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How to use this ebook


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken to a list of all the recipes covered in that chapter.





Alternatively, jump to the index to browse recipes by ingredient.





Look out for linked text (which is underlined and/or in a different colour) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related recipes.





Introduction


How often do we think about food, or the effect food has on our body? We are living in a culture that is obsessed with the young, the good-looking and the slim. Although we know that people in the public eye often have personal trainers, and some have eating disorders and possibly drug issues, we still feel inadequate in comparison. We are aware that a professional photoshoot takes ages and the pictures that are finally published have been manipulated and retouched, but nevertheless we compare ourselves to the models shown in them. Most of us, to a greater or lesser degree, are unhappy with the way we look and whether we relate that to our eating habits or not, we think about food many times during the day. Here are some of the thoughts that may occur to you. Read them and add your own.





•  What do I want to eat now?


•  What did I eat yesterday, the day before?


•  What will I eat tomorrow?


•  Why did I eat this? I wish I hadn’t eaten it.


•  I will never eat carbohydrates/sugar/meat from now on.


•  What should I eat?


•  What shouldn’t I eat?


•  I am happy/unhappy with the way I look, or the way my body looks.





Research figures suggest that the number of thoughts people have about food alone can be anything up to 200 per day. The number might be a great deal higher, if thoughts about body image are added to that. Food tops the stakes in the overall thought-count. We have received enough public education to know what we need to eat to be healthy. We know what food we should eat in small quantities to avoid obesity and all the health issues that go with it, such as hypertension and heart disease. And still we face the same image in the mirror – nothing changes.


Most days we can accept how we look, but some days, even if the sun is shining brightly, our mind can shift to a state in which we see the world through the eyes of fat and slim. This is what we may start thinking when we enter that frame of mind:





•  I am going on holiday soon; can I still wear the bikini from last year?


•  I should go for some exercise, then I can have that delicious Italian homemade ice cream.


•  Should I skip the evening meal to lose a tiny weeny bit of weight around the waist?


•  Should I book a personal trainer to get in shape for the holiday?





When we are in ‘battle mode’, we may forget the many gifts that have been bestowed upon us – a healthy body, good skin, full hair and a sharp and curious brain. Mindfulness and compassion can help you to accept yourself at a deeper level and to achieve a much more joyful and wholesome relationship with food.


Definition of mindfulness


Mindfulness lies at the core of Buddhist meditative practices but it is universal. It can be described as a way of being, a way of seeing and a way of connecting to your senses.





‘The present is the only time that any of us have to be alive, to know anything, to perceive, to learn, to act, to change, to heal.’
JON KABAT-ZINN





Staying in touch with the present in a mindful way from one moment to the next may lead to you experiencing life differently. You may become a little less stuck in your ways, perceiving more options and finding more strength, more balance, more understanding and confidence. The practice of mindfulness can diffuse our negativity, aggression and unstable emotions.


Mindfulness has also been described as ‘bare attention’. That term was coined by German-born Buddhist monk N Thera, one of the great figures of 20th-century Buddhism. It is called ‘bare’ because it attends just to the bare facts of perception as presented, either through the five senses or through the mind, without reacting to them or judging them. We behave rather like an outside observer, perceiving what is happening to us, accepting and allowing it. The thoughts or feelings we observe are not us, they are just something that is happening to us.



History of mindfulness


The origins of mindfulness go back to the Suthras of 2500 BCE, and it has connections to Taoist and Yogic philosophy. The first text of importance in the 20th century is The Miracle of Mindfulness by the Vietnamese monk Thich Nhat Hanh. This was originally written as a letter from exile in France to one of the brothers who had remained in Vietnam.


The school that Hanh had founded in the 1960s was intended to help rebuild bombed villages, teach children and set up medical stations for both sides engaged in the conflict. The letter’s intention was to support the brothers back home, encouraging them to continue to work in a spirit of love and understanding. Hanh simply wished to remind them of the essential discipline of mindfulness, even in the midst of very difficult circumstances.


At the time Hanh was writing the letter in Paris, several supporters from different countries were attending the Vietnamese Buddhist Peace Delegation. So it was quite natural to think of people in other countries who might also benefit from reading this letter. Hanh suggested the translator, an American volunteer, should translate it slowly and steadily, in order to maintain mindfulness. Thus only two pages a day were translated. Hanh encouraged the translator to be aware of the feel of the pen and paper, to be aware of the position of his body and to be aware of his breath in order to maintain the essence of mindfulness while doing this task. When the translation was completed, it was typed and a hundred copies were printed on a tiny offset machine squeezed into the delegation’s bathroom. Since then the little book has travelled far.


It has been translated into many other languages and distributed on every continent in the world. Prisoners, refugees, healthcare workers, psychotherapists, educators and artists are among those whose life and work has been touched by The Miracle of Mindfulness. Denied permission to return to Vietnam, Thich Nhat Hanh spends most of the year living in Plum Village, a community he helped found in France. He says of himself: ‘I am eighty-seven years young.’ Plum Village is open to visitors from around the world who wish to spend a mindfulness retreat there. The proceeds from the fruit of hundreds of plum trees are used to assist hungry children in Vietnam.


In the late 1970s, Jon Kabat-Zinn (Ph.D) started to apply mindfulness techniques to treating patients with chronic pain at Massachusetts Medical School. Due to the successful outcome of the initial patient groups treated with this approach, he started to develop his now world famous mindfulness-based stress reduction (MBSR) programme. In 1991 the first book describing the programme of the stress-reduction clinic at Massachusetts Medical Centre, entitled Full Catastrophe Living, was published and over half a million copies have been sold worldwide. Eventually, in 1989, at the World Congress of Cognitive Therapy held in Oxford, British psychologists and psychotherapists, searching for new treatment models for recurring depression, were introduced to mindfulness approaches. Mindfulness-based cognitive therapy for depression was the result of their studies and was first published in 2002.


Mindfulness-based cognitive therapy and relapse


Research estimates that around 20 per cent of the population in Western countries will suffer an episode of clinical depression at least once in their lifetime. However, up until the 1990s, CBT (cognitive behavioural therapy) research did not explore the fact that patients who have had more than one or two episodes of depression are susceptible to becoming depressed again and again. Very little hard data focused on this phenomenon of ‘relapse’ until researchers began to look for a more cost- and time-effective intervention to deal with it. Regular CBT would be used for acute depression and the ‘new approach’ of MBSR would hopefully cater for relapse prevention.


John Teasdale (Ph.D) and others discovered that even minor increases in sadness could reactivate ‘depressive thinking neuro-pathways’ in formerly depressed client groups. Cognitive behavioural psychotherapy had often been used to deactivate negative thinking but some remnants tended to stay behind, and these could not be ‘deleted’ from the ‘hard disk’ of the patient’s mind. Each new episode of depression hard-wires these depressive thought patterns more and more. Hence relapse tends to become more and more probable the more often a person has experienced clinical depression.



The fusion of mindfulness-based stress reduction (MBSR) and mindfulness-based cognitive therapy (MBCT)


Mindfulness-based cognitive therapy is an integration of mindfulness-based stress reduction with cognitive behavioural therapy. In conventional CBT, the focus is on changing unhelpful beliefs. In MBCT, the focus is rather on methodical training to be more aware, moment by moment, of physical sensations and of thoughts and feelings as mental events. Research on MBCT shows that it can halve the relapse rate in recovered patients who have had three or more episodes of depression. Other targeted versions of MBCT have now been developed, including MBCT for chronic-fatigue syndrome, for oncology patients, in schools, for anxiety disorders and in the treatment of trauma, to mention just a few. Mindfulness-based eating interventions are being developed as we speak.




How MBCT works


• Identify your cognitive ‘distortions’ – conscious awareness.


• Identify the fact that the imagined ‘threat’ is only a thought.


• Sit with what ‘is’ – I am okay, even now.


• Appraise your internal resources – ‘I can’.





What is mindful eating?


This is not yet another diet book! We are confident that to deal with food, weight and health issues we have to deal with the entire person, or as the founder of mindfulness-based stress reduction, Jon Kabat-Zinn, said in his first book, we have to deal with the ‘full catastrophe of living’.


By buying The Mindfulness Diet, you have taken an important step away from the so-called experts and food fads towards your inner wisdom. This book is meant to help you trust yourself again. You are the expert, so make your own decisions. Nobody can make them for you. Nobody can live your life for you, shower for you, have sex for you or eat for you.


By bringing mindfulness into your life, more specifically into your eating life, you will learn to stop, to tune in and to listen. You will become interested in what is really important to you. Through the various practices in this book, you make time and pay attention to what is going on in your life right now. You will come to understand how your thoughts and feelings, if unnoticed, can pull you away from the present moment, and make you go for the chocolate bar to avoid the discomfort of feeling upset or lonely.


When we pay attention to our food intake, we have to face our true longings and explore what we really want. Could it be that we want to be in touch with our bodies and our senses? Or do we also want to be in touch with our true self, and would we like to live an authentic life of self-care and other-care.


By not being mindful with our ‘true’ hunger, we tend to eat more, when having less could be what is needed. By becoming mindful we develop understanding, and in this process we become more forgiving and kinder to ourselves. Just by reading this book you can start to replace hating your body with appreciating your inner wisdom. You can release yourself from the grip of shame and anger and replace it with understanding. You will become less obsessed about food and how you look and more attuned to the appreciation of being alive.




How to use this book


The chapters in this book explore different influences and factors that affect the way we eat mindfully. At the end of each chapter you’ll find a handful of recipes that we encourage you to prepare and eat mindfully. The first example is a more detailed guided practice. After that you’ll find ‘Awareness Points’ at the end of each recipe with tips for things to look out for and appreciate.


The recipes are particularly relevant for the topics explored in each chapter, but feel free to pick and choose recipes from any place in the book.


There is a food journal template where you can record your eating habits and a one-month mindful eating plan at the end of the book.


As you progress, apply the lessons you have learnt and think of your own awareness points for the recipes you cook and meals you eat.





Reading this book, and practising the exercises, will help you to:





•  reconnect with your body and its senses


•  retrain yourself to enjoy your food without guilt and shame


•  feel full and eat less as you learn to feel truly nourished


•  break free from destructive eating habits


•  become aware of the feelings and thoughts that keep your unhelpful eating patterns in place


•  reconnect with your own inner wisdom


•  live life with zest and creativity


•  free yourself from negative thinking and develop compassion and kindness.


Factors that influence our eating habits


•  The genetic code


‘I have big bones.’ It is obvious that some people have a larger frame than others, but holding on to the idea that our weight is dictated solely by genetics assumes that change is impossible. Mindful eating invites us to accept the fact that we cannot change the basic frame of our body, but that we can still find our own ideal weight, together with a healthy sense of appreciation and respect for our body.





•  Reward and punishment


There are countless times when we have eaten something unhealthy (and delicious) because ‘we are worth it’; and times when we have felt obliged to eat something that we don’t like. We may assume it’s normal to live with this inner struggle of ‘I must’ and ‘I mustn’t’. But the mind that says ‘I must not …’ and the mind that says ‘I must…’ are one and the same. Instead of engaging in this inner conflict, we can step back and clearly see the dynamics at play. By becoming a witness to the feelings, a space is created around them and we are no longer a hostage to them, acting from a place of confusion and frustration.





•  The teenage years


Being a teenager marks the beginning of a very important period in our life. It is a time of constant changes in the body and a time when we become self-conscious about our size and eating habits. During this period, views are formed about how we see ourselves and how others see us. You might still be holding on to a painful story about your teenage years. But now it is important to acknowledge that whatever it was happened in the past. By accepting that, you allow yourself to move on. Mindfulness enables us to let go of those stories and feelings, and to replace them with what is needed now.





•  Emotions


Very few people in the West eat out of hunger alone. Most of us eat from a place of emotion. We often do things, such as eating chocolate while watching TV, without being conscious of the thoughts and feelings that drive the behaviour. We live and eat on autopilot, reacting to signals from the brain or cravings from the mind. Mindfulness is about having the awareness to see the formation of the emotion, to see its origins and, with practice, even to see the very first thought that started it all.





•  Lack of exercise


We live in a sedentary world. Products are consistently delivered, enabling us to be less active. The voices of the medical profession are drowned out by the noises that encourage us to do less and eat more. Research suggests that walking every day for at least 15 minutes is an important factor in improving health. Exercise is one of our best supports in achieving our ideal weight, size and shape.





•  Addictions


We experience the strength of addiction when we feel forced to eat the chocolate, when we are desperate to open that packet and when we experience a feeling of no choice, of inevitability.


The other factor involved in addiction is big business. The food industry exists to sell food, and making us go back for more is what the product is designed to do. By recognizing this fact, we are released from feelings of failure and weakness, and with mindfulness we will be able to break this cycle.





•  Alcohol


Alcohol creates a mind that is open to suggestion and more willing to throw away caution, and is responsible for a lot of bad food choices. We may go to the pub and stop for a burger, or stay in and relax on the sofa with a drink and a bag of crisps. Alcohol really has the potential to derail any attempts to change your shape or weight. It is one of the most concentrated sources of calories with little nutritional value. If you want to become more mindful around food, moderating alcohol consumption is a must.





•  Social pressure


Eating with others is wonderful but we may make choices that we would never make if we were eating alone, and we eat with only a fraction of the awareness that we might usually feel. Knowing this helps you to approach those situations calmly, and by being clear about the choices you have, you can act in accordance with your values and wishes. If you decide to go for that second delicious dessert, you will be doing it consciously, and savouring it, and you won’t feel guilty afterwards, because you were fully aware of the consequences.





•  Laziness


Even the most efficient and focused person will occasionally think, ‘I can’t be bothered to cook tonight.’ The feeling of tiredness or laziness is not the problem, but how we relate to it, because the food choices that we make in this moment will have an impact on our body.


This is where mindfulness comes into play: seeing the feeling and not identifying with it, and so separating it from yourself, will help you to respond with calm. Then you will be more likely to make a healthy choice, instead of simply following the usual habitual patterns.





•  Sleep


Sleep can impact on weight and eating habits. When people are sleeping less, the accumulation of body fat appears to increase – by up to 32 per cent. According to one study, in less than two weeks of having their sleep disturbed on a nightly basis, participants increased their weight by an average of 1.5 kg (3 lb).


Also, when people suffer from daytime sleepiness, they are far more likely to crave high-sugar foodstuff. Mindfulness in general might help us to sleep better and to make the positive choices that will help us to avoid the weight gain.





•  Stress


During stress, the mind is on reaction mode as opposed to responding mode. The stress hormone cortisol interferes with the digestion of food, can lead to food cravings and plays a significant part in people putting on weight. It speeds up the accumulation of fat around the waistline, while at the same time breaking down highly prized lean muscle.


Mindfulness practices have been shown to trigger the ‘relaxation response’, a series of physical reactions that are associated with a greater feeling of comfort and ease. The body goes into a positive cycle of wellbeing as high blood pressure decreases, breathing slows down and muscle tension releases. The mind recognizes that the body is relaxing and therefore relaxes itself, which in turn reinforces and further promotes relaxation in the body. And so the positive loop continues, with body and mind winding down and easing up.



Mindful eating as a way of life – 10 tips


1.  Listen to your body


Before you pile a mountain of food on your plate or break open a family-sized bag of crisps, take a moment to listen to your physical needs. Are you hungry? If you are, how hungry are you? Serve up just enough food to satisfy the hunger of the body, rather than trying to quench the limitless desire of the mind. You’ll be much less likely to go back for more than if you simply had the packet of crisps sitting on your lap.





2.  Use smaller serving plates and bowls


Studies have shown that our satisfaction is tied in to ‘relative’ portion sizes. So, if we have a very small plate that is piled high with food, we will feel much more satisfied than if we have a large plate with a small amount of food – even if the large serving on the small plate contains less! Some new crockery could be the best investment you ever made.





3.  Be flexible when eating out


Restaurant menus are generally written in a way that encourages you to eat as much as possible (and why wouldn’t they be?) but you don’t have to play that game. There is no obligation to have a starter, main course and dessert. Why not have starters instead of a main course? Why not have tea or coffee instead of a dessert for a change? Oh, and don’t be afraid to ask for excess food to be put in a doggy-bag.





4.  Serve up at source


When serving food at home, try to plate it up by the oven or hob, rather than at the table. If the excess is on the table in front of you while you are eating, then that’s where your mind is likely to be. Studies have shown that you are likely to eat faster with the excess in front of you. Presumably this is prompted by some survival instinct from the past, when we weren’t sure where the next meal was coming from.





5.  When you eat, just eat


Portion sizes are intimately related to ‘how’ we eat. For example, if you sit down at a table with a large box of chocolates and no distractions, you are unlikely to polish off the entire box. This is partly because you would be more aware of hunger levels, but also because you would probably feel greedy, embarrassed or ashamed. But when you’re watching TV or involved in another activity, this awareness can be drowned out.





6.  Learn what a portion size is


If you want to become more mindful of portion sizes, and possibly even to follow the recommended quantities with certain foods, it can be really useful to know and understand what portion sizes are (quite different from ‘serving sizes’, incidentally, which can be frighteningly large). As a general rule, a ‘cup’ is about the size of a large tennis ball, 85g (3¼ oz) of meat is about the size of a deck of cards and 30g (1¼ oz) cheese is about the size of a domino. This may help you to avoid having to weigh everything.





7.  Think little and often


Many people overeat at meals because they are worried they might feel hungry later on. The body doesn’t really work like this and all overeating tends to do is increase the dramatic swings in blood-sugar levels that will, in all likelihood, have you reaching for the biscuit tin. Try to maintain a stable blood-sugar level and moderate level of satiety by eating small meals throughout the day, rather than just a couple of ridiculously large meals.





8.  Have a salad as a starter


We often dive into large portions of rich and colour-dense foods simply because we’re hungry. The truth is, in these situations, we’re often so hungry that we’d eat just about anything. So be smart and eat some raw vegetables or salad to burn off that extreme hunger before the meal itself. That way you will not feel the same need to overindulge in richer-tasting foods.





9.  Have a glass of water before eating


The sensation of thirst is often confused with the feeling of hunger, so that whenever we feel thirsty, we tend to reach out for a snack, or, if about to serve up a meal, we’re likely to put more food on the plate. To ensure that you are listening to the right signals, sip a good-sized glass of water in the 10–15 minutes leading up to a meal. This way you can be sure that you are serving up only what the body actually needs.





10. Shop smart


Bulk-buying foods can often enable you to pick up some great bargains, but you know your own mind. If you are unable or unwilling to break those down into smaller portion sizes when you get home, then consider the possibility of buying smaller versions. While you may not get the same value for money, take a moment to think of the cost (financial, physical, mental and emotional) of overeating large portions of food.





Frequently used practices


Once we start to engage in a friendly relationship with the body, the first foundation of mindfulness, our life becomes lighter and more joyful, easy and relaxed. There is no need to fight our body or treat it as an enemy – better to start with a feeling of wonder that you have this body, and that it sustains you day and night. When you are able to accept the body, to respect and love it, you will not only become grateful to be in this body but you will become grateful for all existence.


The body scan


The key objective in doing the body scan is to enhance awareness of physiological sensations and to train your mind to stay focused over a longer than usual period of time on a particular task in the now. Lie down on a mat or bed, or sit upright on a chair, and focus for a while on the movement of the breath before directing attention to each region of the body and observing what happens when doing this. Each body scan is a new beginning, a new ‘NOW’.


Practise for around 40 minutes six times per week, with no expectation or judgement of a particular outcome. Let go of ideas such as success, failure and relaxation, and bring an open mind, curiosity and a sense of adventure to the practice.


The body scan works on many levels. Firstly, it helps you to realize that you have a body; then, that the body is not an idea or statement, but a felt experience. You know that you have a body because you are aware of its sensations. Also, the body scan is a symbolic way of saying ‘you are important’, because you are turning your attention to yourself. Remember, it is okay to spend time with yourself.


The body scan consists of three steps:





•  Intentionally moving the attention to a selected area.


•  Holding the awareness there and experiencing the sensations.


•  Moving on.





The body scan will help you to engage in a friendly relationship with your physical home. You will become more independent of other people’s views, of how you should be and what you should look like. Eventually, you will arrive back home, finding the original happiness of being in this body.


By regularly practising the body scan you will make some good discoveries:





•  Paying attention is a good practice. Most of us find it relatively easy to focus on our bodies. By paying attention to your body, you make it ‘happy’ as you trigger its relaxation response.


•  It helps you to reconnect with your body and understand its language.


•  It is a good way to be nice to yourself. Remember you are your own best friend. By turning to your body, you are nourishing yourself. You are appreciating it as it is right now, acknowledging that the body serves us day in day out and sustains us in the best possible way. It is our home!





When you start to practise body scan, do it in the morning. Normally, when we wake up our minds are not yet busy, so it is easier to focus. Of course, you should choose the time that is best for you – some of us are larks and others are owls. Here is a brief description of the actual exercise:





•  Take a few moments to get in touch with the movement of your breath and the sensations in your body. Remind yourself of the intention of this practice. Its aim is not to feel any different, relaxed or calm – this may happen or it may not. Instead, the intention of the practice is, as best you can, to bring awareness to any sensations you detect as you focus your attention on each part of the body in turn.





•  Now bring the focus of your awareness down the left leg, into the left foot. Focus on each of the toes of the left foot in turn, bringing a gentle curiosity to investigating the quality of sensations you find. When you are ready, on an in-breath, feel or imagine the breath entering the lungs, and then passing down into the abdomen, into the left leg, the left foot, and out to the toes of the left foot. Then, on the out-breath, feel or imagine the breath coming all the way back up, out of the foot, into the leg up through the abdomen, chest, and out through the nose. Just practise this ‘breathing into’ as best you can, approaching it playfully.





•  Next allow your awareness to expand into the rest of the foot, then to the ankle, the top of the foot, and right into the bones and joints. Move your awareness to the lower left leg – the calf, shin and knee in turn.





•  Continue to bring awareness, and a gentle curiosity, to the physical sensations in each part of the rest of the body in turn – to the upper left leg, the right toes, right foot, right leg, pelvic area, back, abdomen, chest, fingers, hands, arms, shoulder, neck, head and face. In each area, as best as you can, bring the same detailed level of awareness and gentle curiosity to the bodily sensations present. As you leave each major area, breathe into it on the in-breath, and let go of that region on the out-breath.
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