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Cook to Connect





Welcome! I’m so happy you’re here. In these pages we will personalize the act of cooking, imbuing it with intention to bring more vibrancy, fulfillment, and flavor into our lives.


The practices I write about in these pages have changed my relationship to cooking and eating, and in doing so have changed my life. While food nourishes us physically, we can use the process of cooking to nurture ourselves on a more profound level. When we bring intention into the kitchen, the simplest of actions—chopping carrots, stirring the batter, tending the heat, tasting the stew—can become doorways of reconnection to our physical selves, to our intuition, and to the foods we eat. Cooking can teach us about our preferences and desires; it can help us gain authority over our bodies; it can connect us to the earth and to one another; and it can open the door to sensuality, pleasure, and play. It can become a form of enlightenment, not in any permanent kind of way, but in the way of knowing who we are in this moment, present and alive.


However, this is also a cookbook, and if you’re only here for the recipes, that’s wonderful, too! These are some of my very favorite dishes to make and eat, and I hope you’ll love them as well. Each recipe features variations, and they’re all naturally gluten-free (although you wouldn’t know it), with numerous vegetarian options. If it’s just recipes you’re after, you can skip right ahead to here.


For the rest of you, my hope is that this cookbook will connect you to something deeper. We all must eat to live, but how we feed ourselves is up to us. This is ultimately a book about using the everyday act of cooking as a way to reconnect to you. I hope you’ll make it your own, giving the pages life with splatters, stains, and dog-ears. Allow the recipes to evolve and change with you, and know that I will be here, sending you my love and support every step of the way.
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My Story





Before I started cooking and eating with intention, making dinner for my family was nothing short of stressful, even though cooking is my vocation and my biggest passion. I would get home from work and jump into dinner prep while simultaneously fielding requests from my kids, worrying about work projects, unpacking school bags, and thinking about the next day’s schedule. Making dinner felt like a race, and I was the out-of-shape jogger gasping to keep up.


This stress would carry over to the dinner table. I’d dive into dinner without ever taking take a breath. My body felt entirely disconnected from my mind—it was simply a machine that needed feeding. This would trigger old fears of disordered eating, which I experienced in my early twenties. I’d worry if I ate too little or if I ate too much. My health began to suffer. I developed chronic indigestion and had to rely on daily medication for close to five years.


When I finally decided something needed to change, I started by simply breathing. Every evening, before I picked up my chef’s knife to start dinner, I’d take two deep, grounding breaths, just like I’d been doing for years during my morning meditation practice. It sounds almost too easy, but it had a profound effect. I found that if I was able to drop into my body and connect with my senses, I could slow down the ticker tape running in my mind, releasing the stresses from the day (even if just for an hour).


From there I eventually brought my practice of setting intentions into the kitchen, and something monumental shifted. Cooking transformed from being a necessity (or even a chore) to something much more nourishing. I began focusing on how I wanted to feel in the kitchen, instead of getting swept up in my thoughts and worries or attaching to an end result. I found more ease in cooking, even when the kids were whining and needed my attention. Even more, since I was present for the process, I surprisingly became a better cook.


I also began bringing these practices to the dinner table. I’d take two deep breaths before eating to calm my nervous system and connect me with the foods on my plate. As I started to eat with more intention, I slowly reconnected with my body, which over time helped me pinpoint the foods that triggered indigestion, and I found more joy in eating. I began to enjoy the dinner hour again. Within several months I was able to get off heartburn medication altogether. My relationship with cooking changed from one of stress to one of deep gratitude and self-care.


Intentional cooking has had a profound impact on me and my family. This isn’t to say that I don’t still have stressful evenings—I do. But I’m calmer in the kitchen and more present for the meal and for the people at my table. I’m able to listen to my body, trusting its signals. I feel a connection to the foods I prepare and freedom around eating. Cooking has become a sacred act that supports my well-being, much like my morning meditation practice. But unlike meditation, cooking leaves me with something delicious at the end.


xo, Nicki












What Is Intentional Cooking & Eating?





When we realize that the things we do are not just things but our behavior, then we may also realize we have the power to change our life by changing the way we do things rather than what we do.


—EDWARD ESPE BROWN, No Recipe: Cooking as Spiritual Practice


If you’re reading this book, it’s likely that for you, cooking is an everyday act. It might be your passion, it might feel necessary, or it might feel like a huge chore (or somewhere in between—I’ve felt it all). While historically cooking was a means of survival (and still is for hundreds of thousands of people around the world), for the rest of us, cooking is a choice. After all, there’s no shortage of prepackaged foods, supermarket buffets, and restaurant options available. Perhaps we cook because we like good food, or we are on a budget, or we care about what we eat. Regardless of the why, we get to choose the how.


We have the power to choose how cooking will look in our lives. If we can shift our perspective to begin viewing the everyday act of preparing food (and the shopping, cleaning, and eating that go along with it!) as a way to connect to our bodies, to the foods we eat, and to our inner selves, then cooking can become a tool to help us access more presence, freedom, and joy in our lives. It becomes about more than just getting a meal on a plate (although that happens, too) but is a deeper form of nourishment.


An easy way to do this is to bring our full focus and presence into cooking by tapping into the power of intention. An intention is a word or phrase that guides us toward how we want to feel in any particular moment. Unlike goals, intentions are less about what we want to do and more about how we want to be—they’re like guideposts, directing us toward a particular state of being. With a bit of intention, the act of feeding ourselves can switch from being a necessity (or a hobby or chore) to being a source of rich self-care, not in a performative kind of way, but in a deeply personal way. I call this intentional cooking.






BESTT Practice





Intentional cooking is incredibly simple. It’s an invitation to rewire your patterns in order to find more peace, pleasure, and connection in the kitchen. However, it’s going to ask you to pause for just a few breaths, and the pause isn’t always easy. I’ve therefore developed a simple practice, or really a ritual (see here), that I call BESTT (oh, for the love of an acronym!). It stands for:




	
Breathe


	
Engage your senses


	
Set an intention


	
Thank your food


	
Thank your body





BESTT is a suggestion, not a prescription. The practice isn’t something that needs to be checked off a to-do list but rather is a new way of approaching cooking and eating (and it takes only a minute or two). Just like a piece of dough, you can mold and sculpt it in any way that feels good, and it’s meant to expand and evolve with you. Perhaps you start by just taking deep breaths before cooking and eating, or maybe the gratitude portion resonates most deeply for you. I’ve included intentions with each recipe in the book as a way to help you target your mind and connect to your body while you cook, but again, the intentions are suggestions, and I hope you’ll create your own.


Also, this practice is not meant to look perfect. Intentional cooking can involve screeching kids, barking dogs, and burned chicken. The point is not perfection but rather connection—it’s a way to help you better tune in to your body and heart. The more you embody it for yourself, the more it will impact those around you.






Breathe





When we breathe slowly and deeply, we connect to the present moment, we ground into our bodies, and we calm our nervous systems, unraveling both physical and emotional tension.


Take two slow breaths, deep down into your belly. Let each breath relax you, starting at the top of your head and going all the way down to your feet. Arrive here.









Engage Your Senses





Engaging our senses brings us deeper into the present moment and helps us fully experience the sensory pleasure of cooking and eating. It also helps us become more intuitive cooks and eaters—we can smell the garlic before it browns; we can hear the bubble of the soup when it’s boiling too fast; and we can feel when our stomachs are hungry or satisfied.


Feel your fingers as you gently rub them together. Notice the weight of your feet on the floor. Smell the kitchen or the meal before you. Listen to the sounds in the room.


The point is not perfection but rather connection—it’s a way to help you better tune in to your body and heart.
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Set an Intention





An intention steers the mind away from the stresses of the past and future and toward how we want to be in this moment. In doing so, intentions connect us to our deeper selves (where our intuition resides), and they have the power to transform cooking and eating from a necessity to an act of self-inquiry and care.


Set an intention for how you want to be or feel as you cook or eat. This can be something as simple as, “I will be fully here now” or something more specific, such as, “I will look for beauty in the small moments.” I’ve included intentions with each recipe in the book as inspiration, but feel free to create your own. When your mind wanders, gently bring it back to the intention.









Thank Your Food





Giving thanks helps us gain perspective, opening our hearts and connecting us more deeply to the foods we eat. We begin to see abundance where perhaps we had perceived only scarcity, and we better appreciate where and by whom our food was sourced.


Give thanks to the food in front of you and to the earth for nurturing it. No matter what’s on your cutting board or plate, feel gratitude for the fact that it’s here to nourish you. What a gift.


As we breathe, engage our senses, give thanks, and eat with intention, we become more connected to our bodies and to the foods we eat.









Thank Your Body





Gratitude helps us connect to our bodies from a place of softness and compassion. This, in turn, makes it easier to listen to the inherent wisdom of our bodies and gain trust in ourselves. When we trust our bodies, we release resistance and digest better.


When it’s time to eat, thank your body. It knows how to digest food and process nutrients without your mind doing a thing! No matter what you’re eating, imagine the food entering your system without resistance. Take pleasure in the experience and welcome it with open arms. Say to yourself, “I trust my body.”


Consistency is key. Whatever the practice might look like for you, I highly encourage consistency. The only way to create real, lasting change is through repetition; research shows that it takes at least 18 days but on average 66 days to rewire the neural pathways in our brains to establish a new habit. So think of BESTT as a ritual, like tying on an apron or turning on music before cooking and eating. (In fact, those can be fantastic ways to remind yourself to get intentional; see here.) Eventually intentional cooking will become embodied—something you do every night when you pick up your knife to start cooking: You breathe, tune in, and give thanks.













Intentional Eating Leads to Intuitive Eating





We can bring the BESTT practice not only to the stove when we cook but also to the table when we sit to eat. I call this intentional eating, and it can be the first step toward intuitive eating.


Intuitive eating is trusting in your body’s inherent wisdom when it comes to what to eat and when to eat. Even though this is hardwired within each of us, it often isn’t an easy practice. It requires unwiring a lifetime of conditioned beliefs and behaviors surrounding what’s “healthy,” which foods are “good” versus which are “bad,” when you’re “supposed” to eat, body image perceptions, and more (see here). For many people, this might even require the help of a coach or therapist. If your subconscious beliefs around food are complicated or disordered for any reason, then your inner compass that guides you toward your food choices might simply be off.


Intentional eating, however, can be started at any time, at any meal. It isn’t about what or when you’re eating, but how you’re eating. It’s eating with your full presence, regardless of what’s on your plate. By taking deep breaths and engaging your senses, you ground into your body and bring your full consciousness to the meal. This helps you better hear what your body is needing as well as feel when you’re satiated. You can also set an intention to help focus your mind away from its worries and distractions. For instance, if I have an intention to be fully present at the table, I naturally slow down and am better able to enjoy the sensual experience of eating the meal in front of me. If my intention is to be gentle with myself, I soften, feeding myself with more care.


As we breathe, engage our senses, give thanks, and eat with intention, we become more connected to our bodies and to the foods we eat. This helps us better tune in to our unique needs, discerning what foods feel best in our bodies. The more we do this, the easier it becomes to build trust with ourselves and with our own inner knowing. This trust is the foundation for intuitive eating.




Intentional Shopping


We can extend the BESTT practice to grocery shopping. It could look something like this: When you arrive at the store, before stepping inside, take two deep breaths. Look around and engage your senses. Then set an intention (perhaps I will find ease in this experience; I will find the best foods for my body; or even I will connect with others). Finally, give thanks for the fact that you’re able to buy food to nourish yourself and your family. If you enter the store from this place of gratitude and intention, you’ll be more present and grounded. Instead of racing to get to the checkout line, you can better enjoy the process of selecting foods, bringing more peace (and perhaps even pleasure) to the shopping experience.
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The Power of Breath


(Cooking as a Spiritual Practice)





Deep breathing can help us re-regulate our nervous systems, bringing us back toward a state of “rest and digest.”


On average we breathe anywhere from 22,000 to 25,000 times a day. While most of that breathing is done unconsciously, bringing our full attention to even just a few deep breaths can have powerful effects. As James Nestor explains in his book Breath: The New Science of a Lost Art, slow, long breathing techniques have “been practiced in Hinduism, Buddhism, Christianity, and other religions for thousands of years, but only recently have we learned how they can reduce blood pressure, boost athletic performance, and balance the nervous system.” Deep breathing can relax our bodies, connect us to the present moment, and calm our nervous systems.


I host a podcast called Mind, Body, Spirit, FOOD. In one episode, featured guest physical therapist Samantha Fulton noted that when we’re in a heightened “fight or flight” state, our digestive functions slow down. If we were running from a bear, she explained, our bodies wouldn’t want to use any energy to digest food—we would need it all for running! Even when we’re not in any physical danger (none of us are running from bears in our home kitchens), our digestive functions still slow down when we’re stressed or overwhelmed, making it harder for food to move through our systems and for our bodies to absorb nutrients. Deep breathing can help us re-regulate our nervous systems, bringing us back toward a state of “rest and digest,” where food can properly move through our digestive tracts and we can assimilate nutrients.


Deep breathing not only calms us physically and emotionally but also has the potential to connect us to something even deeper, as Meggan Watterson shares in her book Mary Magdalene Revealed: “Whether I was seated or standing, alone or in a crowded room, I just took an intentional breath and recognized with sincere awe that I could not be here without this body. . . . I took a second intentional breath to acknowledge that the presence of the soul, the nous, is right here, within me. That it takes all of two breaths to be connected again to what’s eternal.” Just a few deep, intentional breaths can tap us into that internal part of us where our intuition lives. The breath becomes the conduit to the deep aspect of ourselves that’s always rooted in serenity, even when the world around us is in chaos.


Most of the time in the kitchen, I take two deep breaths to simply ground into my body, clear my head, and relax my nervous system. But sometimes, sometimes, if we’re open to it, those breaths can connect us to something deeper. Cooking dinner then becomes a spiritual practice of sorts, a way to integrate the physical with the eternal.















Our Complicated Relationship to Food





Eating is hardwired within us to be an experience of bodily satisfaction and pleasure, but many of us have been disconnected from that birthright. More than almost anything else in our lives, we’re deeply conditioned around food. So many different voices tell us what we should eat, when we should eat, what foods are good, and what foods are bad. These messages come from our cultures, our families, our religions, the media, influencers, food brands, you name it. Everybody’s trying to tell us what to eat, but this just creates confusion and oftentimes anxiety. Many of us have forgotten our original relationship to food, which is one of reciprocity and nourishment.


When I was a kid, food was one of my biggest sources of creativity and joy. I was the one watching Jacques Pépin on PBS instead of cartoons, and I loved experimenting in the kitchen. However, as I got older, my relationship to food shifted from one of freedom to one of stress. When I entered my teen years in the mid-1990s, fat was decidedly vilified (this was during the low-fat craze), and I began to believe that fat was inherently bad, not just as an ingredient but also as a body type. Magazines featured articles on how to get the “ideal” female body shape and espoused diets and regimens to help achieve it. I subconsciously began to believe that my worth was attached to how my body looked and that my body was something to fear and control. I started counting calories and became obsessed with reading nutrition labels. It wasn’t long before I was restricting calories, even though I’ve always been in a straight-sized body. Eating became a constant negotiation, and I felt guilty if I consumed a few slices of pizza, which was on the “bad” list.


In college I hit a low point. I shrunk, literally and emotionally; I began to believe that I wasn’t worthy of taking up space. In my efforts to be the healthiest I could be, I spiraled deep into disordered eating and ended up borderline anorexic. During this time, ironically, I studied abroad in France and was blown away by the food culture there. I fell head-over-heels in love with the local markets, the oozing cheeses, and the incredible three-course dinners that my French “maman” would make every night. However, the pleasure was limited. My mind still couldn’t relinquish control, and my body fears persisted. I would skip meals or eat minuscule lunches to “make up for” dinner. I shrunk to the smallest I’ve ever been. It wasn’t until my family visited and threatened to take me home that I was finally able to see how far I had gone. In an effort to control my body, I had completely lost myself.


My story is not unusual. As psychologist Hillary L. McBride explains in her book The Wisdom of Your Body, “The body is the only way we have to move through life. Yet research about body dissatisfaction and body hatred shows us that the majority of us—up to 90 percent of those of us in Western culture and in communities touched by globalization, inclusive of women and men—loathe our bodies.”


How can we feed ourselves with pleasure when we despise (or at least distrust) our bodies?


Diet culture, which argues that our worth stems from our appearance and that certain bodies are better than others, has profited enormously from this disconnect. As McBride states, “The diet and weight-loss industry is a multibillion-dollar juggernaut driven by the false promise that we will be happier, healthier, and more desirable to others if we change our body in one way or another.” We’re told what we should eat (or not eat) to obtain optimal health (and this is constantly changing—remember those low-fat days?). Food brands have jumped on the bandwagon, trying to convince us their products are healthy while the media latches on to studies that are often funded by those same food brands. Influencers tell us that their wellness protocols will make us look and feel great. These messages find us on social media, in television commercials, on food packaging, in newspaper articles, in magazine spreads, and on billboards.


The more we tune out in order to tune in, listening to and heeding our intuition, the easier it becomes to disentangle ourselves from the web of conditioning around food.


It’s no wonder that so many of us are caught in this vast web of conditioning around food. It’s everywhere.


Since the majority of us aren’t taught to develop a relationship with our own bodies, we look outside ourselves for guidance on how to feed ourselves. But here’s the problem: We are not homogeneous. Each and every one of us is completely unique. While protocols can be helpful in resetting our systems or in teaching us about what foods feel good or bad in our bodies, the goal shouldn’t be to stick to the plan. The goal should be to ultimately discover our own specific needs and then trust them.


Finding our way out of the web isn’t an easy task, but I believe it needs to start inwardly. We can begin by taking a closer look at our beliefs around food and what it means to be in a body. Regardless of what we’ve been told, there’s no such thing as a “good” or “bad” body (just as there’s no such thing as “good” or “bad” food). As we work to develop a relationship with our bodies that’s built on compassion and acceptance instead of control and restriction, separating our worth from our physical appearance, we begin to find a path toward freedom. As we do this for ourselves, it’s critical that we also celebrate the beauty and diversity of all bodies, regardless of size, shape, skin color, or gender, and that we work to dismantle societal structures that stigmatize or discriminate against certain body types.


My time in France was when I hit rock bottom—I’d finally had enough. Food had become the biggest source of stress in my life, even as I was relishing the culinary culture of France. Where were the joy and freedom that I’d found in food as a child?


When I got back to the States, I started therapy, and with the help of a doctor, I started unworking the conditioning of my mind around food and my body. I began to see how the messages I had internalized were from others (and often their motives of profit and control). I learned to feed myself again, without fear.


This is an ongoing journey. Our bodies are constantly changing—what feels good one day might not feel good the next, and how we look one year will most certainly be different from how we looked the last. That’s okay—it’s about building a relationship of reciprocity, compassion, and acceptance. This requires us to go inward, finding a place of stillness within ourselves in order to tune out diet culture noise so that we can redevelop trust in ourselves. The more we tune out in order to tune in, listening to and heeding our intuition, the easier it becomes to disentangle ourselves from the web of conditioning around food.


Intentional cooking (and eating) is one place to start. We pause. We breathe. We go inward to nourish ourselves with consciousness and care. We begin to build trust in ourselves, and in doing so, we open the door to freedom and sovereignty.












The Recipes





I love food that’s brimming with color and life. But I also love ease. The recipes in these pages are robust, vibrant, and accessible. You don’t need to buy arcane, hard-to-find ingredients or spend days in the kitchen to create incredibly delicious meals and desserts. These dishes—from breakfasts to snacks, sides, main courses, and desserts—are richly satisfying but incorporate simple, wholesome ingredients. They’re all gluten-free friendly (as I’m gluten intolerant) but are designed to appeal to everyone, and a slew can be made dairy-free or vegetarian. They’re all labeled so that you can instantly see what works best for you and your family.




	RECIPE LABELS


	
DF: dairy-free


	
DFO: dairy-free option


	
GF: gluten-free


	
GFO: gluten-free option


	
VG: vegetarian


	
VGO: vegetarian option





My hope is that the recipe variations I offer will help you tune in to your body and your intuition—you get to choose which variation sounds best.






Intentions





You’ll notice that each recipe features a suggested intention to help connect you to the foods you’re preparing and/or to your body as you cook and eat. For instance, the intention “I will feel grounded and rooted in who I am” is paired with a recipe for beets, which for me are one of the most grounding of foods. The intention “I will listen to my body” is paired with a recipe for granola clusters, which are one of my favorite snacks, helping me honor my body’s hunger. These simple phrases are gentle reminders to bring intention (and the BESTT practice) into the kitchen. I hope you’ll also create your own!









Variations





Each recipe features at least two variations, for two reasons. First, choice is a powerful tool—it connects us to our sovereignty. While it might not always feel this way, we are the only ones in charge of our bodies, and we get to choose what goes into them. My hope is that the recipe variations I offer will help you tune in to your body and your intuition—you get to choose which variation sounds best.


Second, the variations are designed to empower you as a cook. We all have recipes that we make over and over again, and before we know it, we’ve carved ourselves into a rut, unable to see beyond its walls. We might never realize that the same technique could be used for a different vegetable or protein, or that the main ingredient could be swapped out for something different. These variations encourage you to expand your horizons, helping you become more confident and creative in the kitchen.
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crispy Quinoa cakes (here) can be flavored in several different ways, depending on your preference.













Finding Your Own Way





In the recipes I offer specific measurements, timings, and instructions, but this is also a book about finding your own way. While I’m here to guide you through the recipes, think of them as the framework—the safe structure within which you can begin exploring your own intuition and preferences. As you experiment and taste, you might find that you want to add more onion or garlic, that you prefer more or less spice, or that your oven or stove runs hotter/colder than mine. That’s okay—you’re the cook! While all of these recipes have been thoroughly tested (and re-tested), I hope you’ll make them your own.


That being said, when it comes to baked goods, precision is critical for ensuring successful results. In the desserts chapter, as well as wherever flours are used, I include gram measurements in addition to cup measurements for flours and certain other ingredients, since measuring by weight is far more accurate and easier (with fewer dishes!), making it a win-win. I have a cheap kitchen scale that I’ve owned for a decade—it’s one of my very favorite kitchen tools, right up there with my chef’s knife.
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