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For every woman in this world who has searched for the sustenance that feeds her whole system—who longs to ground into her rich roots and expand into her verdant shoots, and turn her seeds of potential into a life in bloom.




INTRODUCTION


Finding and Feeding the Authentic Self


The only place to find what is true is inside of ourselves. It’s a simple direction; a simple road inward. It can just take what feels like a million lifetimes to finally find the door, the slip-glide-sweep that drops us right into our center, into a place where we can reach into ourselves for truth—where we know we know, and that’s enough. And the trickiest part about getting the entry ticket—that exclusive pass that allows us VIP access to our own empowered center—is that we can actually believe we have it well before we do. Yes, we can believe we’re operating from this inner-truth most of the time, even if, it turns out, we’ve been hovering outside of ourselves for decades, judging who we think we should be—miles from truly being informed by self. 


“Self” is a saucy subject in its own right. The best of both the scientific and the alchemically spiritual worlds all agree that each individual “self” is inextricably interconnected to the whole web of life. That might be why it sometimes feels so hard to tune out the chatter of people sitting next to us in a public space, or not be emotionally impacted by global news. It’s interconnectedness that enables us to love, receive, extend ourselves, feel hurt, and make amends. And even in all this inevitable interconnection, at the same time, as twisted as it might sound—we’re sorely alone. We’re born into one body, and we live life through this sole center of “I.” We can make union, commit to marriages or partnerships, incorporate, and more—but at best, through all of this, we’re learning the art of compatibility, the art of commitment between self and other; single particles in an ocean of light. 


Whatever “self” is, it has a full-on sensory system: tactile, olfactory, oral, aural, visual. We’re packed with amazing defenses—systemic immunity, programmed with a complex ability to respond. We drink in the universe; we let it saturate our cells. Our “self” biologically digests life’s processes through a body—chews up experience and does its best to synthesize life—like a cow chews grass. Midst taking in sunlight and shadow, experiencing circadian and lunar rhythms, and the elemental energies inherent in our environments, we somehow absorb the outer world while maintaining homeostasis: a range of “self.” We live inside an ever-changing cellular situation: a self in a body. And when we can use our faculties—our minds, our breath, and our senses—to dial into our core sense of embodiment, we get to make use of the greatest gift of our design as human beings, namely the ability to harness “identity”: a self-awareness that engages with life’s opportunities in an ever-changing world, crafting its unique contribution in the tapestry of time. 


It is my belief that, especially as women, our “selves” have historically been malnourished. Our decades of obsessive wrestling with diets and attempting to fit into an externally imposed concept of some “perfect physique.” Pressures to appear infallibly, agelessly perfect, have distracted us from the true glorious power we can tap into when we accept ourselves; when we choose what nourishes “self” from the inside out. After writing two books that heavily explored themes around food, eating, behavior, and being in a body, I released a first-of-its-kind app—Nourish—which encourages users to explore and transform their underpinning narratives about food and eating through highly visual active meditations, accessing the deep psyche to activate their most nourished lives. Soon after, the manuscript of this book, Nourish, poured through me—a book that would piece together modalities, therapeutic perspectives, anthropological considerations, and my own personal queries formed around two central questions: “Beyond food and diet, what does it mean to be a woman living a truly nourished life in the twenty-first century? And how do we choose nourishment from the inside out?”


I wanted to write a kind of woman’s manual—a wo-manual—that would remind us of our own inner-torchlight. This light guides us to the unique doorway of our own central wisdom, a wisdom that is ours to embody and share as we wish in this world. For me, this book was a personal self-divining tool for creating a profoundly nourished life, where nourishment is a term defined by our own standards, a way to claim personal sanctity, professional triumph, and rich relationships. 


And my hope is that in my lifetime I can continue to support women who are seeking real nourishment, women being called to go deeper, until they reach the jeweled inner-door to their own self-center, their own truth, and can define for themselves what it means to live a nourishing life. This book is for those of us who are ready to create nutriment for our souls, far beyond the five food groups. 


Isabel
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CHAPTER 1


Book Three: Why Me?


I believe I wanted to write this book all along, even before I started Eat Your Words (my first book) and then again, when I wrote Bod Behavior (my second). I wasn’t ready, though. As shameful as it is to consider, I don’t think I could figure out how a woman like me, who still couldn’t slip into her “perfect” dress size (but could occasionally slip into a very “imperfect” eating day) would be entitled to write a book in the first person, from her own wisdom—sharing on the subject of how to truly nourish the self. Then I caught myself. One of the cruelest tricks the mind is prone to playing (which literally robs us of living a life that feels nourished) is the belief that we have to “arrive” somewhere in order to be good enough. 


Even before f-ing Cinderella, women felt society’s tight timeframes put upon them. They had X hours (or seasons, or years) to earn the revered role of princess chosen at the ball, and on all accounts, they should focus on prepping for that fantasy to come to life, rather than face the ghastly existence of living sans validating prince, undesirable—and thus impoverished. But you know, even Disney has rewritten its scripts these days, performing an about-face in recognition that women have value even if they struggle, and—maybe even more so—have value for showing vulnerability in their struggle, and for their ability to triumph over oppression. By the time Mattel caught on, and even Barbie was going through her own personal identity rebranding, I’d also had enough of my self-limitations. If these fictitious plastic symbols had the brawn to bear the wisdom they’d gained from years of living in packaging or on paper, then I sure as heck could share what I know is true about how to live a life that is nourishing, because I know what it is to have committed deeply to that path. Like many other women, I’ve experienced the hellacious hardship of slipping from self-love and having to give all it takes to miraculously locate and then get on that horse of self-love again and again, riding off into my own sunset—on my own, fed by the sun and sand. 


One beautiful gift of entering my sixties was that I finally got a good, true grip on the crippling mindset that plagues most women, and was able to really reverse it. That is, the belief that “only when you get to point X, will you finally be enough to have Y and Z.” When I hit sixty, I recognized that I’d inevitably reached point X after decades of spinning around the sun, and accepted that I was enough; that in fact, I was beyond having Y and Z—I could hold the whole dang alphabet. I will say, it’s not a totally empty adage that “youth is wasted on the young.” It would have been great to give myself permission to know I was more than enough when I was twenty-one. But I do believe the freedom we find when we learn to truly nourish ourselves—at any point in our lives—is ageless and priceless. To nourish our own lives by our own standards and to find expansiveness and freedom in mind, body, soul, and spirit is eternally valuable, and it echoes generationally beyond ourselves.


So here I am, creating an offering for women struggling with body image, food, and diet, even though I’m not fully “over” my own issues in these areas. I still avoid the scale, struggle not to criticize myself in the mirror, and I still sometimes work out my anxieties with food. When it comes to transcending outworn behaviors around food, it’s tricky, because food is not something we can quit cold turkey (and honestly, thank God, because in my opinion, there is so much pleasure to be had in all things food—including cold turkey). But because there is no “switch” to turn food off when we have any kind of addictive relationship to it, we have to make a life-changing about-face: we must learn to “eat” food rather than “use” food. And because we first learned how to relate to food in early childhood, our transformation in our food relationship must start with exploring and transforming our entire life narrative around sustenance, value, and presence. To live our way into being inside-out self-nourishing women, we must learn to reparent our inner-child—the one who, for whatever reason, missed the love-filled lesson on how to get the spoon in her mouth, at a pace and in a style that could really feed her mind, body, soul, and spirit.


Food has been central to my family’s life and culture, the core of our vocabulary in many ways. Not to generalize (but, to generalize), this is largely because we come from a vibrant Italian agricultural heritage. The cuisine from that region, and our ancestors’ relationship to it, is imprinted in our DNA. My family arrived in the United States by boat, empty-handed, carrying nothing but a dream and the farmland food-centered work focus that had been in their bloodline for generations. To be honest, I can hardly wrap my mind around what their voyage was like—what it would be like to travel for weeks without serious amounts of snacks in my bags, and floating in the ocean without knowing for sure where or when I’d get my next meal. My family made their way in the United States; in fact, they grew their new existence by creating restaurants—and when they had children, we worked as a family in the world of restaurants, together. 


That’s the space I grew up in. There was no “togetherness” without our faith in food. I often joke that our family’s love language is “short-order cook”-style. That means our texts will read something like, “Did you get this done?” or, “Make it happen, fast!” The survival-mode intensity and work ethic my family exemplified was sometimes hard to swallow, to say the least. I figured out early, however, that I could swallow food to compensate for my discomfort, whether that discomfort came from absorbing my family’s energy or just dealing with my own lack of boundaries, and, as a result, my dissociated sense of self. I believe that in our close-knit family, I wasn’t really sure where I started and my relatives began. Metaphorically speaking, when things got hot in the kitchen (which was pretty much every day), I internalized all the heat as my own. Whatever critical words I’d hear my father yell out when agitated I took to heart as truth. Like many children, I internalized my parents’ feedback (which was usually critical) as simply my self-image. I then responded with some version of safeguarding, which usually translated as consuming something with sugar in it. Sugar, let’s say, became “my favorite auntie.” Food sufficed to fill the spaces that really longed for my family’s loving encouragement; for the reassurance that just being me would be enough. Despite my environment, my spirit’s nature could not fully be repressed. It wanted the freedom to express itself, to know and voice my feelings, and, even more, to relieve an intensity that seemed generationally handed down. But without knowing how to safely be me, I lost myself in food. 


I admit I have the same verve and the same fighter’s mind as my father. I have his operational management abilities and tendency to be quick to defend (which, let’s just say, has definitely provided me with more than enough material for my necessary growth and transformational work). Even though I see that I do “come from my family,” from the get-go, I felt different—I can’t say I’m the black sheep, but I may be the pink elephant in the room.


There was a language of energy within me that felt outside the capacity of my clan to speak, an undeniable sense inside my psyche and my soul. I felt connected to something vastly wide and cosmic, and that there was something way beyond our little town that mattered. In some ways, I may have been tapping into “energy” as a means of dissociating from my own body, as though some spirited part of me lived outside of myself. Regardless, I found a positive outlet; seeking spirituality allowed me to connect to something that felt full, affirming, and alive. And so I spent decades obtaining master’s-level certifications in multiple energy modalities. 


My discomfort led me along the path of learning, as it always has. I am a constant enrollee in Life Learning 101, which is largely why I write, as well—because I find learning fascinating. In this way, learning to access my spiritual “gifts” enabled me to see others’ lives abundantly unlocked, and protect their highest calling. I could connect to a sacred, highly visual state—a kind of luminous pink bubble realm, and manifest abundance for you, me, and our community (and to be honest, I could even psychically access your grandmother, if you needed me to). However, I couldn’t access my own body. I still had the perspective that spirituality, and faith, and all the places I could show up with reverence in integrity existed outside of my body, beyond the everyday routine. When it came to life-in-a-body, I continued to numb myself out on the regular, specifically using food. I don’t think I was even aware of the fact I wasn’t in my own body, or really feeling my sensations and emotions. Nor was I likely aware that many of my actions were responses to stimulation of my long-held patterns, which I interpreted as uncomfortable. When I look back now, though, I do see that I lived for years and years without feeling much of a range of sensation, or any emotion beyond what was deemed acceptable in my family (basically, hot-sauce varieties of extremely peppered anger). 


I wish I could say there was one linear path that allowed me to find my faith not just in external, spiritual, or cosmic places, but equally within my own body, because I would then give it to you directly. For me, there wasn’t just one light that showed up in the dark, but a million lights, many of which I couldn’t see, even the ones that had been there all along. With my help and readiness, they turned on one by one, ultimately illuminating the realization that eating is a holy, spiritual act. 


I came to see, little epiphany by little epiphany, that what and when and how I feed my body is the most powerful rite of reverence I can regularly make in this lifetime; a spiritual pilgrimage to my own inner-temple. Where once I had lost myself in food, I finally came to feel that when I open my mouth to eat, I am showing up for myself. I realized that when I’m eating food, I need to find myself. When I endeavor to take a bite, consume, and swallow food—I am acknowledging reality; I am cocreating with life. Relating to myself, and connecting with eating, is the same sacred rite and ceremony I’d sought in the far cosmos, light-years from my pelvic floor. I wrote Nourish because I want us to gain faith in ourselves—especially as women. We are all part of a vast, spiritual cosmos, and I wish for you to feel the light and glory within your being, not only in how you choose your food, but in how you choose your life. This was the missing piece for me all along.


Consider for a moment this symbolic scenario. Imagine you are playing a computer game, and you’ve created this virtual “you” character that you have to move around with your cursor, staying right on top of her virtual body. Now, imagine that all these other distractions come into your character’s field of view while you play your game, and that your virtual you is stimulated by the things in her environment. She’s pulled in various directions by people she knows, or tasks she needs to attend to, states of conflict, random glittery and gold possibilities that could help her mystically ascend to levels two, three, four, and beyond—the all-time gaming champion. But in all of these moments where your character has a million things flying into her realm, if you take your cursor off her—off of yourself—your virtual you loses her ability to be in her world. She is rendered inoperable. She dissolves with some gaming sound to mark her disappearance—she loses a life. With this analogy in mind, I can say I have fully realized the importance of staying with myself; with my body, my mind, and my breath—the spirit of life that feeds my soul. 


I have seen how I have disappeared myself—whether in a bag of chips, an argument, a giant temptation, or the self-criticism that can loop in my mind, in a sort of internal extermination of my self-worth. I know my work here is to learn to stay with myself as the safe place to check in, to get the feedback that I am okay, to trust that I am enough. I want to share this “gospel” of Nourish that I know is inherently all of ours—to spread the nourishing news that as women, we can truly find respite, solace, and self-care in our own bodies. I believe that my commitment to stay on the path of cultivating presence in my own life is actually bettered by helping others to do the same. I believe that we’re here, as women, to learn to truly nourish our lives together. That being said, Nourish is not about reaching a goal. Rather, it is about being in life. I will say, however, that once I really made the commitment to keep my cursor (so to speak) on my virtual me—or, work to find embodiment on my own trajectory, rather than losing my sense of self in the stimulation all around me all the time—I began to feel life from my body. I could better connect with the world, sensing my response, naming my needs, feeling my “being” alive within my environment. When I realized that I could have a felt sense of home inside of myself, I became more aware of the kinds of self-criticism I looped through my own head on the regular. Once I had tuned into the negative messaging I was giving myself, I couldn’t tune it out. I had no other choice than to do everything I could to become less critical of myself—to activate a more loving internal dialogue. I had to develop a more consistent means of listening within and hearing my internal world, rather than only firing demanding self-directives at it. Ultimately, this entailed really embracing that I am an eternally changing collection of cells in process; thoughts and feelings in ever-evolving states and expressions. In learning to listen to my own physical body, I got more real with who I am and more tolerant of where I am, and in a lot of ways, I stopped hiding. I got to step up to living in a greater felt sense of love and pleasure—and do the things I care about not just because I “should” or because I might “win,” but because I could feel that these things bring me to life. (Side note, however: there is nothing wrong with having a “winning” mindset. But when we aspire to win to lift up our own truth, our joy and others’, and catalyze more truth and joy in the world, winning takes on a whole new meaning.) 


Nourish may not take you to your perfect size, but I believe it can allow you to override the ideals of perfectionism, and to obliterate these ideals with a much more all-encompassing aliveness that is—actually—you. Your personalized equation for what a nourished life means is, actually, you, fully as you are, loving and accepting yourself in whole, and the energy this weaves through your character, your heart, your thoughts and actions; how you give and receive in the world. When you read Nourish, you’ll learn that you already have the tools to embrace your life in full, and in these pages, you’ll find the encouragement and guidance to remember that you are brave and capable and invited completely to be here in the universe now. To live self-nourished doesn’t mean you’ll never “slip” or “mess up,” or find yourself face-planting into chocolate cake, for example. You may even take ten steps in the direction you call “backward” for every inch you move forward—and then you’ll find that you can soar. Nourish is not linear. On this path, you will discover the illuminating steps specifically inside you, until you can walk with self-love and embrace your stride—whether forward or backward—with patience and self-compassion, defining for yourself what it means to take flight. This is how we grow the ability to truly feel our lives as our own from the inside out, learning to listen, to trust, and then to create our unique offering from our dreams, from a physically embodied space. 


This book, like the Nourish app and my previously published books, is founded on the notion that when we can dismantle the self-deflating, self-criticizing mind, we stand a real chance of seizing the day, and of seizing our lifetimes in whole. This book isn’t about getting you to stop eating so you can successfully run on empty. That never worked for me, and I don’t believe it works for anyone. Rather, Nourish is an invitation for you to select the life ingredients that allow you to feel full—a fullness beyond food; the fullness of taking care of your whole being, mental, physical, and spiritual.


I want you to have the self-connection and vocabulary you need to wholly express yourself. I believe that as women, our female instinct is more essential than ever in this moment in time. I learned, through discovering a body-based means to find the words to know and express my feelings and sensations from the inside out, that instinct is most accessible when we can feel our own heartbeat, or feel ourselves breathing. When we can find deep peace by simply accessing the sense that we are alive, settling into ourselves, breathing, and listening—this is when we can begin to really know our power. I believe that the opportunity to drop in and hear ourselves, to have the safe space to cultivate self-love—that is a basic human right, though I also know that many people in the world do not have access to a peaceful environment. However, if you are a person who has a safe space in the outer world to develop her inner-world, this is all the more reason to grow your personal power, as a woman, and cultivate appreciation for the opportunity to do so. This is the way we can lift each other up, and increase the number of women in the world who feel truly encouraged to empower themselves.


So, yes—once upon a time, I did think I had to physically shrink into a tinier version of myself to be big enough to write this (or any) book. Then I embraced a deeper truth. My body thrives much more when I learn to listen and love it, rather than force it to shrink or look differently. I don’t believe I can share my vision only when I’ve reached some end goal, a place where I never struggle with my sense of self again. If that were the case, I’d probably have to write this book from my grave. My path is about committing to my whole-person health, and that’s why a central component of my own transformational work requires me to step off the train of self-limitation—so here we go! I maintain a greater inspiration for knowing that the collective female consciousness beckons the heck out of us to step into our greatest selves, and to define what living a truly nourished life means by our own standards. We have been swallowing self-limiting constructs handed down either by our families or societies at large for lifetimes, but we will not do that here. 


This is your book if you’re seeking to live at large, within yourself, and move far beyond crumpling up the wide canvas of your life to fit into a very small lockbox. Nourish is your book if you know you have something in you that is profound—even if you don’t know exactly what it is. Nourish is your book if you want to weigh your worth, beauty, glory, vitality, and joy by your own standards, rather than believe that someone else’s exercise schedule, diet, or lifestyle plan will validate your worthiness. As you read through Nourish, you’ll have the opportunity to engage in deeper explorations related to all the themes we will cover in these pages; a chance to tap into transformational practices that, I believe, are key to shifting our whole being toward the energy of nourishment. 


These opportunities to dive into Nourish’s explorations are collected in a final chapter at the end of the book, but as you make your way through the pages, you’ll find offerings in bold italicized letters related to given “explorations” (e.g., see Exploration 17!). You are then invited to flip to the back of the book and find the numbered exercise that correlates specifically to the section you’re reading, and dive in then and there to personally explore your relationship to self-nourishment. Or, if you prefer, you can give yourself a moment at any time to engage with the explorations section on your own, at your leisure. I do fully recommend that if you want to get the deepest experience of this book as a true life-nourishing activation, the explorations are key. Whichever way you choose to engage with this book, remember, take whatever works for you here, and leave the rest. To live our own uniquely nourished life means we listen most keenly to the greatest source of wisdom we have—our inner-self.


Uncollapsible: The Art of Staying with Self


Most of us arrive here seeking out real, soulful nourishment, exhausted from a journey of being food and diet-focused. Maybe we’ve classically struggled with disordered eating, controlling our weight, and years of food confusion, or maybe we feel we live through a filter of managing when, how, and what we’re eating. Then we come to a kind of “moment.” It might be a subtle calling at first, though sometimes it’s a full bullhorn requesting our spiritual surrender. The bullhorn is our soul, it turns out, crying out to access a deeper meaning in existence. Our days must be marked by something greater than calorie obsession or an enslaved relationship to a food product! We long to retire from “using food” and enter a life of relationships—including cultivating a real relationship with the way we feed ourselves and honor our whole physiology—in which we can truly nourish our own life, and the greater life in which we live.


From my own experience, I know that food issues can directly lead us to our own inner-doorway—a way to find embodied presence within ourselves. Heeding the call to iron out my rocky relationship with eating eventually (and I emphasize—not overnight, but eventually!) led me into a world I’d never imagined, where I could connect to energy both spiritual and grounding in the act of deep self-care. Finding residency within the body allows us direct access to a bubbling well of opportunity where we allow ourselves to rise. We learn to move with an energetic language, a valuable currency we’ve discovered within ourselves, without collapsing ourselves under external or internalized self-criticisms. Speaking of discovering language, it seems the term “uncollapsible” hasn’t existed quite yet in the English language (until now, at least), but it’s key to our story here, and high time to define it. As you’ll see, our new word—uncollapsible—will be thoroughly demystified and actively used throughout these pages, and will serve as a great guide for us to glean what it means for each of us to uniquely claim our nourished life.


Of course, the foods we choose to put in our body deeply inform our state of mental and physical health (and not only what we choose to eat, but how much of it we eat; how fast we eat it; when, where, and why we’re eating; and also, what we’re telling ourselves as we eat!). Food is complex—in one way, it’s simply food, but in another, it is the holiest rite we take every day. It is the literal and figurative expression of the sacred. It’s a source we’ve worked with as humans since the beginning of our time, from seed to harvest. It has been central, defining us as individual people, while also globally bringing us together as one. We all have food in common. Where it has historically been challenging for us to embrace each other’s so-called differences, our culturally unique cuisines have provided ground for us to share something we can universally agree upon: we all need food, and we appreciate culinary excellence!


Food is also a beautifully symbolic summary of how we choose to soothe, satiate, and support ourselves in all aspects of life, to cultivate our health. In this way, food gives us a lifelong opportunity to explore cause and effect, figuring out the correlation between what we eat and how we feel. For example, if, like me, you’ve specifically struggled with all things food- and diet-related, you may have experienced trying to eat something prescriptively “healthy” that left you somehow feeling not so great afterward—or even pretty crummy (no pun intended)—even though your food “should” have made you feel “good.” Maybe you’ve found that an externally prescribed diet worked for a while but wasn’t sustaining you through all the dynamic states of your beautifully ever-changing body. Or else, at some point, that prescribed carb-free, dairy-free, or whatever-else-free way of eating didn’t feel so freeing. Or you might have eaten something “healthy,” but in a state of anxiety, in a hurry, on the road, walking out the door (as I’ve tended to do much of my life) and ended up feeling unsatisfied, suboptimal, or even craving something more.


I’ve come to realize that everyone’s “food and eating issue” plays out as uniquely as their fingerprint. Perhaps your situation is that you listen to what your body craves, but you consume food beyond a point of physical comfort, accustomed to a long-held pattern of eating-till-comatose. And then we have the “multiple-voices” food plan. For example, in the morning, our inner-dialogue surely says one thing about how we’ll eat according to our highest intention, but in the flip of a switch at some point in the day, a war begins internally. By the evening, dinner becomes more a battle to survive than a relaxing event, with fork and knife as ammo. Before we know it, we’ve quickly piled some “forbidden” substance into our mouth, swallowing without fully chewing, in a state of rebellion and self-sabotage. And just like that, food has become full-on psychological warfare.


If you’re like me, you may have gone through periods in your life where your habits regularly led you to an aisle of highly processed food. The corner store becomes some bizarre upside down vacation destination: part Disneyland, filled with color and light, and partly the place we go to escape the unceasing merry-go-rounds and rollercoasters of life. Perhaps you are in some kind of food-chemical dependency with raw sugar, or artificial sweetener, or even a so-called naturally flavored substitute. Maybe you’ve woken up for days, weeks, decades, committing again and again to becoming what you’d consider a graceful eater, someone capable of having one or two bites of something and then putting her fork down with agility and forgetting all about whatever is on her plate. Perhaps you’ve dreamed of being able to get through that “crave-o’clock” hour, but then the craving clock just strikes again, and no matter how virtuous your gallant efforts were to eat one “healthy” way or another, you succumb to something you’ve decided is sinister. Salty, crunchy, coated in sugar, gummy—whatever the craving-du-jour is, it will ensure-du-jour that you feel worthless or shameful afterward. Or it could be that none of these examples express your unique, complex connection to how you do food. Truth is, we could fill a book just by listing all of our unique food behaviors, so if you don’t find yours in the above examples, please know I recognize our own “food thing” is not one-size-fits-all. In this way, when and if we go to free ourselves from our personal food prison, it can feel so hard to find someone, or a source, or a school, or any place where anyone understands our particular struggle. Even so, all of that considered, I truly believe that if you’ve come to this book seeking to unlock a deeper code to finally, truly figure out how to nourish your life, after exhaustingly outwearing the food-fixated, fix-myself-with-food form of life, then you are ready to understand how your relationship to food and eating reflects your relationships in all areas of your life. As you pass through these pages, hopefully in an engaged, self-connecting capacity, you will come to a new place, where you define for yourself what it means to live a fully nourished life.


When we begin to see, and I mean really see, as in “full-senses-on-board get it,” that our food relationship is a reflection of our ability to stay in relationship with self, we get to focus on nourishing our sense of felt connection to life, and the food thing starts to fall away. Food becomes a place to practice sacred relationship and deep appreciation. And, even more, food is a great mirror—a place where we see the extent to which we can be present and stay with ourselves as we live through the experiences we create. For example, we might learn to see that in the same way we hurry with our food, we are hurrying through our life activities. Or we might see that as much as we’ve wanted all the things on the menu, once we get them or consume them, we’re not even satisfied; instead, we’ve turned off. Or, in instances where we’ve overfilled our plate, we come to truly grasp the extent to which we’ve overfilled our mind, to the point we can’t even be present. Or else, if we avoid eating to “get stuff done,” we might discover we’re avoiding listening to and feeling our inner-child’s needs, because we don’t know how to let her show up while trying to truly achieve something. We might see how we’ve overridden our inner-child with the demands of our inner-oligarch, our inner-director, or our inner–management team, who are often demanding we achieve one version or another of perfection.


When we come to the space of surrendering to the perfect imperfection of our nature, we gain the opportunity to cultivate self-listening. When we’re led to that doorway of self, we find that food was never the crux of our problems, or the route to quelling our pain, or anything else—food was, all along, not our enemy, saboteur, glittery reward, or dangerous descent into self-loathing. We liberate food so that it can become what it is: a profound expression of vital, edible substance; a relationship to receiving energy that we’ll cultivate for as long as we’re alive. To reach the point of freeing ourselves from painful food fixation, we get to thank our food journey for providing us with the opportunity to gain amazing insights into our inner-psychology. We can become grateful to our past patterns we’ve had with food—they’ve been a kind of therapist! In healing our connection to food along our life journey, we get to observe how we care for ourselves through the fundamental act of eating—the most primary relationship we have. We get to determine what nourishment we need to support the whole garden of self we’re growing.


When we learn to approach food believing we’re enough before we take our first bite, we have established a true relationship with sustenance. We can now allow food to do its job of providing input to our cells and, ultimately, influencing how we feel in our body. When we arrive at the act of eating in a state of being able to listen to our needs, we can receive the intelligence of food, hear what it is telling us. Food gives our body hydration, fiber, key minerals, and vitamins for our whole self—and it can also light up our senses. When we develop an uncollapsible belief that we are worthy of nourishing our whole life, and that we are already enough, we become more adept at taking in food’s life-affirming qualities. We choose food that helps our bodies feel affirmed by life, rather than beaten down by it.


For years, I conflated any uncomfortable sensation or challenges I experienced with the desire to eat. I didn’t know hunger. I knew, instead, the feeling of anxiety or sensory overload and the need to quell it with something edible. Instead of knowing how to handle my own or others’ reactions or the curveballs in life, I simply dealt with it all through food. At the same time, I’d fight food head-on. I made it my answer and my problem. I believed that if I could just do food differently, I would figure out how not to crumble in my life, how to stop checking out, numbing myself, or disappearing into a forbidden dessert. I lived toward the goal of my desired weight, inhabiting the story that I wasn’t good enough as I was—as I am. I could blame feeling both “too much” (too big) and “not enough” (not thin enough) on, yes, food. Focusing my mental energy on food was, in some ways, convenient. I’d made food the place I played out my feelings—which was maybe easier than dealing with the complexity of where my feelings really came from, or what was causing my discomfort. Does this sound familiar? Can you relate? Want to dive into how you are relating to food and why? See Exploration 1.


In my relationship with food, I could see how I was collapsing my sense of presence, literally vacating from my felt experience and shutting off the overwhelm running through my body, by vanishing into a bag of chips or anything containing that five-letter word, s-u-g-a-r. I didn’t have any other coping mechanism to handle the sensations and feelings moving through me, so I surrendered in full to food. My call of “hunger” was a deeper call to feel secure, to escape a sense of foreboding danger or threat—ultimately, a call for survival. I used food to feel I could make it through and retreat to someplace safe—even if the danger I felt was just in my head, and the respite I sought was simply a break from my own looping critical thoughts or sense of overwhelm.


It makes sense we’d go to food for psychological safety, because from our earliest days, as babies, we connected food with being safe. We’d cry for food because it ensured our survival. When a baby has a need, she triggers an alert to let her caregivers know. She cannot safely provide for herself—rather, she is dependent on (usually) her mother and her environment for her sustenance. Ideally, she learns, in time, through her relationships with her family and her community, to feed herself and grow her life on her own. She assimilates, participates in the intricately woven experience of living. Ideally, in this process of finding her own self-care autonomy, she believes she is 100 percent warranted to take part in life. She feels deeply invited into her whole experience—her sensations and feelings—to express who she is in full, demonstrating her affections, her needs, and her desires. At best, she learns to recognize and trust what she feels, and, even more so, how to soothe herself when she is uncomfortable, as well as distinguish her own discomfort from others’. Our transition from infancy through adolescence into adulthood is inevitably riddled with unique challenges, which (ideally) give character to our personhood. However, our early learning years are not always filled with the most effective coaching strategies to ensure we successfully become independent self-nourishers. Parents sometimes forget that school begins long before kindergarten, and we are being provided with the most fundamental lessons in how to nourish ourselves from the beginning of our growing lives.


In this book, we will explore what it means to develop an uncollapsible relationship with ourselves. So that, no matter what experiences we are undergoing in life, or which external events may trigger our ingrained behavioral responses, we have the means to stay with ourselves. Specifically, we will cultivate our ability to maintain an intact and unshaken sense of self as women, regardless of external or internalized pressures. We will secure our sense of being uncollapsible—a state where we know for sure that we are plenty, we are just enough, we are exactly right for ourselves. To be uncollapsible is to have access to our self at all times. We have the resources to drop in and listen to our needs, practice self-acceptance, and respectfully respond. Uncollapsibility is our most central domain, a basic state of self-connection that I believe is a universal human right. However, it can be a lifetime’s work to acquire the tools of self-compassion, self-acceptance, and surrender that are key to truly living with ourselves instead of collapsing ourselves. When we collapse, we lose our sense of value, presence, embodied sensation, or self-connection. We may collapse to momentarily shut off our overwhelm, or give our power to something or someone else because we do not believe we can stand up in it. We may also habitually collapse because we believe it’s the “right thing to do,” or because it’s more familiar to believe in our limitations and see life as a risk rather than an opportunity; because we haven’t learned to believe our lives are filled with greatness. Collapsing can be hardwired into our physiological system, transcending our own life and extending back through generations of our ancestry. Even our neuronal pathways might be wired to collapse, thanks to humans’ recognized negativity bias, keeping us on alert for danger. When we live with this negativity bias switched on full-time, you could say we are perpetually ready to spiral downward. By contrast, being uncollapsible is about learning to trust spiraling upward, to stretch into our sense of being and aliveness as a gift—and letting that be enough. Want to understand what self-collapse means for you? See Exploration 2.


Being uncollapsible is about recognizing that we’re nourishing our lives not only through external substance (and, specifically, food), but through our internally felt sense that we are enough. And we start the query right here and now, by asking the self in the gentlest way, “Self, do you feel like you are enough right now?” We just ask . . . and then we listen. We listen to the wavering, quivering, intense, impatient, explosive, sullen, screaming, or wild voice within, and we practice allowing it to express itself so that we can hear what’s really going on. Our internal dialogue, the inner-narrator that tells the story of the movie we are playing out, literally makes or breaks the quality of our life.


Here’s what’s amazing about an inner-voice, according to science. Evidently, not everyone has a full flow of words brewing within at all times, or even the occasional few phrases rolling around inside their head. Not all of us have a play-by-play announcer, an orating 1-800-future-danger predictor, a megaphone preacher, or an am station broadcasting inside us, available any old time we tune in. I wasn’t aware of this, because I happen to be one of the 30 to 50 percent of humans on Earth (according to scientific research) who do have a richly verbal inside speaker. It seems the brain is equipped with an internal signal that is quite “voice-like,” and which allows us to filter out our own experience from the auditory cacophony of the rest of the world. I’ve tuned in to enough Radio Inner-Isabel to know that mine typically speaks in declaratives, especially around food. “Order all of that.” Or, “Make sure you eat this because you might not be able to get it ever again.” For me, my self-worth declaratives activate my food-related internal-dialogue declaratives like dominoes. When my self-talk affirms some version of “you are not enough,” the inner-voice soon decides, when eyeing a restaurant menu and preparing to order, that “it is not enough.” It’s as though an inner-monologue decides that if I want to feel free, have fun, relax, and liberate myself, then I should, say, liberate half the dishes from the restaurant kitchen—and bring them straight to the party at my table.


So much of my growth and development work has been about hearing what I tell myself and shifting negative self-talk. (For example, the name of my first book—Eat Your Words—focused on the potency of my own inner-dialogue and the way I show up in my life.) Even if you don’t hear thoughts or words internally, scientific consensus confirms that you do have some sort of internal-state operator, a kind of “in-charge” assessor of reality that’s giving orders or directions, or determining your reality filter. Yours may be solely visual, or led by enteroception (your felt internal state), or maybe your reality is guided by a blend of all of the above, plus your own secret sauce. What I do know for sure is that how we feel about ourselves, and how we affirm those feelings, is absolutely primary to living a nourished life. Our feelings inform our choices, and our choices affirm our feelings. It’s an amazing circle of life, but that connection can feel, instead, like a vicious circle if we aren’t tapped into self-love or self-respect as we make life choices.


Living an uncollapsible, self-nourished life is not a one-and-done prescriptive diet. There’s no solution someone can model for us on TikTok and guarantee the same results if we adopt it identically. Living uncollapsibly is also not a practice of the kind we’d typically consider—some workout to commit to regularly and then voilà, we’ve transformed. The Nourish way of life is more of a seed; it’s something we put into the mix of life that invites us to love ourselves, despite all of the outside influences we’ve taken in (especially as women)—influences that encourage us to believe that, for one reason or another, we’re not worth loving. Nourish is a perception shift; it’s a way to accept who we are while also actively choosing to go for the greatest version of ourselves. It’s a way to check ourselves and say, “Am I really too old, too fat, too prone to failure, too unusual, too much, too XYZ to participate in life the way I want?” And then Nourish is a compass—so that we can say, “Oh, this direction is mine. This is how I can stay close to myself right now. This path brings more of me into the picture—ah-ha!” Yes—Nourish is the ah-ha path. It’s how we proceed when we maintain quintessential curiosity about ourselves and move beyond limiting self-assessments. In the inner-dialogue of Nourish, we learn not to say “you look old” or “you look fat” or “you look tired” every time we look in the mirror. Instead, we might ask, “How can I see my reflection right now in a way that allows me to appreciate what I see? Is there some way I can value myself more in this moment, or at least accept myself where I am without creating a catastrophe in my head? Is there some way I can make a doable choice for myself today that gets me closer to ‘thrive’ than just ‘survive?’ Is there some type of joy I could bring into my body that I could access for free? Is it my breath, is it my bed, is it the sky, is it a book, is it a friend?” Nourish permits us to address ourselves like children when we need extra support tying our shoes. Nourish never stops acting with self-compassion, and—even more—when Nourish can’t, she stops. She surrenders, and either recognizes that she’s having a moment that will likely pass, or accepts that she might need support.


In this light, I think you may agree that it’s crucial we remember: when we decide we’re ready to become uncollapsible, we’re not trying to fix our state. Remember, we’ve already exhausted, fruitlessly, all those things outside of ourselves we thought might “fix” our reality. Instead, here we learn to shift our inner-language, or our internalized sense of self, and get educated about what really nourishes us. That is key. We must learn to find value in asking ourselves now and through all time, “What will nourish me now?” In this way, Nourish becomes a guide, and step-by-step we develop our ability to stay present and not lose ourselves to shutdown, whether in reaction to our food thoughts or to any other situation or substance. As a result, we get to really feed our whole life, and enter an era where we claim the liberty to define what nourishment is for ourselves—a truly major win for womankind. Hurrah!


While this book is not (and I stress not) focused on changing how you “do food,” I believe that the following pages will allow you to see that your relationship with food offers an opportunity to practice cultivating uncollapsibility and strengthen your love for yourself. On the Nourish path, we get to cultivate resilience, self-reliance, and self-nourishing presence in our relationship with food, and take this into our whole lives, into the reality we’re creating. We grow the ability to strengthen a more consistent, uncollapsible sense of self-value, which ultimately forms the backbone of a life richly lived with presence, self-acceptance, and self-love, amid all the myriad inevitable ebbs and flows.
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