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THE KOSHER REAL-FOOD DIET FOUNDATION

  “It is a mitzvah (commandment) for one to conduct himself with good measure and good habits and to maintain his health in order to be healthy and strong for the service of the Creator, may He be exalted.”

  —The Tur

  (a commentator during the thirteenth century in Spain and the son of the Rosh, on the eleventh chapter in the book, The Laws of the Daily Conduct)


  
CHAPTER 1

  MY KOSHER SONG

  WHY REAL FOOD?

  The real-food diet. It sounds simple enough. Eat real foods.

  Unfortunately, life is complicated. The simplicity got pushed beneath all the clutter of information out there.

  Figuring out the healthiest food to eat is harder than learning to use the aptly called smartphone. Supermarkets feature numerous products and it is difficult to navigate through poor health choices to find the foods that are actually good for you. More is not better when it comes to the food industry.

  Picture this: Standing in the bread aisle, you scratch head, confused. You are trying to be a health-savvy shopper and yet the food industry is not making it easy. Overwhelmed, you allow your child to play the game “eeny meeny miny moe” and voila! Little Timmy picks the bread of the week. Without realizing it, you leave the store with the worst kind . . . you know, the “enriched” (more like “depleted”) white flour, high fructose corn syrup, fiberless bread that should really be served as your dessert following dinner and not as a sandwich accessory.

  Packaged bread is a classic example of a heavily processed food often made with too many unrecognizable and unpronounceable ingredients rather than a basic mixture of real food. This problem is exemplified by the abundance of brands on the market that produce similar poor-quality foods—mimicking more options to the consumer; but in reality, they are all the same, single, unhealthy choice.

  Making “choices” like these and not choosing real food is one major factor in the rise of obesity in America. It’s beyond Houston . . . United States, we have a big problem.

  A female client, Laura1, came for an appointment one day with a bag full of empty food packages. An eighty-nine year old woman, Laura was living an organic, real-food way of life for longer than I have been alive. I was helping her gain much-needed weight, despite the painful shadow of irritable bowel syndrome (IBS) lurking in her every bite of food. She was teaching me, too—about real food.

  One of the plastic food packages she had was for pita, a pocketed flatbread that is a mainstay in my Middle Eastern, Mediterranean culture.

  “Beth, I’ve been buying this bread for weeks and just realized it is not 100 percent whole grain!” Laura exclaimed.

  Knowing that she is not one to be taken for a nutritionally uneducated consumer, I examined the package. Unsurprising to me, it was one of the most deceiving food products I have seen. They designed the package to make you think it is the healthiest choice. Here is what was listed on the front of the package:

  Organic: Although better for your health in many ways, it does not make a product automatically healthier (see chapter 7).

  Wheat Flour: The term makes you think it is whole-wheat flour but it does not say “whole.”

  100% Natural: The term “natural” is not Food and Drug Administration (FDA) regulated and can mean anything. Petroleum gas is “natural,” but would that make us eat it? Also, the 100% at quick glance makes you think it was stating “100% whole wheat,” a sign I tell my patients to look for on healthier products.

  Fat Free, Sugar Free, Fiber Rich: All three are playing on fad diets by highlighting the one nutrient, but is the bread as a whole healthy?

  The term wheat flour in the ingredients list on the back of the label confirms that this is not, in fact, 100 percent whole wheat. Ultimately, there are better whole-grain choices.

  If an educated consumer and nutritionist had to look twice at a brand of Middle Eastern Bakery Pita Bread, what hope is there for those consumers on the run? Most of us go food shopping in a rush, coming from or going to work, with children screaming in the shopping cart. For many of us, food shopping is simply one task on a seemingly endless list of things to do for that specific day. We need food packages to be designed simply, so that if we have only a few seconds to grab bread from the bread aisle, we grab one that will help and not hurt our health.

  Wishful thinking? Perhaps. It may be too big of an undertaking to challenge the entire food industry, but we can take control over our food choices.

  Through this book, I can help make it easier for you to choose foods to eat to create a healthier you. You will receive guidance on how to make your plate, which foods to eat more or less of, how to eat real foods out of your home, and of course, how to shop for real foods. After following the advice in this book, you will notice more energy, a clearer complexion, better digestive health and sleep patterns, and other lifestyle improvements, in addition to the scale sliding downward in the best possible way: continuously, slowly, and steadily.

  MY KOSHER SONG

  Along with helping you eat real food for your real life, I will give you a glimpse into my kosher way of life. Food plays an integral role in the Jewish culture. The importance of family, observance of holidays, and frequent celebrations all share one thing in common: good food.

  Born and raised an Orthodox Jew, I am what I call a “mix breed” of both Sephardic (emigrated from Spain to the regions of Aleppo/Damascus Syria and my union with marriage into the Moroccan culture) and Ashkenazi (Russian and Eastern European) ancestry. As a result, my culinary cuisines are eclectic. From savory Middle Eastern and Eastern Mediterranean dishes with spices like cumin and allspice, exotic salads, and kosher Moroccan fish dishes, to classic heart-warming chicken soup, coleslaw and potato salads, I come to you with a tale, and a taste, of two cities.

  Traveling back to the days in the old country of my Syrian heritage, the concept of real food was real life. The popular Mediterranean diet was truly a lifestyle. It was frequently quoted for its anti-inflammatory and health-promoting benefits including weight management, improvements in asthma and allergies, decreased risk of Parkinson’s disease, rheumatoid arthritis, depression, poor eye health, oral health, and infertility. Families walked to the market bright and early for the best selections, bought their grass-fed meat and fish (delicacies that were typically reserved for Sabbath meals on Friday night and Saturday lunch); purchased local fruits and vegetables and spices just picked from the fields; fermented their own wine, pickles, dairy and cheeses; and cooked their own fresh dishes daily. In fact, Aleppo is frequently referred to as Haleb, an Arabic word meaning “He milks.” They ate family meals together and took the time to enjoy each other’s company and their food.

  Most Syrian dishes incorporated vegetables like okra, eggplant, potatoes, mushrooms, and different types of beans, lentils, and peas (see chapter 7). Whole grains, like bulgur, were incorporated into hot and cold dishes (see chapter 6). A variety of salads was also a mainstay in each meal and were heavily seasoned with health-promoting spices (see Recipes). Families fermented and pickled many foods; their own grape leaves, peppers, tomatoes, beets, turnips, cucumbers, and fresh olives soaked in myriad spices. They ate from protein sources that included freshly made cheeses, commonly referred to as Syrian Cheese, and the majority of their dairy intake came from plain cultured yogurt called Laban.

  Lastly, the food group with the ominous dark cloud over it today—fats (a true delicacy because it was not readily available and was expensive) was consumed minimally during the Sabbath, but thoroughly enjoyed. Cheryl, the wife of a cancer patient I counseled at the Morris I. Franco Community Cancer Center in Brooklyn, New York, loved her fat. One afternoon, I met with her husband, a seventy-year-old male, Charlie, who had pancreatic cancer. I winced at the diagnosis sprawled in black and white on a form inside his folder. Charlie came to see me after he had completed an intense four-month chemotherapy and radiation cycle that left him both emotionally and physically depleted. He was beginning a seven-week respite and awaiting an update from the doctors on what to do next. It was an opportune time to focus on eating real food.

  “Our goal, Charlie,” I began to say, “is to build you back up.”

  He smiled and perked up. Finally, he felt hopeful.

  “I know! Look at my legs, I lost all my muscle!” he said with a chuckle. He had a soft-spoken voice and I noticed a foreign twinge to his English.

  “What’s done is done,” I continued to say. “The treatments made you feel the way you do. You can take back control of your life by taking charge of what you eat. Work with what we can control.”2

  I began with my endorsement of proteins and healthy fats. I spoke of how necessary they are to everyone’s diet—and how especially critical they were to Charlie’s. I could see a sense of understanding come over Cheryl’s face as I spoke to her husband. Cheryl was born and raised in Syria on a real-food diet that changed once she moved to America in adulthood.

  Cheryl told us about her past diet. She remembered going to the market and paying extra money to buy the fat and bones of the animals. What would now be discarded as scraps were treasures to her family. Her mother cooked the fat and made bone marrow broths. She concluded with what I often hear from immigrants: “And we didn’t know about these health problems we hear of today.” (Back then they did not suffer many of the health problems of today such as the rapid rise in cancer, allergies and asthma.)

  Shocking, right? They were eating what we were told is unhealthy: foods high in fat. Is there something we’re missing?

  THE MISSING PIECE TO THE HEALTH PUZZLE

  There is a piece missing, but it is mostly in our puzzle not theirs. It is called real food. To me, real food is defined as the closest thing to being fresh and whole, minimally processed, G–d given, and available since biblical times. There are many definitions of “real, whole food” and people regularly debate topics such as “Which foods did the cavemen eat?” and “Is an only plant-based diet the answer?”

  Throughout this book, my goal is to fly above the controversies. While I intend to present both sides to every debate, I will explain my takeaway for you to incorporate into your real-food diet with my kosher seal of approval. Here are the foods I fit into the category of “real” for optimal health:

  
    	Grass-fed beef and chicken

    	Pastured eggs

    	Fermented dairy

    	Whole grains

    	Plant-based oils

    	Nuts

    	Seeds

    	Fruits

    	Vegetables

    	Legumes

  

  All preferably organic, all with kosher certification to fit into my real-food kosher diet.

  The list encompasses all food groups. Allow me to repeat: all food groups. Restriction is never the answer to better health; but the emphasis on quality of foods is key. A calorie is no longer thought to be just a calorie. Grass-fed meat ensures the animals are not fed proinflammatory soy or corn, makes more vitamin D from the sunlight, and the meat is higher in other fat-soluble vitamins and the anti-inflammatory Omega-3 fatty acids. Quality proteins like pastured eggs can be 20 percent higher in Omega-3 fats. The fermented dairy incorporates enzymes and natural probiotics that feed our gut with disease-fighting bacteria and helps to promote easier digestion and immune health. Aside from reports of better taste, organic produce helps minimize the toxic load on our systems and the environment. Whole grains maintain their nutritional quality of fiber, B vitamins, iron, and minerals like magnesium and selenium—and some even have more protein, too.

  A well-balanced diet, with variety, freshness, and satisfying flavor, is not a novel concept, but is one that has gotten lost to controversy. In my path toward better health, I exposed myself to many different nutrition styles. Like a trendy dress, I wore a diet until it was no longer in style and switched to the next one. I fell hard for the different mantras: red meat is evil, all carbohydrates are bad, don’t eat all day and eat only at night, then eat all day and not at night. I was left like most of us: confused, exhausted, and gaining weight. I did not feel healthy.

  Growing up, I loved all food, especially junk food. As a child, I looked forward to going to dance class after school. My friends and I would arrive at dance class forty-five minutes before it started. The first thing we did was walk five doors down and into a liquor store. Not to drink alcohol, of course, but to buy the snack bags at the register. The eight of us would run a tab and buy one twenty-four ounce bag of chips. I heaved down more than my share, licking each finger as though it would be the last time I would taste that flavor.

  In high school, I was introduced to the world of dieting. I witnessed students bringing a salad, a scooped out “bagel,” or nothing for lunch, and I heard frequent complaints of being fat. My way of being nutritious was eating pretzels and friends’ leftovers for lunch and drinking at least two cans of Dr. Pepper soda during the school day.

  I also began to exercise during high school. I tagged along with my father to the gym two nights per week and rewarded myself with a Coca-Cola slurpee afterward. One night as I got my fix and guzzled the slurpee down, I remember my father casually mentioning, “You know, we just put all that hard work into burning calories.” The comment set the foundation, in a healthy way.

  “Ooohhh,” I thought, “it’s not only what you push out of your body, but what you put in as well.” I was vigorously missing the other half of health—the better half.

  It was not until college that I became interested in nutrition as a science. Since I was an English major, I needed special permission from the head of the biology department to take an elective in nutrition. The professor asked quizzically, “Why does an English major want to take a science course?”—a question that followed me throughout my career.

  I answered, “Does a scientist not need to know English?” He signed the paper with no further comment. To me, I never saw a conflict.

  During that time, I also went on the South Beach Diet and, while I do not support the avoidance of carbohydrates, I learned a lot about the glycemic index and the effects of blood sugar on one’s health. The seeds of how food affects the body were now planted in my mind.

  Throughout my continuing education for a master’s of science degree in nutrition and working in the field as a registered dietitian, I strategically exposed myself to different schools of nutrition thought. From the mainstream to alternative, I worked in a hospital setting, a nursing home, and with children with Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) and autism. I found that each had their own method of treating various diseases from a nutritional perspective. Instead of getting caught up in the controversy, I sought to find the common thread—and I did! I did.

  The secret to health—the one nondebatable concept from any medical point-of-view, is a simple message that is subdued by the chaos of what became the world of nutrition:

  Eat real food.

  What if I were to tell you something brand new hit the market? A miracle drug that can help with weight management, fatigue and trouble sleeping, and managing diseases like diabetes, cancer, IBS, emotional issues of stress and anxiety, in addition to symptoms of autism and ADHD, arthritis, and acne. The cost is low, and it’s always available and has no scary side effects. Oh, and it tastes great and comes in different varieties, so if you don’t like one, you can try another. Would you be the first person in line to get it?

  No need to wait. This miracle is real food!

  Throughout the years, we’ve become a “pill popping” society. And while there is a place for prescriptions when medically necessary, too little emphasis, if any, is placed on the power of food as medicine. One prudent example is in the case of diabetes and the importance of managing blood sugar. Despite medications, blood sugar cannot be adequately controlled without lifestyle improvements in diet and exercise.

  CLEANING UP THE DIET: THE FOUNDATION

  We can help manage most diseases with the answers to the questions of what, why, when, and how we eat. Our first step is to clean up the diet and replenish your body with nourishing, real foods. The principle is not only what you take out, like the fads of gluten-free, sugar-free, fat-free, or carb-free, but also what foods you add in their places. In short, it is about the diet as a whole—my definition of a whole-foods diet.

  Years ago, our ancestors simply ate meat and plants. They physically worked outside all day hunting animals and picking their own grains, fruits, and vegetables.

  Hence, problem number one.

  Fortunately, the United States provides us with a land of plenty—plenty of opportunities, plenty of comfort, and plenty of ready-made food. The unfortunate part about it is we lost the definition of just that: food. Eating the “whole foods” of biblical days would leave our bodies fully nourished and healthy and our minds clear and focused.

  I’m going to take you back to the good old days of eating real food, how G–d meant it to be eaten, and make it fit into your real life. With our small changes, the bigger picture of America will change from one containing an oversized, unhealthy population to one full of fit and fabulous people.

  THE KOSHER SEAL: HOW TO READ THIS BOOK

  Throughout this book, I will share with you seven steps to living a real life with real food. I will take you inside the different food groups and teach you which ones are better for your health with my “kosher seal” of approval versus foods that are all about the hype or are just plain harmful for your health. I will walk you through the aisles of the supermarket and be your companion when eating outside the home so you can learn to apply the principles of the real-food diet to your real life. Finally, we will end with three weeks of meal plans and some delectable dishes from my own Middle Eastern/Mediterranean–style kitchen to add to your repertoire of simple, healthy, and real-food cuisines.


  
CHAPTER 2

  KOSHER OR NOT KOSHER?

  “He humbled you, causing you to hunger and then feeding you with manna, which neither you nor your fathers had known, to teach you that man does not live on bread alone but on every word that comes from the mouth of the lord.”

  —Deuteronomy 8:3

  “And the Lord spoke to Moses and Aaron, saying to them, ‘Speak to the people of Israel,’ saying, ‘These are the living things that you may eat among all the animals that are on the earth. Whatever parts the hoof and is cloven-footed and chews the cud, among the animals, you may eat. Nevertheless, among those that chew the cud or part the hoof, you shall not eat these: The camel, because it chews the cud but does not part the hoof, is unclean to you. And the rock badger, because it chews the cud but does not part the hoof, is unclean to you. . . . ’”

  —Leviticus 11:1-47

  3kosher

  /'kōSHər/

  Adjective

  
    	(of food, or premises in which food is sold, cooked, or eaten) Satisfying the requirements of Jewish law.

    	(of a person) Observing Jewish food laws.

  

  Before embarking on your exodus of eating mostly heavily processed foods, it will be helpful to learn about another exodus where more ideal dietary behavior was real life: the days of Moses and the Israelites in the desert.

  The foundation of the Israelite, or Jewish, diet is kosher. I used Google.com to find the definition above and was surprised to read the description because it limits the vast scope of the kosher world.

  Modern-day vernacular is a more apropos use of the word kosher. The meaning extends beyond food and as a reference to anything “pure” or “proper,” such as the way to handle a business deal, wear an outfit, or act at work. Aside from kashrut standards (a set of Jewish dietary laws), keeping kosher expands to ways we approach how, when, what, and why we eat, and into how we live a righteous life.

  Although kashrut guidelines can be found throughout the days of the forefathers—Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob—they became written law passed from G–d to Moses, the prophet, during the days in the desert. Since then, kosher laws transformed into a huge part of Jewish life and set standards on real food.

  THE BIBLE AND REAL FOOD

  We learn many real food, real life lessons from a miracle food in the bible: the manna. After the Israelites were freed as slaves from Egypt under the Pharaoh, G–d provided them with the manna to eat throughout the forty years traveling through the desert. The manna was described in the Book of Exodus as “a fine, flake-like thing like the frost on the ground and white like the coriander seed in color” (Exodus 16:15). Some commentaries report raw manna tasted like wafers made with oil. Others specify it tasted like honey to children, bread to adults, and oil to the elderly. Israelites also ground manna and pounded it into cakes or baked it, resulting in a flavor of cakes baked in oil.

  We can learn from the Israelite’s daily routine of collecting the manna quickly from outside their tents before the heat of the sun melted it. They were forbidden to carry the day’s portion into the next day. If the manna was left over, it “bred worms and stank.”

  The exception to the daily collection requirement was in preparation for the Sabbath, day of rest, when they collected double portion to carry over and eat the next day (the introduction of the Sabbath was instituted at that time since you cannot carry anything outside the home on the Sabbath):

  “This is what the LORD commanded: ‘Tomorrow is to be a day of rest, a holy Sabbath to the LORD. So bake what you want to bake and boil what you want to boil. Save whatever is left and keep it until morning.” (Exodus 16:23-24)

  If only we can incorporate their dietary habits into ours: eat daily, G–d given, fresh foods gathered from right outside our homes (local farms) for our families to eat.

  MANNA AND ME

  While I was in elementary school, I remember learning the manna tasted like anything you wanted. I pictured a scene out of the movie Willie Wonka & the Chocolate Factory that introduced the “everlasting gobstoppers.” If gobstoppers were real, I’d think the manna would have similar qualities. There would be a few interesting limitations: the manna would not taste like fish, cucumbers, melons, leeks, onion, or garlic as stated in the book of Bamidbar, 11:5—“We remember the fish, which we were wont to eat in Egypt for nought; the cucumbers, and the melons, and the leeks, and the onions, and the garlic”—because it was thought to be unhealthy for nursing mothers and infants, as Rashi (Rabbi Shlomo Yitzhaki, a medieval French commentator on the Talmud and Tanakh [Hebrew bible]) specified.
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  The guidelines for living a real kosher life with real food can be traced back to the days in the desert. I stamp my kosher seal on the Israelite way of eating fresh, local foods daily; cooking and preparing what G–d hand-delivered in its natural form. I also approve the potential for food to taste like whatever we can create in our own kitchen. If it is not feasible in your real life to eat this way 100 percent of the time, then aim for 80 percent. It will still have a significant positive impact on your weight and overall health.

  How did we lose sight of our G–d intended meal plans?

  
    Did you know?

    The names of both the sugar mannose and its hydrogenated sugar alcohol, mannitol, are derived from manna. By extension, “manna” has been used to refer to any divine or spiritual nourishment.1

  

  KASHRUT: THE TECHNICALITITES

  Aside from the guidelines of a kosher diet inferring how to eat and how much, it is important to be aware of the stringent technicalities of kashrut.

  
ANIMAL MEATS

  The Bible states that animals are kosher when they both chew their cud and have split hooves (Leviticus 11:3). Kosher animals include cow, ox, lamb, goat, and deer. Having one qualification does not constitute a kosher animal. Specifically, the Bible mentions these unkosher animals: the hare, hyrax, camel, and pig. Unkosher birds are ones that prey, fish-eating water birds, and bats. Kosher fowl are chicken, turkey, duck, goose, pigeon, and pheasant.

  In the books of Leviticus and Deuteronomy, we are shown that anything residing in the seas and rivers must have fins and scales to be kosher (Leviticus 11:9). Not kosher fish include catfish, swordfish, skate, sturgeon, monkfish, and mackerel. For the most part, all “flying creeping things,” such as shellfish and insects, are not kosher. (There are four exceptions, including locusts.)

  The product of any ritually unclean animal is unkosher, such as eggs, jelly, and cheese derived from that source. The same principle applies to kosher animals: their produce such as eggs (without blood present inside), milk, and meat is, for the most part, deemed kosher. There are laws specifically timing when to eat milk versus meat, as well. We also learn not to combine milk with meat from the Bible with this statement in Deuteronomy, 14:21: “You shall not boil a kid in its mother’s milk” (see chapter 5).

  Cheeses manufactured today must have a hechsher, (see Kosher Symbols image) or a kosher certification, since the ingredients call for the enzyme rennet that separates the curds and whey of the dairy to make the cheese. Oftentimes, rennet is derived from the stomach lining of an animal versus microbial and plant sources.

  Gelatin, hydrolyzed collagen from the main protein in the connective tissue of animals, is an ingredient with a similar kashrut issue to the rennet in cheese. Since it can be derived from the lining of pigskin, it has to have a kosher certification that shows the gelatin came from a kosher source, i.e. kosher fish skin.

  
BLOOD

  The kashrut laws forbid the consumption of blood because it indicates “the life [being] in the blood.” As a result, the meat goes through a process known as Meliha. The kosher meat is first soaked in water for a half hour to open its pores. It is heavily salted on both sides and placed on a sloped plank for one hour so that the salt covering draws blood from the meat via osmosis and the blood can drain. Finally, the Shohet (see below) bangs off the salt and rinses the meat three times.

  Because there is too much blood in internal organs like livers, lungs, and hearts, these pieces are taken out of the meat before salting for optimal blood removal. However, the hindquarters of nonfowl livestock are strictly forbidden, unless certain veins and fat deposits are removed. This is a reminder of the time Jacob fought with Esau’s guardian angel and was hurt in that area of the body (Genesis 32:33).
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  Prohibitions against eating pork, shrimp, shellfish, and many types of seafood, most insects, scavenger birds, and various other animals are forbidden in a kosher diet.

  RITUAL SLAUGHTER

  The process of how to slaughter an animal is paid close attention. The mandatory details were created to ensure the animal dies instantly without unnecessary suffering.

  Only a trained professional who is known to be a pious Jew and observes the Sabbath, called a Shohet, is allowed to perform the slaughtering process. The large, razor-sharp knife is inspected before each slaughtering to ensure there are no irregularities to circumvent the slaughter. Otherwise, the entire meat will be deemed not kosher.

  The Talmud (the body of Jewish civil and ceremonial law and legend comprising the Mishnah [text] and the Gemara [commentary]), later specified laws about the consumption of animals dying from diseases. As a result, the final process after ritual slaughter includes the need for the entire animal meat to be checked to ensure seventy different indicators, such as blemishes or scars, are not present. A blemish may indicate problems with the animal, such as inflammation, which may be passed on to the individual. The final step of checking the meat (especially the lung for any strings attached to it or the slightest hole or scar) is what entitles a cut of meat to be “glatt” kosher, a Yiddish word meaning smooth.

  KEEPING KOSHER AND HEALTHY

  Being born and bred in the kosher world, I eyewitnessed the evolution of the kosher market. I know that just because a product has a kosher symbol does not mean it is automatically healthier.

  Unfortunately, like most aspects of the American diet, the kosher way of life traveled far from its real-food origins of the Israelite days in the desert. Yet, certain kashrut laws place greater emphasis on some foods, like glatt kosher meat, setting them at a higher health caliber than other non-kosher varieties.
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  Ultimately, the reason why Jewish people keep kosher is simple: because G–d said so. But, the Rambam (Mosheh ben Maimon, called Moses Maimonides, a preeminent medieval Jewish philosopher and one of the most prolific and followed Torah scholars and physicians of the Middle Ages) ventures to share in his book, Guide to the Perplexed (3:48), a surprising theory to explain the rational basis for the Torah’s dietary laws: “I maintain that the food which is forbidden by the Law is unwholesome.” However, there are modern-day processing methods that have made poor choices out of many inherent kosher, healthier ones.

  I stamp my Kosher Seal of Approval on living a kosher life, in general, because it can focus your path toward better health in these ways:

  
    	
It eliminates about 30 percent of food products from the market and allows you to focus on fewer items to make a more healthful choice. These days, we are faced with an overwhelming amount of products shadowing healthier choices that only make a smart choice more difficult to make (see chapter 10).

    	Since you are inspecting a food package for kosher ingredients and a hechsher (kosher symbol), it encourages you to read food labels.

    	Because of all the laws you read about, keeping kosher also teaches you a sense of discipline when it comes to how to eat and when to eat and acclimates you to saying no to some food choices both inside and outside the home—a practice essential to living a real-food way of real life (see chapter 9).

    	
It is vital to understand that foods with a kosher symbol do not make them automatically more healthful. In the coming chapters, I will show you how to sift through various foods to find the healthy choices amongst kosher real food.

  


  
CHAPTER 3

  L’CHAIM (TO LIFE)

  “G–d, Thou hast appointed me to watch over the life and death of Thy creatures: here am I ready for my vocation.”

  —Maimonides, Oath for Physicians

  In the kosher world, it is customary to end a toast with the salute “L’Chaim!” (“To life!”) It is common to approach dietary changes with a primary goal of losing weight. During patient assessments, I often find their issues are affecting other areas in addition to their weight. They may not be sleeping well, they may lack energy, feel depressed and anxious, or experience gastrointestinal issues like constipation. You will quickly come to realize through the following chapters that incorporating real foods into your real life surpasses a desire to solely lose weight and allows you to reach the ultimate goal: to have a good and healthy life—a true testament to “L’Chaim.” Think: Eat real food. Live real change.

  Heading into any dietary changes with your “I need to be skinny” foot will set you up for long-term failure. Instead, adopt my mantra: “It’s not about being skinny or overweight, it’s about being healthy.” Putting the emphasis on health—a positive message—and not the desire to be super skinny lifts an intense pressure that ties too many negative emotions to eating. Any extreme calorie cutting diet would result in weight loss, but does it make you healthier? What you need to make is real-world, lifestyle changes for overall better health, with weight loss as a welcomed corollary.

  If you feel overwhelmed as you read on, repeat my mantra. Take comfort in knowing you are not going on another fad diet that is restrictive, temporary, and depressing. Personally, I cringe when I hear patients say the word diet. Even though the Greek language interprets diet as simply a way of eating, the word has come to lose its innocence. Nowadays, “dieting” sets off alarm bells in your mind. Your body reacts by going into lockdown mode. I can envision a scene similar to a bank robbery with iron gates crashing down in the vault while overwhelming panic and claustrophobia creeps over you. There is no way the anxious feelings can last for the rest of your life. As a result, whatever restrictive effort you invest is temporary. All the futile hard work leaves you unhappy and unhealthy.

  THE REAL-FOOD, REAL-LIFE DIET

  I would like to begin by suggesting you obliterate the misconception of the word diet from your mind. Instead, we will restore the true terminology as a way of eating by exploring the real foods you should fit into your real life. What that means is that you should aim to eat the way I am going to describe 80 percent of the time. No one is asking for you to be perfect; rather, the goal is to be more mindful of your diet. (Remember, the word diet now means “a way of eating”!)

  These lifestyle changes pave the way for permanent benefits in not only weight loss, but improvements in energy, mood, sleep, skin, and other areas. Start by taking the pressure off the need to be skinny and instead think about being healthy. You should already feel weight lift off your shoulders.

  
THE REAL-FOOD DIET FOUNDATION

  I will break down my way of eating a real-food diet with these seven simple steps. Think of them as the foundation of the plan—a precursor to more specifics about the actual food choices in the coming chapters. Just as G–d gave Moses the Ten Commandments, I am providing you with my Seven Commandments on how to follow my real-food diet. When in doubt, or in any situation when you are not in control, resort back to these guidelines:

  Steps to Living a Real Life with Real Food:

  
    	Eat real food (minimally processed) about every three hours during the day (no less than two hours after you ate previously, no more than four hours apart).

    	Design your lunch and dinner with the plate model: one-quarter high-quality protein, one-quarter whole grain carbohydrates, and half non-starchy vegetables.

    	For breakfast and snacks, always think protein and fiber.

    	Keep a daily food, hunger, and mood diary.

    	Move it—a minimum of thirty minutes per day!

    	Get six to eight hours of quality sleep per night.

    	Drink up! (Water, that is!)

  

  STEP 1: EAT EVERY TWO TO THREE HOURS

  Celia, on her first visit, worked with me to map out a meal plan of real food. Her former diet consisted of drinking coffee throughout the day, grabbing a yogurt on occasion, eating dinner, and munching at night. After the meal plan was neatly organized, she looked at it and remarked, “This is a lot of food.” Fear set over her and Celia thought she would gain weight as opposed to her goal of losing it.

  After beginning to eat the real-food way, Celia realized she was previously falling short of her calorie requirements for the day and overeating at night. Her body was mostly in conservation mode, storing her calories instead of burning them for energy. Celia’s metabolism was at a standstill and needed to be revved up by scheduling when to eat.

  Despite what you may think about the plan at first, you are not meant to eat more calories than necessary. Rather, you should eat fewer, more nutrient-dense calories in multiple sittings, spread over the course of the day, in a more satisfying and efficient way. You will come to learn the quality of food matters in the overall context of quantity.

  After a few weeks following an eating routine, you will be attuned to, and trusting of, your natural hunger and satiety cues. In fact, the Rambam wrote, “One should eat only when he is hungry and drink only when he’s thirsty. . . . One should not eat until his stomach is full but should rather eat around a quarter less than his fill”—an art of eating behavior we will accomplish after beginning an eating schedule.

  Imagine this: Your body is like your newborn baby. Here you are, responsible for this precious being, feeling a sense of love and inherent urge to provide for necessities. You would never think of selling it short with foods that are low quality.

  Furthermore, a baby thrives on a schedule, just like your body. Your body loves to know when you are going to eat, allowing your metabolism to work at full capacity by trusting that it will get the food it needs on time. Your metabolism is moving, your hormones are balanced—namely insulin (which pulls sugar from the blood and into the cells) and cortisol (the “stress” hormone)—your brain is steadily fueled and you are happy and content, mind and body. If you skip meals, then you fall off schedule, becoming cranky and unhappy like a baby who desperately yearns for consistency, inside and out.

  Your goal is to eat about every two to three hours, which helps keep you full and satisfied. Studies show that keeping your insulin hormones in check allows for optimal weight control and health. With breakfast, it is best to start your metabolic clock and eat within one hour of waking. After the natural six- to eight-hour overnight fast while you sleep, your body goes into conservation mode. The opportunity to “clean your internal engine” is welcomed by your body as a break from eating and a time to fulfill other processes including the breaking down of glycogen, the storage form of carbohydrates and, ultimately, fats. As much as we would love to lose fat, remember that fats are also a source of energy in the body (see chapter 4 “Fats: Why We Need Them”). The loss of your body’s source for energy, namely glucose, protein, and fats causes the liver to make its own sugar through a process called gluconeogenesis. It is a wonderful survival instinct that ensures your brain is fueled at times of starvation.

  Another byproduct of conservation mode is triglycerides, an alternate source of energy when needed. The fat takes advantage of the time without glucose to make as many triglycerides as possible since your body cannot both make triglycerides and take part in the uptake of glucose when you start eating again. The longer you keep your body in starvation mode, the more triglycerides your body creates . . . not a good thing.

  Therefore, it is important to stop the starvation process when you wake up on a normal morning so you can begin burning calories, not conserving them. Fueling yourself as fast as possible ignites the fire in your metabolism and provides your muscles with much-needed protein to switch into recovery mode. Otherwise, you will continue breaking down proteins from your muscles so the body can use them. Similar to how a fetus is nourished inside a womb, if you do not supply your body with food, it will get its required nutrients even if it has to pull them from your muscles, bones, vitamin stores, and other places.

  [image: images]

  I stamp my Kosher Seal of Approval on starting the real-food diet by eating within one hour of waking up and no more than four hours, no less than two hours, following the previous meal or snack.

  REAL-FOOD SNACK ATTACK


  Following breakfast, eat a nutritious snack within two to three hours. For example, if you eat breakfast at 8 a.m, then you should eat a snack about 10:30 a.m. A snack is a nutritious power punch that keeps your hormones at bay, your metabolism moving, and palate satisfied. Ideally, it consists of real foods with a protein and fiber combination that fall within the 100–200 calorie range depending on the quality of food and your daily caloric needs (see Snack Ideas). It is not that other snack food options are forbidden, but to encourage your consumption of quality real foods, you are allotted only the one non-real-food snack. For example, if you decide to indulge in a 100-calorie snack pack, then that is all you should consume in that sitting. You shouldn’t look for another food to add another 100 calories because those non-real-food calories are metabolized differently than real foods.

  The next time to have a snack is between lunch and dinner, along with an optional after-dinner snack if you have a habit of the nighttime munchies. This should always take place within the two- to three-hour window timed from when you ate previously.
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