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Introduction


Do you have any idea how valuable you are? If you suffer from self-doubt or self-hatred, if you abuse your body with bad food or bad habits, even if you simply put yourself at the very bottom of the list of people you do things for, under the kids and spouse and parents and boss and friends, then you do not understand your own value. If you did, you wouldn’t treat yourself that way. You were put on this earth to spread God’s love, and nothing could be more valuable than that.


Maybe you never learned your own importance. That’s what happened to me. As a child, I was abused and came to believe that I was the least valuable person on the planet. It took me many years of studying God’s word and experiencing fellowship with Him before I got even an inkling of my own worth.


Or maybe you did know your value when you were younger, but somewhere along the way you forgot it, buried it under a to-do list that clamoured louder for your attention than your own soul did. If so, then join the club. The degraded value systems in the modern world bombard us with the message that our spirit, soul and body come last, after money and food and status and stuff. No matter how hard we resist, we all succumb now and then.


I can’t tell you how important it is to reform your value system and go back to a much older value system. God’s value system. It applies to all people, and it puts your entire being (body, mind, will, emotions and spirit) right at the top of God’s list of important and valuable things. Your entire being plays an important role in God’s plan; He’s entrusted you to take care of it, and that’s a lot of responsibility indeed. Only by keeping your spirit, soul and body in tip-top condition can you truly do God’s work.


Let me give you an example. One day I was experiencing a lot of guilt over something I did wrong. Although I asked God to forgive me and believed that He did, I still felt guilty. My mind was on my past when it should have been on my future. I felt depressed and discouraged. I had a headache, and in general did not feel like doing much of anything. The Holy Spirit began to deal with my attitude. He asked me if I thought my attitude was helping me do His work. He then said, ‘I want you to get over this because you are no good to Me in this condition.’ The Holy Spirit’s straightforward way of dealing with me helped me see that I was wasting my day on negative emotions. I was actually allowing my soul (mind, will and emotions) to adversely affect my spirit and my body. My spirit felt oppressed and my body ached. We must realise that we are complex creatures and every part of us affects the other parts.


If we don’t take good care of our bodies, our spirit and soul will be less effective. If we worry excessively, it can adversely affect our health. If we have no relationship with God and are spiritually weak, nothing seems to work right in our lives. We are definitely tri-part beings and have many facets to our nature, and each needs proper care.


But how do you do spirit maintenance, soul maintenance and body maintenance? You can’t drop them off at the local mechanic for a tune-up. No, but one of the best ways to care for your spirit and soul while on this planet is to care for your body. Your body is the temple of your spirit and soul; it is the house they dwell in while on this earth. God’s word says that your body is the temple of God! He dwells in those who believe in Him.




Do you not know that your body is the temple (the very sanctuary) of the Holy Spirit Who lives within you, Whom you have received [as a Gift] from God? You are not your own.


I Corinthians 6:19





What if you went to a church and it was run-down? Peeling paint, broken doors, smudged windows that didn’t let the light in. You’d wonder about the pastor, wouldn’t you? The church is his instrument for celebrating the glory of God, yet if he doesn’t respect the church enough to take the time to keep it in good condition, what does this say about his relationship with God?


The same question applies to your own body. It’s your God-given instrument for experiencing life on earth and for doing good works. It is the home of your spirit where God dwells. To do the work you were meant to do, you need to keep it in shape. If you let your body get too shabby or sick, it will be a constant distraction. You will not be able to experience the Presence of God and His joy and peace any more than you could in a church building that was uncomfortable, falling apart or aesthetically demoralising. Each time we break down emotionally, mentally or physically, it has a wearing effect on us. If we do it too often, we may eventually come to a place where we can no longer be restored.


I still have to remind myself of this. Once I hurt my voice by speaking in a seminar with an extremely sore throat. That morning when I woke up, I could barely make a sound. I knew I shouldn’t speak, but I thought about the disappointment of the audience if I didn’t. So I forced myself to speak, thinking I could just get through the day and rest my voice the next day. I was not showing respect for my body and pushed my own needs to the bottom of the pile. I did not use wisdom or common sense.


It seems we often plan to take care of ourselves some other day! I managed to speak that day, but the next day I could not make a sound. I couldn’t the next day either, or the day after that. I had to adjust my schedule. The condition continued, and I began to worry. I could tell that something was wrong with my throat. I finally went to the doctor, who told me that I had damaged my vocal cords and that I should never again do public speaking with an extremely sore throat. He gave me medicine to reduce the swelling and inflammation. He said each time we push ourselves beyond reasonable limits, we do some damage, and if we do it too often we get to a point where we can’t recover. He said it might reach a point where I could not teach at all if I did not respect my voice and take care of it.


Think about that. By ignoring my body’s wisdom and trying to please others at that moment, I nearly jeopardised my entire public ministry! If I had permanently damaged my voice, I would have wound up helping far fewer people and derailing my life’s calling. Now I’m more careful about protecting the tools I need to do God’s work – my voice, my mind, my heart, emotions and my body. In fact, when you think about it, all your ability to be active and do good in the world requires a healthy mind, body and soul, and those things rely on a healthy lifestyle and environment. Keeping this big picture in mind can help you stay on your life’s path and not make shortsighted decisions.


That’s what this book is about. I wrote it because I am dismayed at the number of people I see – at my book signings, in my ministry and in the general public – who are not taking care of themselves. Many of them clearly feel terrible. Anyone can see this in the way they look and the way they carry themselves. You simply cannot look really great if you don’t feel great. How you feel will show up somewhere; in your body language, the dull look in your eyes, or even the tone of your skin. It is in our nature to take care of ourselves, so why don’t we? I thought about the ways that this can go wrong, and I came up with these reasons:


1 We don’t know how to take care of our physical bodies. Decades of bad diets, misinformation and easy access to fast food and prepackaged food have left people amazingly confused about what a wholesome diet is and how they should eat. You may be surprised at how easy and sensible it is to eat right! I’ll give you the information you need to understand how different foods affect you, along with some extremely simple guidelines to follow.


2 We have a skewed body image planted in our minds by media and advertising. On one side we are inundated with unattainable ideals of beauty, while on the other, obesity is so prevalent that it’s almost considered the norm. We need to reset our internal picture of what a healthy person should look like.


3 We have lost touch with exercise. For virtually all of human existence, exercise was an integral part of our daily existence. Now we’ve invented enough conveniences that we often live completely divorced from exercise. However, it turns out a good deal of our well-being is dependent on exercise. Once I explain everything that exercise does for you, you may be inspired to make it a daily part of your own life. I’ll show you some simple ways to keep in shape that won’t turn your schedule topsy-turvy.


4 We have let ourselves slip into unworkable lives. With the incredible pressures of juggling career and parenthood, paying steep mortgages and increased fuel prices and burning the proverbial candle at both ends and everywhere in between, it is oh-so-easy to put the workout off. Instead, we’ll grab a cheese-burger on the run, cheat our sleep time in order to catch up on paperwork and let the tail wag the dog until we’ve cut everything out of our lives that once gave us pleasure or kept us sane. This is bad enough, because life is a gift and is meant to be joyful. It should be pleasurable and sane. But once you learn the impact of all this stress on your physical health, you will understand what a crime against yourself this is – and, I hope, take action to reclaim a workable life.


5 Some have become pathologically selfless. Selflessness can be addictive. It feels so good to do for others and it makes us feel important. Yes, it is a good thing to help others and should be a major part of our life, but in my line of work I often see people who routinely ignore their basic needs. The only thing that gives them meaning is doing things for others. This is admirable, but it can easily cross the line into mistaking suffering for virtue. Martyrs usually end up bitter. And once the body breaks down and life is no longer joyful, it becomes increasingly hard to serve anyone. Volunteers in a soup kitchen don’t let their pots fall apart while they ladle out one more bowl of soup. They take the time to care for the equipment they need to do their calling. And you should do the same with your most important piece of equipment – your body.


I am not suggesting that we be selfish because that renders us very unhappy and is not how God teaches us to live. We are to live sacrificially and be involved in doing good works, but we must not ignore our own basic needs in the process. Everything in life must be balanced or something breaks down and quite often it is us.


6 We have lost our support. When we don’t have a good social network or a godly foundation to keep our spirits high, it becomes easy to slip into boredom, loneliness and depression. If we aren’t able to somehow fill that void, the devil will. You may have heard the saying ‘Nature abhors a vacuum.’ Well, let me tell you, the devil loves one! He’ll put lots of bad food within easy reach and let you mistake spiritual or emotional hunger for physical hunger. Maintaining a good support network is a terrific way to prevent the formation of bad habits. We need to have the right people around us who will speak up if they see us getting out of balance. We need to spend regular time in fellowship with God and learning His principles. His Holy Spirit who works through His word convicts us of wrongdoing and gives us the chance to make positive changes before we break down or become ill.


7 We have forgotten our own value. This is where I started, and it’s the point I come back to. If you don’t understand your own importance in the Big Plan, taking care of yourself seems pointless. Reminding you of your place in God’s plan is my first and most important task. God has a great future planned for you and you need to be ready for it! You need to look great and feel great, ready to do whatever God asks of you.


My Story


I Corinthians 6:19–20 explains that your body is the temple of the Holy Spirit, Who is in you since you received Him from God. You are not your own property; you have been bought and paid for. That is why you should use your body for the glory of God. God’s plan for you involves maintaining a sound mind, body and soul, as well as a healthy spirit. Yet as I’ve said, in the modern world it is all too easy to let one, two or all of these slip. A number of factors work against us. Before you know it, the temple is in a shambles and you don’t even know how to start the restoration. You may be more tempted to call the whole thing a demolition job.


But that restoration process is a lot simpler than you think. It just involves taking things one step at a time and learning a few secrets along the way. I know, because there was a time in my own life when I would have loved to take the wrecking ball to my own temple. I learned some bad lessons early in life and came to dislike my body, so of course I had little motivation to take care of it, which just made my problems worse. Sad to say, I learned the hard way of how important it is that we take good care of ourselves. The process of restoring my body to health required a genuine commitment, but now that I’ve achieved health and fitness, I know what a difference it makes. I pay attention to the upkeep of my mind, emotions, body and spirit, and I’m eager to be the architect for others and help them design a plan for their own restoration project.


My poor relationship with my body began with sexual, emotional and mental abuse throughout my childhood. My home life was extraordinarily dysfunctional. I lived under constant stress, although I certainly didn’t know that term back then. I began to feel the effects of it in my body by the time I was a teenager. The first trouble I remember was constipation and stomach pains. I went to the doctor, who told me that I had a spastic colon. Only years later did I learn that disorder is usually caused by excessive tension, nervousness and stress. Remember, any time the body cannot relax, that state of ‘dis-ease’ promotes disease.


During those years of abuse and fear, I developed a shame-based nature. I felt bad about myself all the time. Feelings like that can develop into a very dangerous feedback loop, which is exactly what happened to me. Since I didn’t like myself, and didn’t feel attractive, I had no confidence, and I acted like it. I was a stone and a half overweight because I was eating bad food and not exercising, and I didn’t feel that I was special enough to make any kind of effort on my own behalf. I looked bad and felt bad. I was the last girl to get asked out on a date because I didn’t feel pretty and wasn’t doing anything to help myself. This, of course, just made the feedback loop worse.


Guilt was my constant companion through my teen years. I thought there must be something wrong with me – what else would cause my father to abuse me and treat me like dirt? I grew up as a very insecure adult with low self-esteem. I felt worthless.


Abused children often develop these feelings, but can react to them in different ways. I added more stress to my life by trying to prove I had value through accomplishments. I worked very hard, desperate for approval and fearful that if I did not provide for myself no one else ever would. I also became a rescuer of those in trouble. I had an overdeveloped sense of responsibility and made myself accountable for things I should have let other people handle.


My emotional life was a mess due to the years of mistreatment. I was easily angered, frustrated most of the time, and my mood could swing erratically. Deep down, I felt God was mad at me. Even though I attempted to have a relationship with Him, it was dysfunctional. I did not know how to receive love – His or anyone else’s.


Receiving God’s unconditional love is the beginning of all emotional healing. Until we can receive that, we cannot love ourselves properly, nor can we love others. I believe the world is love-starved and busy trying to get it through sources that will never satisfy, while God wants to give it freely. Money cannot satisfy. Neither can position, power or fame. All are poor substitutes for love. All leave an inner discontent that causes all kinds of problems, including obesity. People are trying to satisfy a hunger that food cannot relieve.


At the age of eighteen, I married, left home and moved more than fifteen times during a five-year period. I had no real friends because I never developed any relationships as a child. I didn’t know how to make friends and maintain a healthy relationship. I was lonely and sad, which is another kind of love-starved emptiness.


My first marriage was extremely stressful. We separated numerous times. He was a heavy drinker, had trouble keeping a job, had affairs with other women and was a petty thief. I can’t begin to describe just how unstable my life was back then.


I had a miscarriage and later gave birth to a son. When I left the hospital with my baby I had nowhere to go, so I lived with a relative for a few months. After filing for divorce, I moved back to my parents’ house in desperation. I’m sure you can see that stress was my normal state. I did not realise that all of this was taking its toll on my body.


I met Dave Meyer when my son was nine months old and we got married after a whirlwind courtship of five dates. Obviously, because of all the internal problems I had, the first several years of our marriage were not peaceful. Had Dave not been a committed Christian, I doubt he would have stayed with me.


Though my relationship with God then was not what I now call healthy, I worked hard at it – as I did at everything. I wanted to help people and God called me into the ministry in 1976 when I was thirty-three years old. As a woman trying to start a new ministry, I experienced opposition from family, friends and my church. More stress! I threw myself into my ministry full-tilt. It was my way of feeling valuable. My identity was still wrapped up in my accomplishments.


Always dogged by the fear of failure and the sense of worthlessness that accompanied it, I concentrated hard on success. I scheduled as much as I possibly could into every day. Sleep? Relaxation? Fun? Laughter? These were tantamount to wasted time. Besides, I did so much every day and worked so late every night that I could never get my system to slow down enough for much sleep. I fuelled myself with coffee every morning to overcome the sleeplessness and keep myself going.


By the time I was thirty-six I started showing more serious symptoms in my body. I was ill for four months straight. I felt so bad most of the time I could hardly get off the couch. I realise now it was because my body was already breaking down due to the years of stress. Later I started having hormone imbalances. My menstrual cycles were too frequent and excessive. I had injections of oestrogen every ten days just to function. Eventually I had a hysterectomy, which immediately plunged me into the change of life.


In 1989 I was diagnosed with breast cancer. The tumour was fast-growing and oestrogen-dependent, which not only meant I needed immediate surgery but also that I could no longer take hormone-replacement therapy while going through early menopause. I had surgery and endured several more years of sheer misery because my hormonal system was such a mess. As you might imagine, I was a wreck.


During this time my migraine headaches started. They were regular and excruciating. I often felt as if a knife was sticking in my right eye.


Despite all of this I continued my work in the ministry. I travelled, taught God’s word, stood in faith for my own healing, and often wondered how I could go on much longer. Had you seen me, you might not have known anything was wrong at all. You would have considered me a successful and important woman, as most people did. I looked tired but not ill. Sometimes that was frustrating, because I would tell someone how bad I felt and they would say, ‘Well, you certainly don’t look ill.’ They probably just thought I was ‘looking my age’. They couldn’t see that I was so tired inside and out that when I woke up in the morning I wished it was time to go to bed. I did my duty, I worked hard, but I did not enjoy anything.


Undoubtedly, part of my problem came from years of dieting. I was always about a stone and a half overweight and always on a fad diet. Like most people who diet all their life, I probably lost and gained back seventy stone. My body didn’t know what to expect. And I didn’t know what to give it. I grew up on fried foods and starch. No one ever taught me what a body needs to stay healthy. I wanted to lose weight, eat right, look good and feel good; I just didn’t know how.


Eventually I started reading books on nutrition. I firmly believe God led me to them. I learned basic facts that helped me immensely. I learned how important food choices are and how dangerous vitamin deficiencies can be; about protein, fat and carbohydrates. I finally understood the simple truth of the old saying ‘you are what you eat.’ Different foods impact your performance, your health, your feelings, your looks and the very makeup of your body. I realised that eating right had to be a way of life, not just a diet I went on to lose some weight, only to return to bad habits and gain it back. I was tired of that cycle. Many of you are tired as well.


The books I read at that time did not include information on stress. Back then, few scientists understood the strength of the mind-body connection like they do today. They knew stress could make you frazzled, they knew it had a negative effect on your health, but they didn’t realise just how ill it could make you. They didn’t know it could make you age faster than normal. Plenty of the doctors I saw (and I was always seeing doctors) told me that I was under extreme stress and desperately needed to make some lifestyle changes. They told me I was too emotional, too intense, but what was the solution? I felt as if I was trapped. Taking a year off to recover was out of the question. We had a large staff at our ministry and I felt they all depended on me. If I didn’t do my part, then nobody got a pay-cheque. My work was all-consuming; nothing could be dropped or delegated. This is a classic illusion we all fall for from time to time. Sometimes we prefer to stay confused rather than face the truth and deal with the issues in our lives. When people who loved me tried to tell me that I needed to stop working so hard, I just told them they didn’t understand my calling.


During this time, I didn’t understand why God was not protecting my health. Here I was, doing His work, and He wasn’t helping me be well so I could do it better. I blamed a lot of my ill health on the devil. I believed he was throwing obstacles in my path because I tried to help people. I was right – he was derailing me – but I finally realised that the only reason he could was because I threw a door wide open for him to come into my life. I was breaking God’s laws of health and rest and He wasn’t giving me a special pass that excused me from reaping what I was sowing.


No matter what our reason for abusing ourselves, when we do this, we sow seeds of disobedience and they will always bring a harvest of physical, mental and emotional breakdown. The Apostle Paul worked with a man who fell ill from working too hard in ministry. The man almost died, but the Lord spared him and Paul sent him home. I think it is interesting that he did not go straight back to work. He went home to rest!


For years, while my ministry grew and flourished, I was constantly ill. It was rarely completely debilitating, but it was one small thing after another. I never, ever felt truly well. My body tried to tell me something, but I didn’t listen.


I took nutritional supplements, and I believe they helped me survive – more than any medicines I was given! I thanked God more than once for vitamins, minerals, herbs, protein shakes and energy drinks. But my body was so depleted of health that all the supplements did was shore me up and get me out there for another day. I never built any nutritional reserves, and the stress just kept sucking out everything I put in. Stressed bodies use tremendous amounts of nutrients. People who have barely enough energy to get through each day have no reserves.


I finally came to a point where I was so depleted that if anything stressful happened I would experience shortness of breath and break into a sweat, even something as mundane as suddenly stepping on my brakes in traffic. I cried easily. My body and emotions felt completely alien to me. When my blood pressure hit a dangerous peak, I knew it was time to make some changes and the only one who could do it was me.


I eliminated a lot of stress from my life by cutting things from my schedule that weren’t bearing any fruit. This sounds easy, but it was very hard. After all, I was in charge of an international ministry and felt I needed to be involved in everything that happened. Have you ever felt that if you don’t stay involved, nothing will be done right? Is it hard for you to delegate tasks to others? If so, I know how you feel, but I can also tell you that as long as you keep that attitude, your work will never get done and you will probably feel stressed out and joyless.


I decided that even if a job wasn’t accomplished the exact way I preferred, it was better for me to delegate to others. You’ll be amazed at how others will grow into a role when given the space to do so! Trust is an empowering emotion. Besides, what’s the point in doing everything yourself if the stress makes you feel so lousy that you can’t enjoy the fruits of your labour?


But my body was way beyond the place where simply delegating responsibility was going to get me back to health. I literally could not relax my muscles. I had no idea that unbelievably tight neck muscles were behind my migraine headaches. I spoke at a church in Florida and once again had a terrible headache. The pastor suggested I let a physical therapist in the church massage my neck. I thought to myself, ‘What good can that do? I’m ill – rubbing my neck won’t fix it.’ But I reluctantly agreed. When the woman touched my neck, I practically jumped out of my skin. My neck was so tight and sore that I could barely stand her touching it. She encouraged me to bear with it and let her work the tightness out of my muscles.


To my astonishment, my headache stopped. That was my introduction to massage, and believe me, I got as many as I could after that. Massage helps relax the body, circulates blood to the skin surface, pushes toxins out of the muscles, helps skin tone and brings a sense of well-being to the whole body. I’ll explain more about the therapeutic benefits of massage later in this book.


Although massage helped me immensely, I found that because I still had not eliminated the stress from my life, I made no permanent progress. The massages relaxed me, but by the end of the next day all my muscles were tight again.


When I finally combined nutritional help with positive lifestyle changes like massage and a more relaxed schedule, I started seeing good results. I achieved some muscle relaxation, which helped eliminate headaches and neck and back pain. I also experienced an increase in my energy level. But this didn’t happen overnight! I abused my body for a long time – my entire life, really – and it took almost three years before I felt really good.


Don’t be scared by that three-year time frame! My health improved gradually, all along the way, and just receiving a taste of being better is a powerful motivator. What’s it like when you have been ill and then you start to get better? There is something joyful in that, even if you aren’t completely well. My process of recovery was rewarding, but it took time. Don’t think that you can take two things off your schedule, swallow some vitamins every day and instantly be well.


Your recovery may not take as long as mine, or it could take longer. It all depends on how bad your condition is. But, no matter how long it takes, now is the time to begin. Don’t settle for feeling bad one more day while you do nothing about it but complain. There is help! Your body has the ability to restore itself. God will work in you to bring you back to wholeness if you follow His guidelines for good health. In the Bible, Proverbs 18:14 states that the strong spirit of a man will sustain him in bodily pain or trouble. If you are ready to follow God’s plan for wholeness and be spirit-led, the rest will follow.


I wrote Look Great, Feel Great because I can truthfully say that I feel better physically, mentally, emotionally and spiritually right now than I ever have in my life. That’s a big claim! I live every day passionately, and what a breathtaking change that is. Too many of us get trapped in a rut of negative thinking, believing our healthiest days are behind us and that we will simply get more out of shape, sicker and less energetic as we age. I’m living proof that’s not so! These are my best days. I have an energy and contentment I’ve never known, a fierce faith, and I fully expect to live out my life in health and grace. No matter what age or condition you are, you can do the same. We have a promise from God that we can still be very productive in old age, and I want to help you get there.




[Growing in grace] they shall still bring forth fruit in old age; they shall be full of sap [of spiritual vitality] and [rich in the] verdure [of trust, love and contentment].


Psalm 92:14





Over the years I have learned how to take care of myself and most of all I have learned that I can have a lifetime of health for my body and soul. I want to share with you my thoughts, knowledge, experience and encouragement. I want to share my faith with you also, because I believe good health for the whole person requires a solid faith in God through Jesus Christ. He helped me through all the rough years and He restored me. God showed me what to do and led me to make positive changes. Sometimes it took me a long time to fully obey, but I can say from experience that God’s ways work. His word is filled with guidelines for good health; any person who follows them will experience good results. I want to save you the time it took me to comprehend them. It took me many, many years to get it straight!


What that means is that I have been in some deep, dark places where I could see no light at all. I started my life in such a place. I know how hopeless it can seem, and I wouldn’t be telling you that taking care of the little things can make the big things come true if I hadn’t been there and done it myself. I was the lonely, depressed and overweight girl; I was the workaholic; I was ill with stress; I was addicted to caffeine and cigarettes; I felt lost and as if I was wandering in a spiritual desert; I was the chronic dieter.


I was all those things, each and every one, and it felt overwhelming and insurmountable, but I have seen God deliver me from all those troubles once I achieved clarity and made the decision to concentrate on the basics. I do the little things each day to care for my body and soul, and let God be my constant companion on this journey. Now I feel great, I accomplish more than ever before, reach more people, and do it all with the joy, passion and freedom that God intended us to live with every day. It’s your birthright to have this, and I hope you’ll join with me as we take up our spiritual hammers and begin your restoration.








The West’s Self-Respect Crisis


Look around the malls, restaurants, pavements and television shows of Britain or America, and you will see the many signs of a society in the throes of a self-respect crisis. Couples go on The Jerry Springer Show and embarrass each other for nothing more than fifteen minutes of fame. Dangerously overweight people stuff in one more ice-cream cone, caring little about what they are doing to their body or the poor example they are setting for others. Perfectly normal, attractive women seem to go out of their way to make themselves come across looking as poorly as possible.


I frequently do book signings where I sit at a table in a bookstore, greet people who have purchased one of my books, and sign it for them. I am amazed at the difference in the way people take care of themselves. Some are in very good condition, while others look as though they are ready to expire. Some have soft skin while others resemble an alligator. Some are well-groomed, others totally unkempt. I don’t believe this difference is the result of one person having a terrible life while another has a fairy-tale existence. These people are making choices about how they present themselves to the world.
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