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Introduction



I first wrote this book as a pocket guide for guests who attend the well-being retreats I host in Cornwall, South West England. At the end of each retreat, guests would ask for the recipes of meals they had enjoyed – often meat-eaters surprised at how much they appreciated a mostly plant-based menu. I am not a professionally trained chef or a nutritionist, but I do love to cook, and I am fascinated by the topics we will investigate together in this book. Through my work exploring meditation, spirituality and creativity, I am on a mission to understand how the mind manifests our experiences, physical health and general well-being. Food, eating and our own personal relationship to our body are topics that can be highly sensitive and deeply personal and this book seeks to honour the uniqueness and individuality of us all. There is no ‘one way’, no ‘right way’ or quick fix. What is right for me may not be right for you, but what a mindful eating practice encourages us to do is to lovingly become aware of who, what and where we are, without judgement.


This is not a book about dieting or weight loss. It isn’t about turning vegan, never eating chocolate again or offering dietary advice. Nor is it about producing flawless, Michelin-style meals that require exotic, never-before-heard-of, ‘how do you spell that again?’ ingredients. It is a book about self-awareness, self-care and playing with the idea that the food we eat is part of an intimate relationship between us and the earth. This book is simply offering you an opportunity to mindfully explore your own habits and relationship with food and offer you inspiration for creating your own bowls of colourful, plant-based goodness.


I hope reading this book will feel comforting, practical and inspiring, while creating an opportunity for you to refresh your relationship with food. I believe paying attention to how and what we eat offers us subtle clues about our relationship to self and to the earth. Mindful eating is an opportunity to witness and lovingly explore our habits and choices, as a way of deepening a wider sense of self-awareness, self-love and connection. The plant-based recipes included are for simple, uncomplicated, home-cooked meals which I make myself on retreats. Have some fun creating these colourful bowls of goodness and sharing that joy with others. You are encouraged to play with, experiment with and adapt the recipes to make them your own. Be sure to share your creations and reflections with me on Instagram by tagging @joeyhulin_writer #mindandbowl.


The retreats and meditation I offer carry a very simple intention: to create a nourishing, down-to-earth and welcoming space for people to pause and reconnect. Often, spending time on retreat allows people to experience subtle shifts in how they both feel inside themselves and view the world. I hope you see this book as an opportunity to do just that, wherever you are.


Because – look! – this book is in your hands and, as with all things, there will be a reason why we are here together, at this time. Whether you are looking for a friendly hand to hold as you explore something new or a mindset shift when it comes to your relationship with food, I am so glad you are here.


Consider this little book a permission slip: to pause, reflect and perhaps start allowing yourself to believe that you are exactly who, what and where you’re meant to be. You have the power of choice, to move forward in a direction that feels truly right and loving for you and the planet. I hope this book will inspire you to find joy, balance and creativity in your relationship with food and within yourself.


So, here’s to eating food, glorious food, and to savouring every single bite.





Chapter One



MINDFULNESS
AND MINDFUL
EATING


Mindfulness is more than just a buzzword. It is true to say, though, that the widely discussed yet rarely embodied practice of being present in the moment often comes cloaked in confusion. I remember the first mindfulness session I ever attended, led by a trained psychologist turned mindfulness teacher. A small group of us were instructed to sit in a circle, close our eyes and take a few deep breaths. We were each handed a raisin and told to look at it, smell it and taste the tiniest little nibble before being given permission to eat it. I remember sitting there, darting my eyes from side to side, scanning the circle of concentrated faces to see if anyone else thought the exercise was completely embarrassing and pointless. I left the session thinking: ‘What a load of nonsense!’ and went on about my day, consumed by thoughts, judgements and unconscious habits.


In my experience, embracing mindfulness requires a series of pennies to drop, one after another. The subtle shift in perception that a committed mindfulness practice brings about moves us from thinking to feeling – doing to being – and from living in our heads to living in our hearts. The practice of mindfulness requires us to wake up and realize we are not our thoughts or feelings; they are simply something we experience.


But try and tell someone who completely identifies with their thoughts and feelings that those thoughts are not reality: it is frustrating, confusing and utterly irritating for them. I know because I was one of those people. ‘How can you say I’m not my thoughts or feelings? I don’t even understand what that means,’ I would think to myself, followed by ‘They don’t know what it’s like to be me.’


Back then I would sleepwalk my way through each day in a foggy, automated headspace. I’d wake up in the morning tired after a poor, broken night’s sleep, and reach for my phone for a quick scroll in search of my self-worth. I would stagger my way to the shower, barely conscious, where I’d begin to worry about the day ahead and start running a narrative in my mind of how busy and stressed I was. My mind would replay memories of the past, mentally transporting me to a different time and place, inciting feelings of anxiety or longing in that moment, there in the shower. I’d slurp coffee and eat breakfast on the go, staying in that foggy headspace on my drive to work, often arriving at my destination with no real recollection of the journey there. I’d spend the day with my eyes fixed on a computer screen. I’d eat lunch at my desk and hardly take a single physical or mental break. I’d sometimes go to the gym after work, remaining in my head as I turned up the speed on the treadmill to go faster and faster. Without any thought or consideration, I would make something quick for dinner and consume it on the sofa with my attention on the television. A couple of glasses of wine later, I’d head up to bed, only to sleep badly – and around the cycle would go again.


‘To practise mindfulness is to be deliberately present in our experiences.’


To practise mindfulness is to be deliberately present in our experiences, as we are experiencing them – in the moment. When you take your morning shower, are your body and mind really in the shower? Is your mind in the fantasy world of thought and your body in a state of anxiety or stress? To be present would be to feel the sensation of the water on your skin, to savour the fragrance of the soap, to notice what is right in front of you and bring awareness to how you feel in that moment.


When we are fully anchored in presence, we are free of the past, the future and the well-rehearsed narrative we have running through our mind. Thoughts of the future or memories of the past aren’t real in the moment: they are just thoughts. Mindfulness is the practice of becoming aware of when we are lost in the trance of the mind and then consciously and deliberately bringing our awareness – our mind and body – back to the reality of the present moment. This is something we can practise throughout the day and in every single experience.


I remember one of my first ‘penny-dropping’ mindfulness moments, when I was waiting in line at a post office. I was near the back of a long, barely moving queue, fidgeting and huffing. I was so irritated with the inconvenience. My mind was also elsewhere, worrying about my dog who I had left in the car, parked in a short-stay loading bay outside. It was a chilly autumnal day so he was very safe but I knew he hated being left on his own. I felt the sensation of anxiety rising in my chest, but instead of being consumed by it I could hold the feeling in my awareness. In doing so, I realized it was my thoughts that were creating my uncomfortable experience of that moment. The irritated, stressed-out, impatient headspace I was in wasn’t going to make the queue go any quicker. It wasn’t going to stop me getting a parking ticket, or make a difference to how my dog was feeling in the car. I realized I was creating my own experience and anxiety through my thoughts, judgements and resistance to what was, after all, just a post-office queue. In that realization it was almost as if a bubble burst. I stood there in exactly the same physical reality, but my experience of it was completely different. I felt lighter and empowered with an overwhelming sense of clarity and peace. In awareness I realized I had a choice – I could leave the queue and move the car or come back another time. Or I could remain in the queue and be patient, practise mindfulness and be with what was actually there in that moment.


Being present in the moment – which includes being with our thoughts, feelings and emotions – is something that requires a fluid practice of non-judgemental awareness and compassion. You don’t need to find time to practise or do anything differently, necessarily, but instead remember to notice when you’ve got lost in thought, then forgive yourself and consciously bring your awareness back to the reality of what is: the present moment.


We can’t control anything in this life other than our own response to it. Through a dedicated mindfulness practice, we can shift from reacting to responding, and create a much more peaceful and empowering reality for ourselves in the process.


Where did mindfulness come from?


Mindfulness is a widely accepted and adopted practice for health and well-being across the Western world today, despite having been often dismissed as ‘woo-woo’ nonsense decades before. The West’s appetite for mindfulness began slowly during the 1980s and 1990s due to the secularization of the practice, paired with the increasing amount of scientific evidence to back up its validity. By the mid 2000s, mindfulness had become a recognized and established approach to managing stress and anxiety and to enabling a more balanced state of well-being. This growth in interest paved the way for a multibillion-dollar industry to establish itself, which Data Bridge Market Research predicts to grow to $9 billion by 2027 in the United States alone.


The lineage of mindfulness dates back thousands of years to ancient spiritual, religious and mystical teachings, often associated with Buddhism and Hinduism. Despite these age-old roots, today the practice somehow feels more relevant than ever before in Western society, where levels of stress, anxiety and suicide rates are increasing year on year.


The practitioners Jon Kabat-Zinn, Herbert Benson and Thich Nhat Hanh have each contributed greatly to the popularization of the modern mindfulness movement, including – most impressively – its integration into modern medicine. An overwhelming amount of research confirms that mindfulness offers a number of benefits for mental, emotional and physical well-being. These include increased attention span, reduced levels of stress, anxiety and depression, improved sleep quality, pain management, a strengthened immune system, an increased volume of grey matter in the brain (the area responsible for regulation of emotion) and, even, assistance with weight loss.


What actually is mindfulness?


I like to think of my mindfulness practice as the clicking of fingers to snap me out of being lost in a daydream of thought. I see it as a signpost pointing me back home, to embody a state of open, loving presence – and to really be here now. Jon Kabat-Zinn, often nicknamed the ‘godfather’ of modern mindfulness and arguably the most influential person to integrate the practice into modern medicine, describes mindfulness as ‘paying attention in a particular way, on purpose, in the present moment, and non-judgementally.’ To be mindful is simple in theory but, as most of us will know, it is often trickier to consistently embody throughout our everyday, busy, complicated lives – especially in the face of complex challenges. Over the last ten years as a journalist – of curiously exploring, practising and facilitating meditation guidance – my understanding, definition and own personal practice have changed greatly, and I have come to accept with excitement that this is a lifelong assignment.


I often hear people say they can’t practise meditation or mindfulness because their mind is too busy. What they might not realize is that by claiming: ‘I have a busy mind’, they are, in some way, already practising mindfulness! To know that your mind is busy requires a certain level of self-awareness, which is the beginning of a mindfulness practice.


Mindfulness guides us to gently ask: ‘Which part of me knows my mind is busy and which part is the busy mind?’ Getting lost in thought, or being consumed by emotion, is very human. Our complex, thinking minds and our intuitive, responsive bodies – and the relationship between the two – are both the miracle of and challenge for our species.


A mindfulness practice helps us shift from living in an automated, trance-like state, consumed by thoughts and emotions, to a fully present, open state of being. It encourages us to notice when we are in a trance of the mind, to let go and anchor the mind and body back into the vast expanse of the present moment. It doesn’t matter how lost we might get in the foggy trance, or for how long – the power is in awareness, and the present moment is always there, waiting patiently for our return.


With practice, we start to understand that we are not our thoughts or emotions. They are something we experience – just energy moving through our body that affects how we see the world, how we project ourselves or judge our experience, and how we feel in the moment – which, in turn, creates and shapes our ‘reality’. For me, this idea that ‘thoughts are not who we are, they are something we experience’ shifted from being a frustrating and irritating thing to hear, to being one of the most relieving, freeing and exciting revelations I’ve had in my adult life.


To ‘become aware’ is to have woken up from the mind’s trance. It creates space between thought and reactions, and can break the hold thoughts, feelings or judgements have over our experiences. So, really be here for a moment – right here – this book in your hand, the space you are in, how your body feels and how you feel. Anchor in, even just for a second, to the reality of this moment without attaching thought or judgement to it.


In every moment of awareness, we are offered a choice: grasp hold of thoughts and make them true, or let go, snap out of them, return to the reality of every fluid, unfolding moment. In awareness, we can then make a conscious, responsible choice – just as I experienced in that post-office queue. But, my goodness, it’s not easy, and that is why I believe mindfulness is a courageous act. It requires us to take loving responsibility and to be radically honest with ourselves and others.


I see every moment of awareness as a new beginning, a fresh start, almost as if the slate has been wiped clean. It is where we are offered agency and opportunity; we can rewrite our story, heal, start to make changes and choose love for ourselves and the planet. It starts right here, in this moment, with you.


Mindfulness requires courage


Mindfulness helps us bring what is unconscious into conscious awareness – ‘bringing it above the line’, as Tara Brach puts it in her book Radical Compassion. The ‘conscious mind’ refers to the part of our mind, and experience of living, that we are consciously aware of: our thoughts, feelings, senses and sensations. It is our awareness of self and environment. It is the part of the mind that is responsible for short-term memory, logic and analysis. But this only accounts for roughly 10 per cent of our brain activity, the remaining 90 per cent is ‘subconscious’ – therefore outside our conscious awareness. This is illustrated perfectly by many psychotherapists through the metaphor of an iceberg. The tip that you see above water is our conscious mind. Bobbing along the surface of the water are our emotions and values – experienced consciously or unconsciously. The bulk of the iceberg is submerged under water and out of view. This represents our subconscious mind – where self-image, beliefs, fears, habits, judgements, creativity, imagination and projections are held. Then, right down in the murky depths is where trauma, guilt and shame reside. This is why, for some, the body is considered to be the unconscious mind – it remembers, stores, feels and protects through our nervous systems what the conscious mind processes. Mindfulness – the practice of being present in the moment, with what is – helps us build a relationship of self-trust and self-awareness, befriending our nervous system and allowing us to start to understand, love and heal our holistic self. This in itself can be both freeing and challenging. It is uncomfortable and confronting to face our truth at times, because we are facing our shadows as well as our light. It means sitting with feelings, emotions or experiences that we might wish weren’t there, but which are shaping our experience of life whether we face them or not.
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