayer that God will use what He has shown me over the years to set you free from the things that weigh you down. As we take this journey together, I would encourage you to pray and ask God to help you discover His perfectly balanced plan for your body and soul. I firmly believe that God wants to take the ashes of each one of our lives and turn them into something beautiful!


FOOD FOR THOUGHT


Nourishment for the Soul


Scripture


To all who mourn in Israel, he will give a crown of beauty for ashes, a joyous blessing instead of mourning, festive praise instead of despair (Isa. 61:3).


Reflection Questions




[image: image] Can you identify with having an unhealthy relationship with your body and/or food? If so, where do you think these issues first began?


[image: image] What are some things in your life that are weighing you down emotionally? If you were to break free from these burdens, how would your life change overall?




Prayer


Dear Lord, I thank You that You are the one Who knit me together in my mother’s womb, and all my days were written in Your book before one of them ever came to be. You know everything that I have gone through in my past, and You know everything that I am going through now. I ask You to walk with me through this journey, Father, and to show me the areas of my life that need a touch from You. I thank You that You are the great restorer, and that You are able to take the ashes of my life and turn them into something beautiful. Please help me to discover what Your perfect plan is for my body and soul. In Jesus’ Name, amen.


Nourishment for the Body




Baked Oatmeal Singles


Yields: 12 servings




Breakfast is the most important meal of the day, but for most people it is also the busiest time of day. If you love the idea of oatmeal for breakfast but simply don’t have the time, this is the perfect breakfast for you! These baked oatmeal singles are perfectly portioned, and they are great cold, warm, or on the go. They make a wonderful pre- or postworkout snack as well.






Ingredients


Cooking spray


2 cups old-fashioned oats


½ cup vanilla or plain protein powder


1½ teaspoons baking powder


1 teaspoon salt


¼ cup baking stevia (or sweetener to taste)


¼ cup maple syrup or honey


1 large egg


1 large egg white


½ cup unsweetened applesauce


½ cup plain low-fat Greek yogurt (or 1 mashed banana)


¼ cup chocolate chips (optional)


½ teaspoon cinnamon










Method


Preheat the oven to 350°F. Spray a muffin tin with cooking spray (or line with foil liners sprayed with cooking spray, or parchment liners).


Combine all ingredients in a large bowl, stirring until combined. Stir in the chocolate chips or sprinkle them on top, if desired.


Divide the oatmeal mixture evenly among the prepared muffin tins. Bake uncovered for 20 to 25 minutes or until oatmeal is lightly browned and a toothpick comes out clean. Store in the fridge until ready to eat.
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