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			Praise for BE-Friend Yourself

		

		
			“BE-Friend Yourself is all about creating a relationship with food and body that’s filled with warmth and goodness. This beautiful book is written with honesty, insight and love. Marla Mervis-Hartmann weaves together timeless wisdom, great storytelling, and sweet reflections on her own personal journey. You’ll be inspired to make lasting changes when it comes to your body, and your life. And you’ll learn how to create a new and healthier inner dialogue around food. If you’re ready to dive deeper into yourself and see what’s in the way of your happiness, then this book can help you finally find the freedom and peace that you truly deserve.”

			– Marc David: Founder of the Institute for the Psychology of Eating, 
and author of Nourishing Wisdom and The Slow Down Diet.

			“Marla writes with such amazing honesty that she soon feels like your best friend!  Marla’s stories and those of her clients give real insight into the struggles of many who suffer from all types of eating disorders.  If I could foretell the future, I’d predict this book will bring many to start their own path to recovery!”

			– Cathy Meyer-Uyehara, FACHE, CEO, Ai Pono 
(ED Recovery Center) in Hawaii

			“I love this book!  As a clinician working with survivors of trauma, and perhaps equally importantly as a survivor myself, this book is a gift.  Written with love and a broad knowledge base, Marla provides real life, easy to understand tools for deep healing.  For those of us who have ever experienced our bodies as an unhappy place to be, or food as a coping mechanism or a curse, this book is for you.  Like talking to good friend, this is perfect model for how we can can talk with ourselves! HIGHLY recommended!”

			– Janet Farnsworth, MSW, RYT, Body Empowerment & Intimacy Coach

			
			

			“I love this book! Marla’s words are a gentle guide to help you redefine your relationship with your body. She shows you how to befriend yourself ~ how to appreciate the beauty you are and how to move into an abiding state of healing. A much needed light in this world, Marla teaches us to be kind, and intuitive. She reminds us to trust ourself. She calls us back to self-love. This book is a message the world needs now more than ever.

			Have you ever looked in the mirror and noticed who’s looking at who? If you’re like most people, you’ll feel like the person in the mirror is looking at you — like the world is looking at you, causing you to question yourself and your appearance. But our life is not about who the world wants us to be. It’s about allowing our authentic unconditioned self to shine. Marla Mervis Hartmann’s new book, BE-Friend Yourself, is a beautiful story about rediscovering and loving ourselves exactly as we are. It’s time for all of us to Be-Friend Ourselves. I love this book!”

			– Jacob Israel Liberman, author of Luminous Life: How the Science 
of Light Unlocks the Art of Living 

			“Everyone knows diets don’t work. Yet many don’t know what does...until now. BE-Friend Yourself: Finding Freedom with Food and Peace with Your Body highlights the true path to healing and wholeness. Through personal, honest stories about herself and her clients, as well as step-by-step practices, Marla gently guides the reader back to herself—to her Authentic Power. This is the pot of gold waiting on the other side, that can never be taken away, for those ready to do the inner work.”  

			– Amber Krzys, M.A.  l  founder, Fierce Loving, Inc.

			“With entertaining and relatable anecdotes, Marla guides the reader from self-loathing to self-love and shares how this shift informs our food and exercise choices to improve overall health and well-being. This is a beautiful book for those who want to quiet their inner critic and feel good in their body, heal their relationship with food, and reclaim how powerful it is to be a woman.” 

			– Sharon Brock, bestselling author of The LOVEE Method: 
Mindfulness Meditation for Breast Cancer

			
			

			“As a man, I’ve denied I needed to read a book like this. I found my shadow relationship with food thoroughly revealed and then tenderly held with every page. Brilliant wisdom born out of authentic and vulnerable expose.”

			– Jonathon Barbato, CO-CEO Best Ever Channels & 
Founder of the MORE U Channel

			“I’ve been a witness to Marla’s personal healing journey for over twenty years. In this book, Marla weaves her personal experience, professional expertise and along with client’s stories into this powerful testimonial for non diet approach to food and body. The stories are intimate, empowering, raw and honest. Thankful to have women, like Marla, sharing this work with all women.”

			– Kate Williams Stone, Non-Diet Health and Life Coach 
for Perimenopause

			“Be-Friend Yourself is a beacon of positivity and self-love, resonating with women of all ages. Marla beautifully articulates the journey to loving your body and yourself, skillfully weaving personal anecdotes into the story. Her words have a transformative impact, promoting a healthy self-image. Mothers will find this book to be a valuable resource in breaking the cycle of poor body image, lack of self-esteem, and low self-confidence, creating a positive legacy for their daughters. A true gem for anyone seeking a path to loving themselves and their bodies.”

			– Maria Fuller, Founder of Raising a Powerful Girl

			“I love this book! As a Dr. of Holistic Health with over 23 years experience I have listened to countless women say I will be happy when...Marla’s story is a perfect example of the fallacy of this belief.  When... rarely comes and if it does I have yet to see its promise delivered.  In Be Friend Yourself, Marla shows you the path back to loving and accepting yourself in the now.  The secret, I have found, to creating lasting health and vibrancy in your body.  It is a must read for anyone struggling to accept their body!”

			– Dr. Cari Schaefer
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			To my nieces.

			Love, 

			Aunt Marla

		

	
		
		

		
			Foreword

			What is it to be a friend to one’s own body? Why would we want to be friends with something that we so often can’t stand? In a culture bound by body shame, orthorexia, junk food, and cosmetic surgery, the concept of loving our bodies can feel nearly impossible. Religion, culture, and capitalism have rendered the human connection to the body as something severed, cut off at the neck. What happens below is a mystery, is not to be felt. The body is seen as a vessel, the site of sin, monstrous—something we must woefully drag around with us on our earthly journey until we can transcend. Oh, but to see what a beautiful gift to be alive in the body we are given! What a miracle it is to feel at home within oneself.

			Marla Mervis-Hartmann is no stranger to the conflict that lives within our very cells—the desire to look and feel perfect butted up against the soft beauty of our perfectly imperfect forms. Marla’s own journey taught her to be in relationship with her body, to learn to treat herself with the compassion and empathy of a very good friend. No longer was her body something she had to “work on” to “perfect”; rather, through a process of self-love, healing, and deep emotional transformation, she was able to radically shift her beliefs about her body, her food, her fitness, and most importantly, her worth.

			
			

			Now, Marla offers her wisdom to others seeking to transform their body-self relationship, and she does so with the heart of a best friend who is always looking out for the ones she loves most. Her work as a coach powerfully blends her own experiences, her extensive professional training, a reiki practice, and cutting-edge somatic strategies to serve her clientele in life-changing ways.

			I am fortunate to be one of Marla’s clients, and over the past several years of working together, Marla has helped me shift from a mindset of shame, mistrust, and self-punishment, to realizing that my God-given body is my most precious relationship. After my initiation into motherhood, my body-self relationship shifted greatly—a difficult pregnancy, birth, and postpartum will do that. Even years later, that relationship had not recovered. I did not feel at home in myself. My body felt like someone who had betrayed me, and I didn’t know if I could ever forgive. I was at a breaking point in my relationship to myself, my marriage, and my career. I knew I needed to do something different, so I reached out to Marla.

			Marla and I had met many years prior at a women’s sexual wellness training where we were both participants. Her beautiful energy was clear to me those years ago, and I was in awe of how deeply she opened up to our group about her own journey as a woman and a mother. I was not yet a mother at the time, but as a doula, I found the experience powerful. Years later, when I spoke to one of our cohort classmates about the state of my life and body postpartum, she said I must work with Marla, and that she had been seeing her for coaching. Though it had been a long time since we were in the training together, the image of her sharing her birth with us still remained in my mind. I felt like she was the one I needed at this time, to hold me as I came back to myself.

			And has she! Marla leads with the body in all aspects of life. What one may think is coaching for body image or food goes so much deeper. I knew my life was not in balance and that my body was feeling the brunt of it. Years of night nursing and co-sleeping had my hormones and thyroid zapped—I was falling asleep randomly and my knees were killing me. I was irritable and not giving the world the best of me. Marla  helped me remember how to listen. How to get quiet with my body and hear its messages, pleas, and requests. She helped me remember how to love and care for myself above all else. Motherhood, especially in this culture, asks us to put ourselves on the back burner, and I needed someone to hold me (sometimes drag me!) to the forefront of my own priorities. What I love about Marla is that, while she is tender and gentle, she is not afraid to reflect back what is, and she is not afraid to push when a stubborn client (such as myself) needs it. I have learned so much through our work together, many tools for coping with anger, dysregulation, self-image, and work stress, but most importantly I have learned who I am, and who I want to be.

			Marla has encouraged me to create a relationship with food that is nourishing for the body I now live in—helping me grieve the loss of gluten (it’s not easy!), and affirming all of the positive changes I have made to take the best care I can of myself. And when, amidst all of my hard work and progress, I was hit by a car while crossing the street one Sunday morning, I had Marla with me for the months I spent living in bed with a broken foot and ankle. She was instrumental in helping me process and reduce the trauma of that experience, not to mention survive the mental toll of having to pause my career, cease my exercise program, and significantly adjust my ability to care for my family. I could not have gotten through that experience without her loving care, wisdom, and insight. (And reiki!)

			This work is deep and it permeates into every corner of a woman’s life—it isn’t something one should do alone or without another wise woman to walk the path with you. Marla’s book serves as a beautiful guide to traverse the course to healing and self-love, but if you can, I hope you will choose to work with Marla in all the other beautiful ways she offers the world. Her ability to support women in trusting and loving themselves is profound, and I attribute our work together to the improvements I have seen with my relationship to food and wellness, as well as in other areas of my life. It has given me tools for teaching my young daughter to love her body, and undoubtedly has helped me  with my own clients as well. I hope this book serves you well, reader, and that through this important work you are doing, you come to love your body and yourself as well, always!

			Zoë Etkin

			Somatic Coach & Bodyworker

			Author of The Mother Myths

			
			

			Introduction

			On a scale of one to ten, one being Absolutely not, and ten being Hell yes, tell me, how much do you love your body? Vulnerably speaking, I have lived most of my life in the lower digits: the twos and threes. Although my God-given body was strong, fit, and healthy, I spent decades lamenting that it was not perfect. Those years of grief catapulted me into a toxic relationship with my appearance that resulted in decades of compulsive eating, restricting, bingeing, purging, and dieting.

			Some people are surprised to hear this. “Really, you?” they’ll ask. “But you always seem so confident; I had no idea you were struggling with body and food challenges too!”

			Yes. Me.

			My journey through self-acceptance has been the most plaguing and rewarding lesson of my life. Because I have existed within the same fifteen-pound range, it’s been easy to hide my struggles with the scale and obsession about my body.

			Like most women, my grievances with my weight were seeded at a young age. I grew up as one of those curvy little girls that people would make comments about—words that later influenced me to believe I needed to look a certain way.

			In my teenage years, I played sports, which put a great deal of demand on my body. Then, I was an actor and a dancer, so once again . . . different expectations, but more physical demands. Although, I, for the most part,  had body confidence in my high school years, these consistent messages and experiences regarding my appearance left me confused and vulnerable to a disordered relationship with food and my body.

			So, by college, the cocktail of unrealistic body standards and societal pressure around dieting thrust me into a sea of toxic beliefs, negative self-talk, and destructive behaviors around my weight. Diet culture is so invasive and rooted into the fabric of our existence that it is rarely visible until you step back to take a thoughtful look at it.

			So, what is diet culture?

			Christy Harrison, MPH, RD, author of The Anti-Diet, defines “diet culture” as: “a belief system that worships thinness and equates it to health and moral virtue, promotes weight loss and maintaining a low weight as a way to elevate social status, and demonizes certain foods and eating styles while elevating others.”

			According to Harrison, diet culture also “oppresses people who don’t match up with its supposed picture of ‘health,’ which disproportionately harms women, femmes, trans folks, people in larger bodies, people of color, and people with disabilities.”1

			My tools to deal with these pressures, in addition to the traumas and emotions of life were adversely handled by dieting and eating. I will go into these stories with open honesty in this book. I created this book to share my experience so that you don’t have to suffer so long and hard.

			The trouble with diet culture is that only about 5 percent of women can actually live up to that standard of beauty, and the rest of us are left to feel bad about ourselves. Furthermore, I didn’t realize how deeply anchored the fear of being “fat” is woven into the fabric of our culture. Its roots primarily stem from racism and religious pressures for pious eating.

			Harrison covers this as well in her book: “As important as evolutionary theory was when it came to explaining how we all came to be on this planet, it was also used in overtly racist ways, to justify the white Anglo-European male domination of other cultures and genders  that had been going on for centuries. Evolutionary theory became a ‘scientific’ way of upholding the status quo. White, Northern European women were deemed to be a step down from men on the evolutionary ladder, followed by Southern Europeans (again with the women a step down from the men), then people of color from countries that early biologists and anthropologists considered ‘semicivilized’ or ‘barbaric,’ and finally, at the bottom, Native Americans and Africans, whom they considered ‘savages.’”2

			Therein, the positive body image, anti-diet, and fat liberation movements are fighting back against deep systemic racism and privilege. Finally, women are standing up and saying No more. No more ancestral trauma. No more generational oppression. We will evolve past our grandmothers and mothers through the radical embrace of our bodies. We will be unapologetic about eating delicious food that nourishes our body—knowing we are doing something revolutionary.

			It is my intention with this book to help people feel better in their own skin, to make peace with food, and to have a thriving life. As a thin, white, privileged, cisgender woman, I will do my best to make this message serve you, the reader. I don’t pretend to understand the sufferings of transgender, binary, and other marginalized cultures. But I do hope you feel my highest desire to support those loving themselves deeper. Throughout this book, I address my readers as “women.” I mean any sister who identifies as a woman: cis women, trans women, women who have yet to reveal their internal gender to the external world. I also invite non-binary and male readers into the fold. After all, fatphobia, diet culture, and systemic body shaming impacts everyone in deeply personal ways. I pray that you feel welcome here and supported by my journey.

			From an early age, I didn’t know why it was so hard to like my body. I wasn’t aware that loving and caring for myself was an act of power that challenges a damaging societal view to girls and women. When we take back our power around our weight and bodies—when  we heal—we become activists in the fight against diet culture and its toxic origins. Every time we acknowledge our worth has nothing to do with our appearance, we revolt against deep systemic beliefs that tell us being a certain size matters.

			The benefit of our culture growing into new knowledge is being able to articulate these issues with new terms. My disordered eating likely would have gone undefined prior to the 1990s. I took my inability to be perfect to the extreme to something we now call exercise bulimia. While bulimia is a bingeing and purging cycle, exercise bulimia is working out until complete exhaustion if you eat . . . anything. My logic was: what goes in must be burnt off. I was obsessed with food, diet, and exhausting myself.

			From the outside, it appeared as though I loved to be fit; that I loved going to the gym and eating healthy. In reality, my mental health was in the toilet. All of my motivation came from feelings of disgust about myself, the belief that my body was not good enough. I believed the lie diet culture was teaching me: I cannot be happy unless . . .

			Unless I’m the perfect weight.

			Unless I’m the ideal size.

			Unless I burn a certain number of calories.

			I had support. I had a privileged life with an amazing family. I was loved, popular, and mostly liked myself, but at times—peace wasn’t present. I might have one good week, become stressed by something, then spiral into being unkind to myself. There were certainly days I felt stunning, sexy, and in shape—but if I had a second cookie, my feelings would instantly shift. Having an erratic relationship with my appearance set the stage for keeping a tight grip on my food intake and giving airtime to an inner critic who loved to tell me all the ways I fell short.

			Back then, there wasn’t a popularized term for this pattern of behavior. Today, I would most likely have been identified as an orthorexic: a person who is preoccupied with healthy rituals to an unhealthy measure. Researchers now see this with women who become overly concerned with nutrients, ingredients, and chemicals—taking their tunnel vision about  calories, carbs, and fats too far. The condition is a complete addiction to finding the healthiest way to do everything—from eating, to grooming, to self-care. In reality, it creates a lot of mental noise that serves no one.3

			This thinking robbed me of years of satisfaction and joy. I missed out on so much, including learning how to celebrate my womanhood and femininity. It resulted in an inability to really enjoy my relationship with food, sex, and myself.

			Through years of misery that landed me at my own dark night of the soul, I decided it was time for a change, and took a vested interest in the way I spoke to myself. This is when I adopted the concept of Be-Friending myself—which ultimately broke the seal of wild possibility in every area of my life.

			Once I could show up and give myself what I deserved, there was no room any longer to settle for anything below my worth. I’d ask myself, “Marla—would you speak to a friend the way you’re speaking to yourself right now?”

			If the answer was no, I’d use my tools ( that you will learn in this book) to make myself feel better.

			It wasn’t easy, and it took a while to get used to my own inner dialogue changes, but over time I learned to enjoy being nice to myself.

			Soon, I began exploring new ways to celebrate my life. I started practicing movement, energy work, creative self-expression, and healing from the inside out. Eventually, I was able to divorce myself from societal concepts that were not serving me—things like toxic diet culture, shame around my sexuality, the no pain, no gain: American mentality, and the notion that I didn’t deserve nourishment or rest unless I checked all the boxes.

			Where I was once overly concerned and regimented, I now respect my attempt to show up for myself as a practice. I’m evolving. It doesn’t always come naturally. I still have to work at it, but this process has been integral to my establishing a sense of peace.

			
			

			By stepping into my enoughness, and deciding against all odds I am going to partner with myself, I became my own best friend.

			Throughout that time, this is what I realized:

			•A good friend listens. So, I learned to listen to my body, be more attentive to its cues, defend its boundaries, and grant its request for nourishment, food, water, movement, and pleasure.

			•A good friend is there for you.

			•A good friend doesn’t even have to say anything. In fact, she senses your need for silence, and she’s good with that. She wants to be there for you. Because she loves you.

			•A good friend prioritizes your comfort.

			•A good friend is respectful of boundaries around your time, space, and energy.

			•A good friend forgives. Can we forgive ourselves?

			•A good friend accepts our greatness and our flaws.

			•A good friend speaks the truth in love, kindness, and compassion.

			I knew, more than anything, I wanted to love myself like that. I wanted to embrace all the things that made me Marla, and all the things I’d not yet explored about my femininity. I wanted to speak kindly to myself, to accept my greatness and my flaws, to unapologetically prioritize my needs, and above all—to heal through radical self-forgiveness while giving my own heart and mind the benefit of the doubt. Through this new sense of liberation and profound self-compassion, I also realized—I wanted to teach what I was coming to understand. I wanted to help other women learn to embrace the nourishment of food and the joy of celebrating their bodies.

			I remember sitting on the floor in my friend’s bedroom in Kauai. I was nine months pregnant with my son, sharing the beauty and labors of womanhood with someone safe, who wholeheartedly understood.  There, I was struck with: This is your purpose, Marla. Take all of your fears, wisdom, struggles, and triumphs and share them with others.

			Finally. My pain had a silver lining. Finally. I felt like I could let go of restriction, and encourage others to do the same.

			I’d already been very committed to sharing what I knew about women’s health. But at that moment, I knew my purpose was to combine my knowledge as a Reiki master, tantra teacher, yogi, and somatic trauma specialist to help people heal their relationship with food and their bodies.

			Now my life’s work is encouraging women to quiet the militant inner critic that lives inside their heads. My body still gets covered in goosebumps when my clients and friends choose freedom over restriction. As I sat there, beaming with my happy, pregnant belly I heard the words, love your body, love yourself. I knew then that would be my business and my mission. I was pregnant with Aspen, and the seed of a second growing, vibrant, perseverant dream.

			I don’t know about you, but I think women are pretty phenomenal. And when I say “women,” I mean this for every person who considers themselves a member of the sisterhood. We all bear our unique scars when it comes to femininity; which is why I’m dedicated to working with women of every shape, size, color, and background. There’s one thing in particular about women that I believe makes them amazing: they are healers.

			Women are empathetic.

			Dynamic.

			Kind.

			Feminine.

			Daring.

			Beautiful.

			And beyond that—they love and partner with intention. If something’s broken, they want to talk about it, learn from it, and heal it. A woman’s resiliency is usually her strongest attribute. It didn’t take long in this work to realize I had everything I needed to heal myself already wrapped up in my own femininity.

			
			

			It all began with going inward: tuning in, turning on, and listening . . . first to the cues of my body, then to my intuition, childhood wounds, quieted dreams, bold inspirations, and the sound of my own vibrant heart. There are so many layers of ourselves to celebrate if we will just take the time to listen.

			The more we hear our inner truths, the more we create synergy within our body. As we step into flow, we position ourselves to expand—to experience pleasure, to have fun, and to thrive in our fullest potential.

			And so, I invite you to be honest with yourself. On a scale of one to ten, how much do you love yourself?

			Maybe right now, you are at a one or a two when it comes to loving your body. You know what? That’s okay! Take a moment to live in your authentic experience. But by the end of our work together, my hope is that you will be able to enjoy the glorious sensation of basking in your own magnificence. It may seem counterintuitive at first—after years of being hard on myself, it took time to establish a sense of safety and trust. But that’s why I’m here: to remind you of your own brilliance when you aren’t quite sure of it yet, and to support you on your journey to becoming your own best friend.
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			Be Authentic

			“A friend is one who overlooks your broken fence, and admires the flowers in your garden.”
 – Unknown

			My young life was a great life. I was raised in a healthy, loving home with warm parents who celebrated my sisters and me. As we grew up, we were told we were beautiful. We were dressed in stylish school clothes each fall, loved to pamper ourselves, and were solid in our sense of self-esteem. I never had an issue making friends. In my teenage years, I got dates easily; boys regularly showed interest in me. I was popular, and a good student, and I soared in activities that thrust me into the spotlight. In theater, I loved center stage. I put myself out there, took risks, and excelled at public speaking.

			This is why, after most of my close friends hear my story, they give feedback along the lines of: Wow! I didn’t know you had that trauma.

			I can’t believe you struggled with body confidence.

			I’m so sorry. I didn’t know you were suffering.

			I always find it difficult to respond, because—while everyone experiences trauma—I can honestly say nothing distressing plagued my childhood. I was born confident and was encouraged in that self-assurance by my parents, who thought the world of me. I wasn’t in the throes of  suffering all the time; however, I’d learned to use food and my body to cope with life’s struggles.

			For those on the outside, this insight can be confusing because they assume I wouldn’t feel this way for a multitude of reasons. Still, negative body image doesn’t discriminate with body size. You can be any shape, size, age, or gender and feel negatively about yourself. My intention is to bring awareness to the process that has less to do with our body and food, and more to do with our mind and heart. These steps incite the deep healing work that signals permission to live an authentic, thriving, pleasureful life. 

			Throughout my career in the healing arts, I have done more workshops than I can count. If there’s one thing I know about stories in our culture, it’s that people crave a rags-to-riches narrative. I could easily sell my audience on something that was partially true, but in doing so I’d miss the opportunity to relate to every woman who has ever wondered if her pain is valid enough.

			To present my advantaged upbringing as a story of distress would be a lie, but to say that it hasn’t been tremendously difficult to heal my relationship with food would also be a lie. So, I choose to be honest. I choose to honor myself— share stories from my past that perhaps aren’t the most harrowing narratives in the world but were certainly hard enough to affect my relationship with my body.

			In my practice, I work with people who fall into four basic categories:

			•Those who are on a healing journey with their body and food.

			•Those who are ensnared in disordered eating patterns, who see they have a problem, but do not know how to help themselves.

			•Those who are ensnared in disordered eating patterns, who do not see that they have a problem, and have no intention to help themselves.

			•Those who want to heal their body image and recognize it starts from the inside out.

			
			

			If you’re reading this book and identify with one of these categories but feel isolated on your journey—this work is for you! My content is designed to get to the heart of all troubled relationships with food and body image by addressing all the influences that keep people stuck in unhealthy patterns. This content is for everyone! We do not have to succumb to a just okay relationship with ourselves or our bodies. In fact, the bulk of my writing and seminars are rooted in the principles of Be-Friending ourselves.
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