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To Loretta: My love, my life, my wife. Any table feels empty without you.
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Life is not about body fat and muscle tone. It’s about where our hearts are at and His grace alone. It’s not about the mirror or any other measurement, but in our service to others, reflecting the Son He sent. We’re called to honor the body, but not for our praise or reward. We’re just simple, humble stewards, on a mission for the Lord. So eat right, train hard, but don’t forget your purpose, God sees your heart and not what’s on the surface.
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OUR HEALTH IS A MEANS OF PRAISE


Early Christians, in order to avoid persecution when they prayed in public, as well as to quietly identify themselves to other believers, would cross their fingers. Can you imagine if that was the only way you and I could share our faith? It’s a subtle gesture, but it was a powerful one in those early days. In fact, by making that quiet sign, our predecessors risked their very lives.


What in your life says believer? If you couldn’t say a word, what in your life would be that silent symbol, alerting another Jesus-follower that you are one of them?


It’s a question I’ve been asking myself frequently over the course of the last few years, as I’ve been doing a lot of speaking to churches and to communities, as well as interviews on the radio, spreading the gospel of health and wellness. In the course of my outreach, probably the most common question I get from people across the country is: Why are Christians known to be so unhealthy?


And honestly, that question always makes me pause and wonder. Is that our silent symbol? Is that how we’re identified by the rest of the world? Not by our love for one another, or even by our love of God, but instead by the way we risk our lives through neglect? My fingers are crossed that it’s not.


    • • • 


    Recently my wife and I visited a new church. We sang praises. We listened to a sermon about the importance of praise. Then, through tithes and offerings, we offered even more praise. All good. All expected. All right.


But then the pastor returned to the podium, patted his stomach, and jokingly bragged about the oversized meal and ball game he was about to enjoy. He even prayed that it wouldn’t be too healthy. With my head bowed and eyes closed, I found myself squeezing my wife’s hand.


You see, my life’s work revolves around that fact that stewardship of our bodies—turning our heart toward our health—can be an act of worship. I don’t believe that faith and fitness are incompatible. In fact, I believe that eating well and exercising regularly are actually directives from God Himself. It’s an idea I’ve built the foundation of PrayFit.com upon, and I’ve spent the last seven years sharing our message with millions of people all around the world.


The truth is, eating well is not just a good idea because of the health benefits it brings, though those benefits are plentiful. I’ve seen firsthand how changing what you eat can change your life, whether you’re a Hollywood actor (I’ve had the honor of serving as the exercise physiologist to Tyler Perry, LL Cool J, and Mario Lopez) or one of the countless church-going believers who have expressed to me the joy of finally establishing healthier eating habits. Yes, eating a balanced, delicious variety of foods will make you feel great (and will probably help you lose weight, if that’s what you’re after).


The real message, though, is that eating well is a good idea because honoring God with our bodies was His idea in the first place. At the end of the day, we’re loved not because we’ve been successful at honoring Him with our bodies, nor because we plead forgiveness if we have failed at it—He loves us regardless—but shouldn’t we be doing one or the other? The crux of my message is this: your health is a means of praise. It’s a simple truth, but it bears repeating. Life is not about the body, but our health is a means of praise.


MORE THAN A MOTTO


Our health is a means of praise.


It’s easy to say. It rolls off the tongue. But my motto is more than a line in a speech. It’s more than a tweet or a Facebook status update. Of course, our body is only one part of our overall spiritual health. But as some of you have seen (and as I have certainly experienced firsthand), without our health, we just aren’t going to be as effective in all the aspects of our lives that God needs us to be active in—our churches, our families, our jobs, our communities. Good health extends our ability to make an impact for the cause of Christ. Plainly said, God doesn’t need our health to get His message around the world; we do.


Let me ask you something. What if nobody saw what you looked like? Would you work as hard as you do to keep your body in shape? Would you judge yourself as harshly when you looked in the mirror? Would you still watch what you ate, and would you make an effort to exercise? For some people, the answer is an easy yes. They have learned to love exercise for Heaven’s sake, and they dig into a plate of healthy foods with delight and anticipation.


And then there are those who find making healthy choices a daily struggle. For many, eating well can be a challenge, because they equate indulgence, fulfillment, and satisfaction only with a plate of greasy, gooey decadence. But I’m going to show you a different way to approach eating and food. With the PrayFit Diet, you’ll learn a flexible, creative way to put together delicious, filling meals that will nourish not only your body but also your spirit. And what’s more, you’ll find the resolve—and, even more than that, the will and the desire—to eat foods that will help you lose weight and gain health, because you’ll finally see the connection between faith and food. Just remember that the by-products of your effort don’t determine the worth of that effort. What determines the worth of our objective to eat better for ourselves, our spouses, kids, and friends is the One for whom we eat.


Friends, Jesus gives our lives meaning. He’s the point of the story, the point of this book, and the point of our health we don’t want to miss. He’s why. For that reason alone, we place our trust in Him, and we pledge to Him our time, our money, our precious loved ones. And, yes, we should also pledge to Him our health, our commitment to living a healthy life—for His glory, not ours. The Bible reminds us that God sees only the heart. It also demands that we honor the body. That’s not a contradiction. It’s a priority list.


Taking care of the body through balanced eating is only one way to thank the Lord for seeing only our hearts. Every believer has been called to fulfill his or her purpose, but not one purpose calls for a neglect of health; not one. But if possible, forget the idea that when we’re healthy, we’re better at work. Try to ignore the fact that when we take care of ourselves, we’re better for our families. Block all that out for a second. Focus on this short and simple command: Honor God with your body. Vain, you say? Petty? Too temporary? It would be if it were my idea. But it isn’t. It’s His. Once we realize that honoring the body is God’s will, the result should be an unwavering, lifelong commitment to achieving that goal. But how to do that has proven to be problematic for so many of us.


HEALTH CAN BE A FAITH BATTLE


Now, when I say problematic, I’m speaking from experience, because over the last few years my health has been a faith battle. In fact, a couple of years ago, I wrote this in my journal:


I never predicted such weeks like this. If I ever get up . . . if I ever hope and rise and stand . . . if I ever smile, truly smile and speak and write and encourage, make no mistake, it won’t be because I kept fighting. It won’t be because of my inner man, my deep faith or some gut-summoned passion of belief. No, I have none of that. If I ever get better, it will only be by the mercy and unbelievable, inconceivable grace of my dear God.


Indeed. See, while traveling, writing, and speaking, I was hit with two debilitating infirmities: one of the spine and the other of the colon. I came home to begin medical treatment, and over the next three years I lost fifty pounds of healthy tissue—not the good kind of weight loss. To help put it in perspective, I weighed more at age fourteen than I did at forty.


For years I tried to scale the walls of my pit, hand over hand. I was the perfect patient with an impeccable health ethic. But like many of you, I let go of the rope to find myself on my back, looking up at the impossible, knowing that God’s grace is the only answer. I tell you, of all the things our health exposes, our frailty is one of them; a show of hands of those who can agree.


How many of you reading this today are dealing with unforeseen health issues that you’re struggling to overcome? And how many of you are dealing with preventable issues? Whoever you are and whatever your needs, are you ready to conquer them? Well, trust me when I tell you that I know you can. How do I know? Because no matter what you’re facing, He stops in His tracks for us when we call.


A few hours before my third surgery in three years, my wife, Loretta, and I were reading together about the blind man sitting on the side of the road in Jericho. His name was Bartimaeus. When Bartimaeus heard it was Jesus who was walking by, he began to shout out, “Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on me!” Over and over he yelled. Despite being rebuked by others, he continued to shout, “Jesus, Son of David, have mercy on me!” And it’s the reaction of Jesus that touched my heart that morning of the surgery. The Bible says that when Jesus heard him shouting, He stopped walking. Some Bible versions say that He “stood still,” and other translations say He “stopped in His tracks.”


Well, friends, although I’m not blind, I was begging. I didn’t want the Lord to take another sweet step. Seconds before surgery, a nurse tried small talk, but I’m afraid she sounded more like the teacher in the Charlie Brown cartoons. They transferred me to the operating table, which, for all I knew, sat on the side of that old, dusty road in Jericho. When the doctor said he would see me in recovery, before the anesthesia did its work, I slowly turned my head to the side, and as tears streamed from my shut eyes, I stole a line from Bartimaeus and fell asleep.


But the fact that you’re reading this book means that Jesus stopped in His tracks for me. He stood still to hear a prayer. You know, when Bartimaeus received his sight, the very first thing he did was follow Jesus along the road. I suppose he figured the best test of his new peepers was to focus on the One who had finally made them work. I planned on doing the very same thing. And helping you gain sight of your faith as it relates to food is my highest priority.


But first let me tell you that healthy eating is not about a set of rules or a magic list of ingredients. It’s not a matter of timing, food combinations, or calories counted. The reason I know this is because this generation is the most educated, the most aware, and the most capable of living a healthy lifestyle than any that has ever walked the earth, and yet we’re the least successful at it. In fact, the next time you’re at your local bookstore, mosey on over to the health section. You can’t miss it. Ironically, the largest section in the store is reserved for the overflow of books written to help the world get thin again.


Without pulling a book off the shelves just yet, saunter through the thousands of titles. Explore the countless fads and innumerable strategies intended to help you and your family shrink: how-to promises from A to Z. One thing is for sure: none of them will work until you and I answer the bigger question of why.


See, why is both the question and the answer to the world’s biggest epidemic. And it’s a question that you won’t find asked or answered among any of those books, until now.


THE QUESTION IS THE ANSWER


Determining your motivation for healthier living should go beyond the measuring tape. While starting points and progress checks are excellent tools for initial weight loss, things to bookmark as you diligently pursue the how-to of fitness, they do little to reveal why you’re trying to get in better shape to begin with.


Your personal why may be sitting across from you at the kitchen table. Those giggling kids need a healthy role model around. Or maybe you’re sitting with your chin resting in your hand, looking at one of your parents—your mom moved in with you after your dad passed away, and not only does she have specific food-related needs, but you need the strength and stamina to care for a family and to care for the parent who raised you.


Your why may greet you in the mirror each morning. The years of neglect haven’t been good to your lungs, your blood pressure, or your reflection. Knowing God looks at the heart is simultaneously comforting and convicting, since willful neglect can be a soul’s inward reality with an outward brutality.


Your why may be the mere fact that you are fearfully and wonderfully made. You know that God spoke, and there was light. He breathed the stars into space and put the moon in place. But you? You, He knitted. Imagine that the God who filled the oceans with water made your eyes to blink. After spraying the cosmos with trillions of galaxies, He gave you goose bumps. (And then you did the same to Him.)


See, before your very first day of school, or prior to getting your driver’s license, and even before you began the family with which you spend your days . . . came your body. Not only did God inspire your soul’s dream but He gave you the body necessary to pursue the job. Since God will always equip us with what we need to accomplish His will, we know our bodies were His choice. Can you imagine the moment? It was as if God said: “Sweet soul, here is your body. I’ve carefully woven it together. It has what it takes for you to pursue Me and tell others about Me. Precious body, this is your soul. Of all the matter in the universe, this is what matters most. Carry it where it needs to go. Protect it. Honor it. Now, I want you two to be good to each other. Be friends, not enemies.”


Humor me for a second and take a quick glance at your arm or hands. Think for a second that God Himself has touched that skin. He was first. In fact, talk to your body. It’s okay, go ahead. Maybe you need to thank it. Perhaps you need to reassure it. Or maybe you need to apologize for not paying more attention to the foods you’ve been indulging in. But much as you would with any friend going through a tough time, just tell it you’re so very sorry. After all, it was God who knitted it and then breathed life into it. Miraculously, He gave your heart knowledge that there is something more to this life than life. Your soul and your body are a match made in Heaven.


Because of that match, we are capable defenders. It’s funny—we put locks on our doors at home and security systems in our cars, we spam-proof our e-mails and put passwords on our phones, we stand at the gates of the most important elements in life. But when it comes to food choices, we’re much less protective. Although we’re armed with knowledge, that guard is fast asleep outside our door. We’ve offered diabetes, heart disease, and obesity the keys to their favorite rooms as they check in.


But folks, we are capable defenders. Like it says in 1 Corinthians 9:17, we have been entrusted with stewardship. When God said to honor Him with our bodies, we became guardians of health. Our eternity is His responsibility; we can’t earn it. Fortunately for us, He put us in charge of something that requires our effort. And when it comes to our health, it begins at the table.


THAT’S THE ONE


Now, at this point, I’m going to assume that if you’re reading this page, you’re still with me. You’re not quite ready to shove this title back onto the shelf. I’m glad. I’m going to assume that you have a good idea of your own personal why factor and you’re ready for battle. You just need to know where the fight is.


Reminds me of David. See, before young David hurled the stone at the giant, I picture him down at the stream, picking the stones up one at a time and weighing them in his hand. See, I have a feeling he measured a few before finding just the right one for his particular overgrown nuisance.


In 1 Samuel 17:40 the Bible says, “Then he took his staff in his hand, and chose five smooth stones from the stream.” Did you notice the word used there? He chose five stones. He made decisions based on his needs and abilities. That one’s too light—toss it. That one’s too small—toss. Ah, that’s the one! After all, David knew what he was up against and planned accordingly. Not only that, he chose five stones, not because he thought he would miss, but because David knew Goliath had brothers.


What about you? In the area of healthy eating, you or your loved ones might be facing some big issues: obesity and his brothers heart disease and diabetes. If so, it’s time to take a stroll down to the stream with David. Kneel down with him and gather some ammo. If the pebbles you’ve been flinging at your giant-sized goals aren’t making a dent, then it’s time to reload. You know what you’re up against. The key is to do like David did and find the right stone. Remember, his fight was worth it, and so is yours.


That’s the purpose of this book. You’ve come to the stream, and the PrayFit Diet is exactly what you need to slay your giant. You’ve broken through the excuses and the muck of empty how-to information to say, “Enough is enough!” Because you’ve changed from the inside out, you’re ready for your body weight, blood pressure, or dress size to be a by-product of obedience. You know your why; we are blessed to show you how.


PRAYFIT EATING 101


The PrayFit Diet is arguably the most balanced food plan ever assembled, harnessing the best elements of the food we were always meant to eat. Unlike other diets, which tell you to cut out a whole category of food so you will quickly shed pounds—only to gain it back (and then some) once you resume normal eating—PrayFit is a sustainable way of eating because it’s a balanced way of eating. On PrayFit, you’ll eat protein, fat, and carbs, all in equal caloric proportions. Perfect harmony. The better able you are to put these macronutrients to use each day, the quicker you’ll lose weight, gain confidence, and begin a lifestyle of long-lasting, healthy change.


Nowhere in these pages will you find calls for radical deprivation, the elimination of entire food groups, or confounding and discouraging food measurements. On the contrary, you find balance, abundance, simplicity, and sustainability. I’ll get into more of the details of the PrayFit Diet as we get deeper into the book, but here’s what you need to know now.


BALANCE. Calories matter, but it is the distribution of calories through food types that will play a crucial role in energy, metabolism, and body composition. The PrayFit Diet provides equal amounts of calories from healthy sources of protein, carbs, and fat—33 percent of your day’s take from each—allowing you to capitalize on the body and brain benefits of each.


ABUNDANCE. As a nation, perhaps we can stand to eat a little less, but that is not the best long-term solution for a radical change in our health. The PrayFit Diet teaches the value of each of the macronutrients, instead of viewing them as competing food sources. Protein, carbs, and fat are all important to health, performance, and weight loss. We show you how to enjoy them all in abundance while continuing to see change in your body.


SIMPLICITY. If you’ve ever tried a dietary plan that calls for counting calories or measuring things down to the half ounce, you’ve no doubt dealt with the frustration that it can produce. By insisting on balance and illustrating practical ways of planning meals, we forgo these expected, complicated dietary hurdles and leave you with an eye—and heart—for easy, healthy eating.


SUSTAINABILITY. Our goal isn’t just to help you lose weight this month. It’s to help you reach your goal weight, no matter how long it takes, and then to help you maintain it for as long as your lungs have breath. The absence of extreme deprivation combined with the inclusion of health-boosting dietary balance makes the PrayFit Diet a resource that you can come back to again and again for years to come. No monthlong “cycle off,” no “coming back to it when you’re ready”—this plan is designed to help you to rethink the way you view nutrition and to flourish physically, forever.


FAITH MATTERS


You know the feeling. I do, too. Bottom of the ninth, two outs, and your favorite batter hits one deep. You stand, your eyes widen, your mouth opens! It’s going, going . . . caught. That’s the ball game—your team loses. But for a few short seconds the thrill of what might be did a tap dance on your heart. And it felt great while it lasted. Really, really great.


You’ve probably experienced this momentary elation on other diets, too—an early excitement as you started to see the pounds fall away, only to have it followed by a crushing disappointment when you realized that the plan wasn’t sustainable in the long term and you were right back where you’d started. This book gives you a thirty-three-day plan to get started on the PrayFit Diet. But this is not a short-term fix. It’s a long-term, healthy way of eating, one that you can sustain for months and years to come.


You and I were designed to live abundant, active, healthy lives. If there’s one thing we know, He designed and can repair what we mess up. From our hearts to our health problems, He cares. He really cares. And because He does, we have permission to pursue slimmer waistlines and lower blood pressure. In 3 John, the apostle writes to his readers, “I hope you are as healthy in body, as you are strong in spirit.” See, John knew how important our bodies were to accomplishing and conquering this life. He understood that this body is God’s house. He understood that our souls have work to do within our homes, communities, churches, and schools, and nothing—nothing, especially our bodies—should be holding us back.


What follows in these pages is a road map to a better, healthier body—a plan that is markedly divergent from the deluge of how-to diets that litter shelves, blogs, and infomercials from here to eternity. And eternity is the reason. The PrayFit Diet isn’t just about the mechanics of healthier eating but about the motivations for faithful living. That our bodies happen to be intimately tied to our purpose on this earth is something that we may not always pause to take stock of. We’ll help you to make the connection, putting you on a path to effective, faith-driven stewardship of your body. Those of you who commit fully to the program can lose twenty pounds in the next thirty-three days if that’s your goal, but the lifestyle you’ll create far outweighs the weight you’ll lose—and what your body can and will achieve for God’s purpose in your life is why.


In Part I of the book, I’ll give you an overview of the PrayFit Diet and explain the foundation (both the health foundation and the biblical foundation) of this powerful new way of eating. In Part II, I’ll take you through the three macronutrients that will make up your PrayFit Plate: protein, fat, and carbohydrates. And in Part III, we’ll put it all into practice, with a five-week guide to shopping, cooking, and eating the PrayFit way.


Read on, and learn how to make the PrayFit Diet work for you to feed your body, nourish your spirit, and support the kind of life you were always meant to live.


[image: Images]


Our diligence toward a healthier lifestyle is not about the mirror. It’s about the One we’re trying to mirror.
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THE SIMPLE 33 BALANCE





HOW BALANCING PROTEIN, FAT, AND CARBS IS THE KEY TO LOSING WEIGHT AND KEEPING IT OFF





I have a long list of goals. Wanna hear a few of them? Okay, here goes. In no particular order—and before I turn fifty—my goals are to (1) become fluent in Spanish, (2) memorize the New Testament, (3) learn to play the piano, (4) visit Bethlehem, and (5) be able to do a handstand.


Do you like my odds? (Please, no bets on the handstand.)


Do you see any common denominators to my life’s objectives? I can think of two: God’s will and my health. I am nothing without either. But I love to imagine all the things I could do with God’s blessing of a plan and His blessing of good health to see it through. Wow. The idea literally makes my heart pound. Friends, I’m convinced that the only two elements any believer needs when it comes to his or her goals are God’s will and health. That balance puts us in a position to do incredible things, pursue dreams, and achieve real joy.


So how do we get to this balanced place of health? First off, I will say that there’s a great deal that is under your control when it comes to making healthy choices. But as someone who has been on the front lines of the health industry for more than a decade, I’m here to tell you that there’s a lot of misinformation out there, too. It’s often really hard for people to sift through all the conflicting messages about food and fitness to understand what they need to do to get healthy. I want to help you cut through all the hype.


Somewhere along the way, diet became a catchword used to describe a temporary way of eating designed to get you to lose weight faster. Some diets deliver on their promises rather quickly, only to see you gain it all back—and then some—in a month or two. Unfortunately, the architects of these fad diets have become masters at making their product stand out in a crowded market without ever illuminating why you should be working toward weight loss in the first place. In the absence of clarity of purpose, a return to previous habits—and previous weight—is nearly inevitable.


What’s more problematic is that these programs are often fraught with assurances of the weight loss that is to come, usually at the expense of genuine education. Four weeks of skimping on carbs and calories, as some of you may already know, is a maddeningly frustrating exercise that leaves the dieter dazed and lethargic—hardly the picture of abundant health, even if you are (temporarily) a few pounds lighter. Unless you are walking around with an advanced degree in nutrition, you’re not likely to question the information presented to you.


Any nutrition plan based on deprivation is simply unsustainable. What’s more, you don’t learn anything from fad diets. Once you’re faced with all kinds of foods again, you gain back the weight you lost and sometimes more. Thankfully, God designed us to eat things in balance, hence the abundance of food sources made available to us from the beginning.


Then God said, “I give you every seed-bearing plant on the face of the whole earth and every tree that has fruit with seed in it. They will be yours for food. And to all the beasts of the earth and all the birds of the air and all the creatures that move on the ground—everything that has the breath of life in it—I give every green plant for food.” And it was so.


(GENESIS 1:29–30)


And you have to keep in mind that a single dietary indiscretion does not lead to unhealthy weight or higher blood pressure. Usually a pattern emerges that leads to unintended consequences. We begin to eat beyond satiety. We begin to associate food with comfort. We begin to lose sight of food’s true purpose—to provide the fuel we need to do the Lord’s work. When we allow our concept of food to be corrupted by a society quick to overindulge, we can pay a steep price, both physically and spiritually. We need a change in heart.


Though it should be enjoyed, food isn’t a reward so much as it is a blessing provided to you by a kind and loving God who cares for your health and well-being. To arbitrarily redefine food’s purpose is to mock the provision of it and ignore its intended purpose.


So whether you eat or drink or whatever you do, do it all for the glory of God.


(1 CORINTHIANS 10:31)



WHAT IS BALANCE?


Some programs will try to sell you on the idea that all calories are created equal, but that is simply not true. They often argue that weight loss and health are simply a matter of “calories in, calories out,” meaning that if you burn more calories than you consume, you will be rewarded with looser-fitting clothes and a gold star from your physician. While it’s true that a calorie is a calorie, more and more studies and many scientists have come to the consensus that it is shortsighted to ignore the effects of different calorie types on the individual. You could, for example, decide to take in your entire day’s share of calories via candy bars. But you’ll pay a hefty price in terms of vitality, not to mention your teeth, compared to those who opted for a balance of lean meats, whole grains, vegetables, and healthy fats.


That’s why the PrayFit Diet calorie pie chart consists of three equal slices—33-33-33—each representing a balanced and proportional dose of the three macronutrients that are absolutely crucial for good health: carbohydrates, protein, and fat. The focus is on whole foods and clean eating. I’m here to tell you that if any diet warns that an entire group of whole foods is unhealthy or off-limits (say, no fruit or no fat), be wary.


While the total amount of calories you consume on PrayFit is important, the degree to which you are able to look, feel, and actually be healthy is largely determined by the choices you make within each category and how these ratios are balanced within your total caloric intake. This type of balance is more sustainable—which means more weight lost over time—because it doesn’t require drastic cuts in any one type of food. Eating in balance means that you get the benefit of a wide variety of nutritional sources without having to eliminate any.


Eating a variety of macronutrients ensures that you are taking in a well-balanced diet that provides adequate amounts of quality protein for repair and regeneration of tissues (especially muscle tissue), healthy sources of carbohydrates for steady energy, and healthy fats for proper brain function, cardiovascular health, and joint function. Taken together, this leads to marked improvements in body composition and key health markers such as cholesterol, blood pressure, and blood sugar. Combined with regular exercise, this type of approach to nutrition can also lend itself to greater strength gains and muscular endurance. Need further convincing? This diet can limit inflammation and reduce the risk of certain cancers by acting favorably on key genes. And you can do all of this without the mathematical deftness of a Harvard scholar.


The research further bears out the virtue of balance. And the man behind the charts, studies, and focus groups is one of the nation’s foremost experts on nutrition as it pertains to body composition. My good friend Jim Stoppani, PhD, a PrayFit contributing expert whose dedicated examination of the existing research on the concept of equal macronutrients forms the backbone of this diet, believes that the science simply hammers home what common sense and biblical mandates have already spelled out.


Research shows that when protein and carbs are eaten in equal amounts, brain function is optimized, allowing you to be more efficient at work and on all cognitive tasks. This is due to the fact that such a diet better maintains steady blood glucose and insulin levels throughout the day. This will make you much less of a candidate for disorders such as type 2 diabetes, cardiovascular disease, and other weight-related maladies that cost Americans in excess of $190 billion in medical costs annually.


Studies also show that when these three macronutrients are eaten in equal quantities and in proper amounts, in conjunction with a proper exercise program, fat loss is enhanced, while important muscle tissue is spared or improved. That’s because all three macronutrients play separate but crucial roles in the maintenance of muscle.


    [image: images]  If you are too low on carbohydrate—your body’s preferred and primary fuel source—you will lack the energy to engage in, or recover from, activities that you enjoy. With low-carb diets you also tend to miss out on getting ample phytonutrients (see sidebar on page 36) and vitamins from fruit and whole grains.


    [image: images]  Going with a prolonged low-fat approach robs your joints of crucial support and can lead to greater inflammation and fat retention.


    [image: images]  If you opt to cut out too much protein, your muscles will lack the building blocks they require for improved shape, size, or performance, meaning that a loss of lean muscle—and consequently an increase in fat—is almost inevitable.


Because this diet also reduces inflammation in the body, it further promotes fat loss. This is due to the fact that when inflammation is high in the body—whether as a result of stress, poor nutrition, or exercise—certain chemicals known as cytokines are released that can influence fat gain. Compounding that bit of good news is that this type of eating is infinitely more sustainable than most prepackaged diets that are floating around on the market. What does that mean for you? Steady weight loss over a much longer time frame and the ability to keep it off without resorting to dietary dramatics. This is, without question, a much healthier and more productive way to meet the biblical expectations of stewardship of our bodies.


IN DEFENSE OF BALANCE


The concept of eating your macronutrients in equal proportions may seem contradictory to those who have been brought up in the school of caloric equality. Getting one-third of your day’s calories from carbohydrates, it has been argued, may not be enough; you may hear suggestions that up to 65 percent of your daily calories should come in the form of carbohydrates. Some may also be inclined to claim that so many calories from protein can be detrimental to your health. And there are others who claim that any kind of dietary fat should be avoided at all costs. But anecdotally, those eating with the 33-33-33 mantra in mind find that they enjoy the health benefits and changes to body composition without all that pesky diet-fueled despair. So what is the reality?


Carbohydrate: Less Is More


At 33 percent of your daily caloric intake, your PrayFit Diet requirement of carbohydrates provides enough quality fuel to get you through your day and prevents the type of excess that can lead to weight gain.


Claims that we need a greater percentage of daily calories from carbohydrates seem to ignore the fact that our bodies, built for survival, can function optimally under conditions that nutritional idealists might consider adverse. In a carb-deprived state, our bodies readily convert protein and fat into carbs (read: energy) when needed. This means that even if you reduce your overall carbohydrate intake, your body has a built-in safety net that it can call upon for hitting the gym or coaching your kid’s soccer team.


Conversely—and perhaps tragically—the body can convert excess carbs or poor carb choices into fat quite easily. If you’re not sufficiently active, too many calories from any source are a surefire bet for weight gain and other health issues, but carbohydrates, in particular, make the jump from macronutrient to fat cells in a hurry. And carb type is incredibly important because some carbs, those with a lower glycemic index (GI) rating, are digested at a much slower rate (more on this in Chapter 3), meaning that they have a much smaller impact on blood sugar and are less likely to threaten your weight-loss efforts.


Plus, higher-carb diets—those that go up to the aforementioned 65 percent threshold—have been shown by the same body of research to increase the activity of disease-causing genes in the body, while also increasing body-wrecking inflammation.


During your first thirty-three days on PrayFit, you’ll start to learn how your body works and feels at a healthy 33 percent carb balance. By giving your body enough carbs to do its job—but not so many carbs that this fuel turns to fat—you’ll start to turn it into the leaner, more efficient machine it was meant to be.


Protein: Higher by Design


Higher protein consumption has been demonized by some as either an unhealthy practice reserved for the guys in the weight room or a fad diet that can damage kidneys and doesn’t lead to long-term weight loss. And it’s true that while a lot of high-protein/low-carb diets (the so-called bacon-and-cheeseburger eating plans) may help you lose weight in the short term, they are notoriously hard to stay on for the long term, not to mention unhealthy.


Lost in the hysteria over the potentially damaging effects of higher protein consumption are the countless studies to the contrary—and the often underplayed dangers of consuming far too little protein, which is actually much more common.


While there is no reliable evidence affirming the health risks of protein, there is quite a bit of literature that elevates protein to king of the macronutrients. One recent review of protein consumption found that eating 1 gram per pound of body weight per day—or about 150 grams for a 150-pound person—is beneficial for building muscle and strength. This is vital, considering that we lose 3 to 8 percent of our total muscle mass per decade, or close to 1 percent per year, as we age. And since muscle is metabolic tissue, meaning it burns calories even while at rest, holding on to as much of it as you can helps you stave off weight gain while keeping you strong and more resistant to injuries.


And when it comes to overall impact on body composition, protein is something of a miracle food source. It is incredibly slow to be digested, which means that when it’s eaten with other foods, it ensures a steadier supply of energy while preventing damaging upswings in blood sugar.


Multiple studies affirm protein’s ability to help you get weight off and keep it off—when the right protein types are chosen in the proper quantities, of course. I’ll teach you more about how to do this in Chapter 4. Those who exercise regularly will also find that adequate protein levels greatly support strength and, perhaps more important, recovery, allowing for more productive workouts as well as decreased muscle soreness.


But higher protein consumption alone isn’t the key to sustained weight loss or improved performance. It is the balance of the macronutrients that provides the true impetus for gradual, continuous change and the downregulation of genes that trigger inflammation and disease. By equalizing your protein input at about 33 percent of your total calories on PrayFit, you’ll be able to get all the positive benefits of this vital macronutrient while not letting it overwhelm your plate.


Fat: Eat It to Lose It


For a while, fat was public enemy number one in the American diet. The prevailing wisdom was that excessive fat in the body and blood can lead to increased disease as well as weight gain. The disease fears are not without merit, since high-fat indulgences such as fried fast foods are associated with higher levels of heart disease. And those who worry about dietary fat affecting the scale are justified in their concern—at 9 calories per gram, fat holds more than double the digestive danger as carbs and protein, which weigh in at 4 calories per gram.
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