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To all the people who wrestle with weight and search for eternal well-being.

To those who have rekindled the fire in their belly and illuminated their life.

And to my parents, who taught me patience, adaptability, and resilience—the simple keys to a happy life.


When diet is wrong, medicine is of no use.

When diet is correct, medicine is of no need.

—AYURVEDIC PROVERB



Foreword


by Deepak Chopra, MD

Looking back, I find it astonishing to realize that almost everything that was left out of medical school training when I was becoming a physician now occupies center stage. I was taught nothing about the mind-body connection, which most of my professors would have scoffed at if it had been brought up. Thoughts and feelings were like ghosts in the machine, disconnected from the body. Prevention was considered unworthy of wasting time on—it could be left to hygienists and public health authorities. Nutrition was even low on the totem pole and could be left to home economics teachers in high school.

As for Eastern medical systems, they existed somewhere over the horizon, so far over that nothing about them was actually known before it could be dismissed. Now the situation has changed, and when I welcome The Hot Belly Diet as one of the most practical and useful ways to improve your life through Ayurveda, many readers will know what I’m referring to. Thanks to the popularity of integrative medicine, India’s traditional system of Ayurveda—the term literally translates as “science of life”—has become another healing modality that is worthy of respect and study. More to the point, it has made invaluable contributions to self-care.

Self-care has become the dominant focus of prevention over the past few decades. In medical school, I was taught that health is the absence of disease, an entirely inadequate definition. Health is a positive state whose elements—balance, energy, a sense of well-being, resistance to disease, and the promoting of healing—are exactly what Ayurveda aims to maintain and nurture.

Dr. Suhas G. Kshirsagar has founded a thriving practice on his extensive knowledge of Ayurveda, so one would expect that his book contains a fund of fascinating information and guidance. At the same time, however, its basic principle is simple: The digestive tract is the most critical system in the body, because it supplies the energy that allows cells to go through their life cycle, from birth to death, in a state of perfect balance. The key concept is agni, the digestive fire, which supplies vitality to the whole mind-body system when it is burning brightly and efficiently. Moreover, the quality of your metabolism—the process of converting food energy into bodily tissues—decides the quality and quantity of the life you experience. If you have a humming metabolism fueled by agni, you will slow down your body’s aging process and boost its overall health. This is the very basis of The Hot Belly Diet.

As used in India, agni crosses all kinds of boundaries. The original Sanskrit word can be literal (any fire is called “agni”), metaphorical (as in “digestive fire”), mythic (as in the sacrificial fires that ceremonially burn away evil and nourish good), and spiritual (the Vedic gods include one named Agni). This flagrant liberality would have appalled my medical-school professors, as proponents of Western scientific medicine (as was my father, one of the first British-trained cardiologists in postindependence India). But the need has since arisen to approach well-being from a holistic perspective. In reality, when mind and body are totally intertwined, respecting rigid boundaries makes little sense—in fact, it’s bad medicine.

We are lucky to be living during an exciting time for self-care, prevention, and the rise of holistic health. More knowledge about health is available than ever before, yet society continues to suffer from serious lifestyle disorders that are largely preventable. Getting new MDs up to speed is still a problem, although integrative medicine is fast making inroads. So it’s up to anyone who wants to maintain a high level of well-being to explore the possibilities personally. Dr. Kshirsagar is an excellent, reliable guide to the most important questions that we all face:

What is the wisdom of the body?

How can our innate healing system be supported?

What part does diet play in long-term health?

What is the best approach to slowing down and preventing the aging process?

There are mind-body answers to these questions, and since Ayurveda respected the wisdom of the body thousands of years before Western medicine stopped dismissing the concept out of hand, I think The Hot Belly Diet will prove invaluable.

A personal note: I first met Dr. Kshirsagar more than twenty years ago, during the height of the Transcendental Meditation movement, when I was just beginning to turn my focus to Ayurveda and mind-body medicine in general. I’ve seen him grow over the years as a compassionate healer and expert clinician who now directs Ayurvedic Healing, an integrative wellness clinic in Northern California. As a sought-after speaker and lecturer, he travels throughout the world teaching courses in Ayurveda, training doctors, and providing consultations for thousands of people.

In 2006 we started to work closely together, and he’s become a regular teacher at The Chopra Center for Wellbeing, in Carlsbad, California, as well as a featured speaker at many of its signature programs and workshops. As one of my trusty advisers, he is responsible for helping me create a number of formulas and products rooted in our shared philosophy.

It’s nice to see more people embracing the power of integrative medicine today, but many are still lost and confused—the things they’ve had drummed into them about prevention haven’t turned into action. Change is hard. But as the obesity epidemic rages and lifestyle diseases remain the number one cause of fatality in America, people will keep wishing and hoping for the secret to perfect health. This book holds many such secrets. It will show you how to gain control over your waistline and guide you to the right way to eat for your body type (dosha) that current dieting fads cannot. May The Hot Belly Diet help you to bring mind-body balance, nourishment, and health into your life like never before. Dr. Kshirsagar has done all the hard work for you, telling you exactly what to do while also highlighting the pertinent science that he’s diligently researched to make his ancient message come alive in the twenty-first century.

For all of these reasons, you need to turn to Ayurveda, and I can’t think of a more qualified person than Dr. Kshirsagar to translate the concepts that I’ve been exploring and writing about for years into a practical program that anyone can access. The invitation is open; healing awaits.



PART ONE

Life




CHAPTER 1

Rekindle Your Fire, Rekindle Your Life

To eat is human, but to digest is divine.

—AYURVEDIC PROVERB

Jane was a forty-eight-year-old executive whose weight had crept up in recent years despite her constantly counting calories. When she came to see me, she was hoping I’d give her a secret formula for revving up her metabolism and effortlessly shedding the extra twenty pounds she’d been trying to lose to no avail. Her belly fat in particular bothered her the most, and it didn’t budge even when she went to dieting extremes. She also wanted to gain back the vibrant energy that had escaped her some ten years ago, for she felt chronically tired, spent, and bloated. And she was clear with me that she knew everything there was to know about weight loss. While she admitted that she had no time to exercise during the week due to her constantly busy work at a large nonprofit, she followed all the other “rules” that stood at the center of virtually every popular diet of late: going low-carb; curbing refined sugars, gluten, dairy, and alcohol; making breakfast the most important meal of the day; and eating routinely throughout the day to dodge “dangerous” feelings of hunger.

But nothing was working. Her daily menu consisted of coffee for breakfast, a salad for lunch (dressing on the side), and whole wheat pasta for dinner with fish or chicken and a side of steamed vegetables. To prevent hunger pangs in between meals, she kept whole grain bars on hand. To say Jane was frustrated was an understatement. What probably surprised her the most was the question I asked her once she was done sharing with me her history and discontent: Jane, I know you’re here to seek help with your weight and low energy, but what is bugging you the most?

Let’s cut to the story of Macy for a moment, a forty-six-year-old African American woman who had struggled with her weight all her life. She had bloomed to 286 pounds when I first saw her in my office, and those last one hundred pounds had come on during the past decade. Macy was a teacher of nonviolent communication, but it was evident to me at our initial visit that, although she was an excellent listener with an intuitive sense of her students’ inner thinking processes, Macy didn’t listen to her own voice within. Her internal dialogue was as dead as her metabolism, and she wasn’t connected to her own thoughts and body. Which is why she—like Jane—was taken aback by one of my first questions to her: Macy, how do you feel in your body? What does it take for you to feel motivated?

Now let’s meet Craig, a twenty-nine-year-old CFO in Silicon Valley with high cholesterol and elevated blood sugar. About forty pounds overweight, he had no history of diabetes, but his blood work indicated that he was in a prediabetic state—a clear sign that his metabolism wasn’t running efficiently and that his issues likely originated in his gut. His doctor wanted to put him on diabetes drugs and Lipitor, a popular cholesterol-lowering medication. Craig had previously visited me to deal with his acne, so he returned seeking help in taking control of his blood sugar and cholesterol without having to resort to drugs. And, like my other patients, Craig was bemused by my question to him: Craig, what’s going on in your life?

Within a matter of weeks, I began to turn all three of these people’s health around. Jane lost her first seven pounds by the three-week mark, and a total of sixteen pounds over the course of six weeks. That may not seem like a tremendous amount, compared to many people, but as her excess fat disappeared, including that stubborn belly fat, she gained precious muscle mass and recouped youthful energy. Macy’s weight began to drop immediately and dramatically. Although when she first saw me she was afraid to go to the gym due to her weight, it didn’t take long to get her motivated through our work together. When I explained to her that her life had become stagnant and sedentary and that this was reflective of her health and body, she agreed that she felt “trapped” and “boxed in” by her life’s responsibilities and ongoing demands. Our goal, then, was to bring life, or prana, back into her so it could open up the channels of her body to support radiant health and ideal weight. And this task would start with her diet, which is how I launch all of my patients’ transformations, since it immediately targets ground zero: the belly and how it metabolizes food to then give life and health to every other system in the body. Within just one week, Macy felt a huge difference in her level of energy and self-motivation. She also began to have positive conversations with herself that reinforced her confidence and good attitude. Over the first four weeks, she lost a whopping twenty-six pounds and was well on her way to achieving a goal weight that she’d never seen before in her entire life. She also began to experience a normal menstrual cycle, something she hadn’t had in years. This was a true sign of her body returning to its natural, optimal state. With her metabolism made over and reset, everything else about her condition could follow a healing path to health.

For Craig, his remedy required that he pay attention to his job-related stress as we cleaned up his diet and rebooted his metabolism from the gut. It turned out that he’d been suffering extreme pressures both at work and at home, and I explained to him that the stress—more so than his food choices and lack of exercise—was what his body was responding to. No doctor had bothered to ask him what was going on in his life; they just wanted to prescribe chemicals that would mask the symptoms and leave the root of the problem untreated. In my view, Craig’s liver, gallbladder, and pancreas—important collaborators with the belly in digesting food and managing the metabolism—were pissed off and angry. And, as you’re about to learn, these organs are the seat of agni, a fiery life force in the body that drives and sustains wellness (not to mention ideal weight management). In addition to starting him on my dietary protocol, I encouraged him to meditate, to consider another job that wasn’t so stressful, and to communicate better with his wife. This may seem like a tall order to fill, but it’s not when you consider how Craig approached each objective I gave him that could fit within his lifestyle and current commitments.

Like so many of the people I treat, Jane, Craig, and Macy had all reached a point where they were literally scared to eat for fear of experiencing adverse effects to whatever they put in their mouth. They felt like something wasn’t working in their belly, as if their ability to digest food had weakened no matter what they did to resolve the problem. And when I asked each of them to describe in words how they felt, the responses were similar: clogged, big, heavy, dull, and sleepy.

I know what you’re asking: How exactly did these people turn their health around? What was their protocol? (In other words, what did they eat, avoid, do, and not do?) And what did my somewhat strange and unusual questions have to do with their cure?

Welcome to Ayurveda.

When people ask me to define Ayurveda, I begin by saying that it’s a consciousness-based approach to health. Which then begs other questions, such as What does that mean? How is Ayurveda really different from other alternative healing methods? Is there any proof to its effectiveness? What does Ayurveda have to do with weight loss?

For starters, Ayurveda is one of the most ancient and comprehensive systems of health care that exist today. The term comes from the Sanskrit words ayus (“life”) and veda (“knowledge”); it literally means “the knowledge or science of life.” Ayurveda developed from the spiritual texts of ancient India called the Vedas, or “Books of Wisdom.” These are at least five thousand years old and are widely revered as our oldest literature. And it’s this very body of knowledge recorded long ago that’s finally getting the recognition it deserves. Indeed, modern science now proves why an Ayurvedic approach to health can be so powerful and effective. While foremost offering a proven weight-loss program, The Hot Belly Diet teaches the principles of an Ayurvedic lifestyle through a highly practical and mainstream approach while rooting its lessons in the latest scientific research.

One of Ayurveda’s core philosophies is the idea that within each and every one of us lies the capacity to live happy, balanced lives free of pain and disease. But to achieve this seemingly superhuman feat, we have to create the qualities of what’s called “self-referral,” which means you’re connected to yourself in ways that allow you to optimize every aspect of yourself. In other words, you’re able to effortlessly know and manage who you are, what your body type is, what your lifestyle choices should be, how to process emotions and stress, and how to interact with all the different fundamental qualities of nature around you while maintaining a semblance of balance. Granted, it’s impossible to maintain balance at all times, and we all go through transitions in life that are normal, and expected. But having the awareness that you’re constantly striving to do something good for your own mind, body, and spirit is the goal. And that’s exactly what Ayurveda is all about. It’s truly the science of life—the science of experience. Health, according to Ayurveda, is the ultimate byproduct of enlightenment. And, as this book will show, enlightenment can begin immediately with your diet.

I realize the idea that “enlightenment begins with diet” may sound like an absurd and abstract statement, but see if you can open yourself up to this new knowledge and experience what it can do for you. All that I ask at this juncture is that you choose health. That’s the first step to take on the path to radiant wellness. It’s what I made Jane, Macy, and Craig do during their first consultations with me. You can only be as healthy as you think possible. The second step, of course, is to reject the mentality that says disease is inevitable, or that “old age” implies illness and infirmity. I’m here to tell you emphatically that it does not.

Despite all that we know today in comparison to just one hundred years ago, disease still remains largely a mystery. Yes, we’ve decoded our DNA and created vaccines and antibiotics to combat known invaders. Yes, we’ve developed advanced diagnostic tools and sharpened our knives to revolutionize surgical techniques. But we still struggle mightily to deal with understanding why one person dies prematurely while another lives robustly for a long time. We’ve all heard of the athlete with no risk factors for coronary artery disease, yet who dies suddenly on the playing field of a heart attack; the lung cancer victim who never smoked; the skinny health nut who is diagnosed with diabetes or early-onset dementia; and the HIV-positive individual who never shows signs or symptoms of sickness and who never receives drugs or treatment. What explains these phenomena?

We may never know. I am reminded of (and amused by) a cartoon I once saw that depicted God deliberating over the fact we’ve decoded our DNA. He says something to the effect of, “Oh, no. I must change the password now.”

I think we all can agree that in addition to accepting a certain mystery surrounding the body’s functionality, and whether or not it becomes sick and enfeebled, how we choose to live—and think—has a profound effect on our health and psychology. It’s far easier, and cheaper, to prevent illness than to treat it once it’s established. And prevention cannot happen the way treatments are often delivered—targeted to one specific area. There is no such thing as “spot prevention”; we have to honor the body as a whole, complex unit. This is why Ayurveda can be so powerful. It tells us that the mind exerts the greatest influence on the body, and avoiding sickness demands that we bring our own awareness into balance and extend that balance to the body. This in turn manifests in a higher state of health.

The Doctor Is In

Before I get to the details of what you can expect from this diet, let me introduce myself. The journey I have taken over the past twenty-plus years will give you a sense of how I’ve created this program and why I am so thrilled to share it with you, given the results I’ve seen among my own patients.

If you haven’t figured it out by now, I am not a traditional Western doctor with an American degree. And I do things differently in my office. I was born in India. My early years were very typical of a young Indian boy born into a family of Brahmans—the “custodians of Vedic culture”—who are obligated to follow Ayurvedic scripture. Brahman refers to a certain class of people in traditional Hindu societies who, because of their lineage, are responsible for becoming the spiritual leaders and healers in a noble profession. So, in a sense, I was destined to become a doctor and teacher; in fact, at the age of eight I was officially initiated into this duty and went on to spend the next two decades participating in rigorous study with various authorities and gurus, including distinguished physicians and scholars from all over the world. My journey has been a remarkable one. After interacting with vastly different health-care communities, schools of thought, cultures, and methods of practice around the globe, I’ve integrated what I’ve seen and experienced into a unique set of skills rooted in my Ayurvedic foundation.

Food and herbal formulations have always been at the heart of my practice. During my formal training, I learned that food was equally as important in the healing process as the medicine itself. The hospitals where I worked were equipped with elaborate kitchens, and that’s where I was taught how to design special foods for patients as well as give special importance to where the problem was coming from—rather than just acknowledge the symptoms.

I earned my Bachelor of Ayurvedic Medicine and Surgery (BAMS) from Pune University in its namesake city southeast of Mumbai, then continued onward with my education to gain an MD in Ayurvedic medicine from Pune. Following graduation, I started to practice medicine in a rural area on the outskirts of Pune until, one day, Maharishi Mahesh Yogi, the father of the Transcendental Meditation movement, invited me to join his team in Holland. This would change everything in my life, for Maharishi was seeking traditional Ayurvedic physicians to bring Ayurveda to the West. I was twenty-five years old at the time and skeptical about teaching Ayurveda outside my Eastern culture. But I made a leap of faith, moved, and never looked back. I traveled to thirty-eight countries during my ten years with Maharishi, eventually landing in America in 1999 to direct the world-famous Panchakarma health center in Fairfield, Iowa. While based in Fairfield, I continued to travel extensively throughout the United States to teach.

Entering Western culture had a profound impact on me. Aside from learning English, the immersion into a Western way of life gave me a new perspective about the world and my role in it. It didn’t take long for me to notice the far-reaching effects that the Western diet was having on many people, which I saw as lacking in essential nutrients. My Ayurvedic background had taught me that food was medicine, but I wasn’t seeing “medicinal” meals anywhere. This motivated me to find ways to nourish my patients by providing them with simple, practical cooking secrets that would result in meals that contained all the building blocks of the body and were easy to digest and prepare. They also had to meet two other high standards: (1) have a rejuvenating detox effect, and (2) have a calming effect on the mind, since so many of my patients were fighting daily stress and anxiety. Soon enough, I started recommending the ancient recipes of my Indian upbringing to my patients, and the results I was witnessing spoke for themselves.

I counsel an enormous array of people from all walks of life, many of whom visit me at my clinic in Santa Cruz once they’ve exhausted traditional Western medicine’s approach to treating certain conditions, or who just want to “feel better” following a long bout with vague, undiagnosed symptoms. Some hope to reduce their vulnerability to future illness and disease, while at the same time learn new strategies for coping with stress, tension, and worry, and achieve a more stable emotional state. I am very up front with my patients from the moment I meet them. I clearly ask them what their objective is, and I probe deeply into their lifestyle and dietary habits like few other traditional doctors do during initial consults. In addition to routine questions about their medical history, medications, supplements, and chief concerns, I ask about their spiritual practices, work, sex life, levels of stress, ability to make decisions, quality of sleep, type of nighttime dreams, and vulnerability to things like jealousy, envy, rage, and over-attachment. I even go so far as to inquire about which tastes they prefer, what time of day they eat their meals, how they plan their days, and whether or not they are experiencing stress in any close relationship.

As I did with Jane, Macy, and Craig, my first questions often seem unrelated to their complaints or reasons for being in my office, but no sooner do I ask people what’s bothering them the most than the truth comes out. And the “truth” is often at the heart of their health and weight struggles. Most of the time, it’s not about the weight per se. Indeed, they are well aware of the extra weight, but what’s troubling them more than anything are all of the symptoms they have for which traditional medicine cannot seem to remedy quickly. Once I put them on my plan, however, their organs and organ systems start regulating themselves. They start to feel a flow of energy they’ve never felt before. The weight starts to disappear. And so do their myriad symptoms.

Over the past two decades, I’ve treated more than fifteen thousand patients and trained thousands of other health-care providers in Ayurvedic theory and practice. I’ve also collaborated with prominent physicians to design treatment protocols and formulate new health and wellness programs and products. At the Chopra Center, for instance, I train its staff and medical doctors to acquire the language and tools needed to incorporate an Ayurvedic approach into its practice. A classic example of this would be a case whereby a patient is complaining of insomnia. In addition to identifying any underlying medical causes for the condition, I help determine what kind of imbalance in the body could be causing the trouble. If the person has trouble falling asleep, it’s likely the sign of a vata imbalance; if he or she falls asleep fine, but then wakes up later in the night with a racing mind, unable to go back to sleep, then a pitta imbalance is likely to blame; and if the individual has a hard time waking up in the morning and getting started with lots of natural energy, then I’d point to a kapha imbalance. If these terms—vata, pitta, kapha—are foreign to you, hang tight. You will soon come to understand what they mean, and how they each relate to you. I am going to help you better understand your body and its inherent preferences and proclivities. This will allow you to finally find a lifelong plan of action you can sustain that will support your well-being (and your ideal waistline!).

To be clear, Ayurveda is not a substitute for traditional Western medicine. It expands our knowledge and adds a necessary dimension to conventional training. Blending Ayurveda with Western science brings together two sets of wisdom that work in brilliant synchronicity and have proven to be compatible. Contrary to popular belief, I am not one who depends solely on what some would call naturopathic remedies. Indeed, my practice honors the curative power of herbs, spices, and foods, but I also have a deep respect for how Western doctors practice, and I work side by side with them every day, relying on the same objective tests to understand a person’s health status. But what I do in addition, that many conventional doctors do not, is guide patients to look inward and to find that all-important balanced awareness within themselves. I teach them how to honor their body’s own intelligence, which is more powerful than any of us can imagine. This is what sets me apart.

I’ve learned that if I can convince people to do something for two weeks, I can change them for a lifetime. Over the course of my practice in America, I began to create a unique protocol for my patients that could address a broad spectrum of problems yet have just one simple formula: food filled with life and the tools to know how to find what works for each of them to maintain a humming digestive fire. This has evolved into the diet plan that’s in this book and that you can now benefit from.

The Hot Belly Diet in Brief

The Hot Belly Diet is a rallying cry for anyone who hasn’t been able to lose weight permanently and discover true health. Why a diet from an Ayurvedic point of view? Because I’m a firm believer that all roads to perfect health—and an ideal weight—begin with your mind-set, and your diet is the most important factor in creating that mentality. Food is information, after all; it gives your body the fuel it needs to survive (and, ideally, thrive) and helps generate the connection between what you think and do, and how you feel. What you eat directly impacts how you experience life and nourish your body’s needs all the way down to your waistline. And this, my friends, is the essence of Ayurveda. By trying my 30-day protocol described in this book, you will experience this for yourself.

More and more, I treat people who’ve tried everything to reclaim the health that they deserve and who fall victim to fad diets and questionable health practices that seriously compromise their physical well-being. The laments I hear daily are constant: low energy, body-weight chaos, digestive disorders, poor sleep, headaches, congestion, low libido, low-grade depression, anxiety, burnout, and signs of ongoing inflammation such as sore joints or relentless allergies. The irony in all this is that many of these people are indeed active—they lead healthy lifestyles and yet fail to experience optimal health. Well, the reason is that these myriad conditions actually have a surprising common denominator: a weak digestive “fire.” If you don’t keep your digestive fires burning cleanly, you cannot lose weight permanently or achieve the vibrant health you’ve always dreamed of. What exactly do I mean by this? You’ll get those details in the next chapter. But let me offer a primer here.

In Ayurveda, a healthy digestive system is seen as a cornerstone of well-being; as such, disease and disorder are believed to arise from inefficient digestion. In fact, we can even distill the science of Ayurveda down to the simple idea that total health resides in the state of our digestive powers, and that restoring health must originate with a focus on our digestive system. Your digestive fire simply refers to your body’s metabolism—the process of turning nutrients from food into energy for cells to sustain life, which, of course, is commandeered by your digestion, a complex combination of biological and chemical interactions. And the ingredients that make for a strong digestion and fast metabolism or “fire” include four chief components:

1. Eating specific foods and drinking certain hot liquids that feed and fuel your metabolism rather than slow it down, ultimately supporting digestive balance and efficiency. We know that, scientifically speaking, not all calories are created equal. When you consume calories from the types of foods on the Hot Belly Diet, you can spur rapid weight loss. What’s more, when you drink warm teas and water throughout the day, you can continually stoke your metabolism.

2. Fasting in between meals (no snacking), for the sensation of hunger is essential to weight loss and overall health. New science shows that intermittent fasting can help you live a longer, healthier life.

3. Making lunch the most important meal of the day (i.e., eating when the sun is burning brightest). Studies now prove that eating more calories midday can result in greater weight loss, and that late lunches and big dinners can be detrimental to weight-loss efforts and general health—even if the total calories consumed in a day are the same.

4. Clearing out “digestive sludge”—residue from poorly digested food that antagonizes weight loss, provokes hormonal imbalances, and ultimately triggers inflammation, the root cause of virtually all disease. This sludge also includes toxins that cannot be cleared by the body effectively due to a weak metabolism and debilitated digestive organs such as the pancreas and liver. Research now shows that these toxins, which are created by the body during normal metabolism, can trigger weight gain and impede weight-loss efforts. Removing this sludge, however, is like clearing dust and ashes from a used fireplace to get the logs to burn stronger and cleaner the next time. You’ll achieve this through a combination of steps in addition to the diet, including a twenty-four-hour castor oil cleanse, healing waters (i.e., herbal teas), and some herbal supplements you can take that are widely available today.

At the core of this four-part, three-phase diet is a dish called khichadi (pronounced kitch-a-dee)—a complete but incredibly easy-to-make meal that helps clear out that digestive sludge and transform your metabolism. Overall, the Hot Belly Diet changes your relationship with food to make healthy eating—and living—effortless.

I want to emphasize that this isn’t another diet that severely restricts your calories and has an unrealistic “Do Not Eat” column to abide by. I won’t tell you to go totally gluten free or low carb. True, gluten-free diets help some people to a certain extent. But the vast majority of us just need to reprogram how we think about the foods we eat, how we prepare them in combination with other foods, and when we choose to eat them. You’ll be rejoicing at the fact that this diet is based on carbohydrates, showing you how to use carbs smartly to feel lighter and purer in body, mind, and spirit. Anyone who has twisted their own arm in a bid to go low-carb forever knows what an impossible feat that can be. And it’s wholly unnatural, as you’re about to find out from both an Ayurvedic and a scientific standpoint. We know now that the body needs carbohydrates like it needs air and water. We also know that vibrant health isn’t about the hours spent on a treadmill and eating a balanced breakfast. In fact, I’ll make a case for skipping breakfast entirely and explain why it could be the ticket to rapid, healthy weight loss. More than anything, the Hot Belly Diet is about how your meals are digested to either fuel your fire of health or dampen it. And this is a simple reflection of which types of foods we eat at which times of day.

I trust that most of you will start to feel the effects of this diet within a matter of days. But it will take a full month for it to have a lasting impact on your body at both the cellular and metabolic levels. It also takes that long to reset your mentality so that you can effortlessly enjoy a new lifestyle.

So here’s the Hot Belly Diet at a glance:

The Quick and Easy Overview of the Hot Belly Diet

Phase 1 Prepare: Days 1–3

Starting with an optional castor oil cleanse on the first day, this brief phase begins to detox the body, kills cravings, and starts to rev that metabolic engine—that hot belly fire. You’ll learn several key dietary dos and don’ts during this phase and train your mind and body to think differently when it comes to food. You’ll also be simultaneously training your tongue to taste differently as you cut out sugar, meat, processed carbs, artificial sweeteners, and full-fat dairy. You’ll be less swayed by cravings and the urge to overeat. This is when “kindling” is being introduced, a metaphor for the physical shift in your body’s biology whereby digestive powers are beginning to be renovated and turned on maximally for optimal digestion.

Phase 2 Accelerate: Days 4–26

During this 21-day segment, you’ll follow a specific protocol that’s laid out for you meal by meal, day by day—with all simple and portable recipes provided. It entails a protein shake in the morning, a bowl of khichadi at lunch and dinner (with the lunch version bigger than the dinner one), and fasting in between meals to maximally stoke your fire and not inhibit fat-burning. Even the most time-starved and “on-the-go” reader will find this phase doable and effortless. A few optional ideas are offered for lunch, which is the most important meal of the day. The purpose of Phase 2 is to set the stage for you to reintroduce foods after three weeks and welcome a leaner, happier you. In Ayurvedic medicine, the secrets to metabolic acceleration encompass deepana, which means “bioactivator,” and pachana, which means “bioaccelerator.” As these words suggest, the goal is to stimulate appetite and prepare digestion to extract nutrients quickly and easily once food arrives.

Phase 3 Transform: Days 27–30 and Beyond

These four days are used to teach you how to keep the weight loss going while also reintroducing certain foods back into your diet. A final cleanse on the last day is optional. What you’ll learn in this phase sets you up for a lifetime of enjoying a healthy digestive fire. You’ll be asked to incorporate as many of the twenty-one tips outlined in Chapter 9 as you can, if you haven’t already!

•  •  •

Truth be told, this diet will allow you to shed eight to ten pounds quickly, within 30 days. Many people, however, will lose considerably more depending on their unique conditions and commitment to the plan. You will continue to lose weight after the 30 days using my guidelines. I’ll be going into all the details of the diet in the upcoming chapters, but as a very quick summary, the Hot Belly Diet is a delicious, easy, and enlightening way to establish a new relationship not only with food and eating, but with yourself. Even if you’re among the lucky few who don’t have a lot of weight to lose and who aren’t currently diagnosed with a serious condition, this program can still have profoundly transformative effects on your sense of well-being and your future health.

One thing I want you to keep in mind from the get-go is that often people who try to lose weight ultimately fail because they are bullied by undeniable cravings and a false sense of hunger, both of which are really just reflections of unfulfilled desires that can be satisfied beyond food. When you crave a snack, for example, what you’re really craving is something sweet or salty, but not necessarily food per se to satisfy true hunger. In other words, your body might not be hungry at all in terms of needing energy, yet your tongue wants to taste something (which is why most snacks are loaded with sugar, salt, and often fat). But many times that “craving” can be killed with plain water or a social distraction like talking to a good friend (indeed, false hunger can also be the result of pure boredom). Throughout this book, I’m going to reiterate the importance of learning how to differentiate between real and fake hunger. Is your belly hungry? Or just your tongue and inner psyche?

Once I’m done teaching you the basics of this diet and how to follow it, I will then spend time sharing how to maximize and maintain this new way of life. We need to rise above the idea that food is the only thing that provides nourishment. In Ayurveda, nourishment comes from everything and everywhere—the air, the soil, the water, our relationships, and so on.

Do we need to become sick and grow old at all? People have asked this question for centuries. According to Ayurvedic wisdom, if the digestive forces inside us are correctly balanced with the surrounding environment, we can be immune to illness. Perfect balance makes perfect health possible. And that’s exactly the premise from which the Hot Belly Diet is born.

I’m excited to get you started, so without further ado, let’s begin with an understanding of how you’re going to return life to your body with life from food. Part of this lesson entails busting pervasive myths that circle the diet world today, and another part involves your figuring out through a few fun and simple quizzes which type of digestive fire you have, so you can then maximize all the rewards of the Hot Belly Diet. I know you can do this. It doesn’t matter how often you’ve failed following diets in the past or how much doubt you have in the effectiveness of Ayurveda. What matters is that you focus on your goals and have faith that health and happiness await you.



CHAPTER 2

Cracking the Ancient Code to Vibrant Health

The body is the outcome of food. Even so, disease is the outcome of food. The distinction between ease and disease arises on account of wholesome nutrition or the lack of it, respectively.

—CHARAKA, ONE OF THE PRINCIPAL CONTRIBUTORS TO THE ANCIENT ART AND SCIENCE OF AYURVEDA; BORN IN 300 BC, HE IS REFERRED TO AS THE FATHER OF MEDICINE

If I had to sum up the Hot Belly Diet in two words, it would be this: digestive fire. Now, this may seem like an incredibly esoteric or “new age” concept, but it’s one of the oldest ideas on the planet, and one that modern science can prove with astonishing implications for anyone who wants to live a long, lean life. The Hot Belly Diet is a revolutionary diet plan grounded in today’s science, but it combines several different strategies rooted in the ancient science of Ayurveda to help you do more than just lose inches around your waist. You’ll experience a transformation in your overall wellness, level of contentment, and confidence. Although you may have come to this book with singular hopes of watching the scale tick downward as the pounds drop off, I want you to set your sights higher than that as you simultaneously reduce your risk for many illnesses and conditions and feel your energy and enthusiasm for life soar. I think it’s quite telling, in fact, that one of the oldest words in modern science, dating back to the late seventeenth century, is eupeptic, which means having good digestion and being cheerful and optimistic. The two—healthy digestion and happiness—go hand in hand. (It’s no wonder that general good health and a sense of well-being hinge on the state of your digestion, for your gastrointestinal tract is the largest and arguably most important part of your immune system, as you’ll soon understand.)

The core Accelerate Phase of the Hot Belly Diet is extremely simple and straightforward and can be customized to meet any dietary preference, but at the same time, it’s designed to limit the flexibility that can derail a dieter and to allow for maximum results that put you on a path to a lifetime of healthy eating habits. The Hot Belly Diet spells out in detail each meal you will eat during the Accelerate Phase, but it also gives you some wiggle room to make substitutions so that you can swap some ingredients and even entire meals if you like.

Although I will ask you to refrain from eating certain foods during the Accelerate Phase, this isn’t because I believe them to be “bad” or “unhealthy.” Many of today’s diets demonize particular ingredients like gluten, dairy, meat, alcohol, caffeine, and nonorganic anything, but they do so for the wrong reasons. Granted, some people have issues with these ingredients and would do well to stay away from them. But from my perspective, the problem rests in cherry-picking nutrition. I have worked with so many individuals who have tried these elimination diets to no avail. Indeed, they lose weight initially, but then they either cannot keep the weight loss going or revert back to old habits, and the weight comes surging back on. Moreover, they don’t typically feel good as they uncomfortably force themselves to avoid the foods they’ve come to love and aim to follow a strict, sometimes expensive protocol.

The other problem with cherry-picking nutrition is that it can lead to unintended consequences. If high-fiber, whole grain pancakes, for instance, are deemed “good,” then you can find yourself piling on other “good” things like nuts, fruit, and real maple syrup until it becomes a very heavy, dense meal that sabotages your efforts to lose weight. Just because it’s healthy and organic (and free of “bad” ingredients) doesn’t make it good for you and your waistline. Another example I encounter frequently is filling in nutritional blanks with synthetics (i.e., mega-dosing on vitamins and capsules marketed as substitutes for fruits and vegetables). Few people understand that popping a pill is not the same as eating authentic whole food; isolated nutritional compounds that are swallowed are not assimilated well into the body, and they give people a false sense of security. What’s more, taking such synthetics can wreak havoc on existing conditions, not to mention weaken liver function. I’ve had patients, for instance, who are already taking blood pressure medication and who also take synthetic calcium pills in a bid to boost their calcium levels and “protect their bones.” These calcium supplements, however, have an effect whereby they trigger hardening of not just bone, but other areas of the body such as the blood vessels (which, in turn, increases blood pressure!). I have to tell these people that they need to get their calcium from the right source. And no sooner do they lighten up on their calcium intake and switch to natural sources of calcium than they watch their levels normalize. This theme has played out in numerous other cases I’ve encountered—people who don’t realize that these concentrated XYZ pills are backing up their liver, slowing down their digestion, and creating an overall sluggish intestinal and metabolic environment that conflicts with their health and weight goals.

My whole point in bringing up these examples is to show you how it’s virtually impossible to selectively choose one or a few things to portray as wicked and formulate an entire diet around that. It’s also difficult to focus solely on what you eat when you’re trying to lose weight permanently. There are just so many other things that factor into one’s overall weight and whether or not losing extra pounds is relatively effortless or requires a Herculean effort. Which is why the Hot Belly Diet is decidedly different. The Hot Belly Diet is about eating whole foods that have been known to mankind for centuries and that don’t confuse the body or slow its metabolic processes. It’s also about eating at particular times during the day when your digestion is strongest, and letting hunger build in between meals. I’ll also be equipping you with additional (un-diet-related) strategies that will enhance your ability to gain control of your waistline once and for all. You may not think, for example, that how you perceive yourself and what you do to take care of your psyche and self-motivation have any direct effect on how many calories you can burn or what your blood pressure is, but understanding your general life’s circumstances and the challenges you face—including ones that have nothing to do with your weight—plays powerfully into the size of your waistline. This is exactly what Ayurveda has to offer: a new lens through which you can understand yourself and what will work for you in terms of losing weight, keeping it off, and gaining radiant health. After all, we don’t say “She has a fire in her belly” for nothing. We all need an element of fire within us to be healthy and happy . . . and to even pursue the goal of getting healthier. Fire is positively symbolic in so many ways. And it also correlates with a healthy burning desire for certain things in life that make us fulfilled.
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“One of the most practical programs to lose weight and improve your life.”

—From the foreword by Deepak Chopra, MD
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