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In loving memory of my father,
Reuben R. Cagan,


and for my mother,
Bonnie Silver Cagan,


with gratitude
for setting me on the path
to a sacred and delicious life








May all who explore Sacred & Delicious experience true nourishment and delight through pure, delectable food.


May we awaken to the sacredness and joy of healthy eating.


May we learn to eat consciously so that we honor ourselves and protect our Mother Earth.


May all who suffer find their perfect paths to healing.


And may all people everywhere have an abundance of healthy food.
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When you eat food of great purity, you can soar in ecstasy.


You feel so light, you feel lighthearted.


This happens because the knots of the heart


are being released.


Sustained by good nourishment, you are able to perform


all your actions with equipoise,


and your entire being dances with joy.


Then life itself becomes prasad,


a great boon that carries God’s blessings.


~ Gurumayi Chidvilasananda





Introduction
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Picture sitting around the table in your kitchen or dining room with those you love. As people take their first bites of a meal you have just prepared, for one brief moment no one speaks. Except for the faint sounds of forks clicking on plates, the room is silent. Then, as if on cue, comes a sweet chorus of murmurs:


Mmmmm … oooooo … aaaahhh!


When we eat delicious food, we experience such deep satisfaction that most of us cannot refrain from vocalization. “Oh, my God!” someone will sigh, almost reverently, after sampling a particularly sumptuous dish. “This food is divine!” someone else will chime.


Moved by our passions as well as our fundamental need to eat, we build much of our lives, our relationships, and our most sacred occasions around the sharing of food. Whether we gather to commemorate life, give thanks for good fortune, or comfort the bereaved, we nourish and celebrate one another with meals that are intensely delicious and stoked in traditions both simple and elaborate. In my own life, food has been a primary source of celebration and comfort since I was very young. Many of my fondest childhood memories revolve around meals eaten with my family. For us, food was the sweet center of our existence.


I grew up in the 1950s and ’60s in a Jewish home in Florence, South Carolina, where there were fewer than thirty Jewish families, a tiny percentage of the town’s population. My mother invested great care in filling our family life with Jewish observances so we would love, and would never forget, our heritage. As Shabbat descended into our household each Friday evening at sunset, my father, brother, and I waited in anticipation for dinner while my mother sweetly sang a prayer over the Sabbath candles. The food remained untouched until we had said the final prayers over the wine and bread. Only then would we dive enthusiastically into our less-than-kosher Sabbath meal—roasted chicken or beef brisket smothered in tomatoes and onions, a vegetable side dish, dinner rolls with butter, and, of course, our favorite: the kugel. (For the uninitiated, kugel is a baked pudding. In our house, it was made with egg noodles, eggs, sour cream, and sugar. Just think of it: you’re eating dessert, and it’s still the main course!) It was heavenly.


Some of my happiest memories from childhood include the scent of food wafting through the house. Before our annual Yom Kippur fast and during the Passover seder, our family and friends would come together for a soul-satisfying meal. And how I loved that my mother always served whatever I requested for dinner on my birthday; I would mull this important menu over for weeks before announcing it to Mom—well in advance of my special day! After my brother and I became adults, I eagerly anticipated traveling to rural Virginia for the Thanksgiving dinners we would all cook together in his cabin in the woods. And I will never forget the jubilant stroke of the knife as my husband and I joined hands to make the first slice in our tiered and flower-bedecked wedding cake.


In my life much of what I find sacred is linked to something delicious. It was only recently, however, that I recognized this subtle connection. My first perception of it came when the name for this book appeared on the screen of my consciousness. I’d been considering various titles, waiting for something to click, and then one day the words “sacred and delicious” sprang forth from inside like a gift. I received this inspiration as an invitation to explore my own sacred relationship with food.


Delicious and Sacred


I must admit that long before I recognized the sacredness of food, I reveled in the many layers of “delicious.” For a good part of my life, the word “delicious” conjured up typically American comfort foods. I craved potted meats simmering in their juices, casseroles rich with cream and cheese, dairy-laden desserts like cheesecake and ice cream—the real deal, please; no low-fat or soy substitutes for me! And of course I craved anything chocolate! For some readers, this may still be your ideal, and if so, your definition of the word “delicious” will echo mine during that period: sweet, rich in fat, high in calories. The more delicious the food, the more of it I ate. The concept of moderation did not have a seat at my family’s table. Love was doled out in second and third servings.


By the time I reached my early forties, I was suffering from a number of acute and chronic health conditions: acid reflux, irritable bowel syndrome, osteoarthritis, chronic back pain, periodic bronchitis, insomnia, and more. At the urging of my husband, who is a healing practitioner, I became a patient and student of Ayurveda, the ancient medical science of India.


What first attracted me to Ayurveda was its promise to resolve the underlying imbalances in body, mind, and emotions—imbalances that Ayurveda defines as the primary cause of disease and discomfort. As I began to learn about Ayurveda, I recognized that my health problems stemmed, at least in part, from a lifetime of dysfunctional eating. When I embraced Ayurveda’s approach to eating and living, I experienced gradual—yet noticeable—improvements. Almost twenty years later, I can happily report cumulative and significant physical improvements. For one thing, I can digest most foods, and this shift happened within weeks of changing the way I eat. I am pain-free much of the time. Also, my sleep is greatly improved, my emotions are steady, and my mind is clear. Most exciting of all, at the age of sixty-two, my energy level is better than it was two decades ago! Back then I could hardly swim one lap, and today I can swim a half mile (thirty-six laps!) with ease.


How did these changes come about? Through the Ayurvedic practices of detoxification, herbal supplementation, and a health-sustaining diet. One of the most fundamental principles of Ayurveda is this simple concept: food, when used correctly, sustains and heals us; food, when misused, will surely make us sick.


Putting it another way: how we prepare food and which foods we eat—basic considerations of Ayurveda—are essential tools in sustaining health and resolving illness. Indeed, Ayurveda was the earliest systematic approach to nutrition.


I started experimenting with Ayurvedic cooking in 1999. Over time, I gathered recipes from family and friends, and I adapted these for my own sensitive constitution according to Ayurvedic principles. As I became more adept with this style of cooking, I began to develop my own recipes. This book grew out of my desire to share what I’ve learned with those who enjoy delicious food yet may have delicate digestion, a chronic illness, or sustained pain that they would like to address, at least in part, through their diet.


Although healthy food seems to have had a rebirth in the urban American gastronomic scene, there are parts of the country where it’s still considered to be boring. My guess is healthy food first got a bad name around the time of the misguided low-fat craze of the 1970s, when conscientious home cooks began to sacrifice their cheesy casseroles for plain, steamed vegetables as a daily regimen. About this time, people began to think of “healthy” and “delicious” as mutually exclusive notions.


Of course, nothing could be further from the truth! What I’ve happily discovered on my own journey back to health is that “healthy” and “delicious” are highly interdependent. According to Ayurveda, the more interesting and delicious a food becomes through the informed use of diverse spices, the more balanced and healthy that food is.


In my investigation of Ayurvedic cooking, I began using spices I’d never tried before, never even heard of! With these spices, I could intensify the flavor of simple soups and vegetable side dishes—really, just about everything! So, rather than experiencing sensory deprivation, I had a sensory awakening.


As I regained my health, I began to have surprising new cravings. I found that the healthier I became, the more I wanted healthy food! Now in times of stress, when I crave food for comfort, what I want on a cold day is a bowl of delicious vegetable soup—because when warm soup is going down, it feels exactly like love. In the summer, I long for a bowl of sweet ripe blackberries or a luscious papaya. “Delicious” remains my prerequisite for comfort, but my repertoire for “delicious” is no longer limited to foods that might actually make me feel worse.


Please don’t misunderstand me: it’s not that I now disdain all foods rich with cream and sugar. Heavens no! Nor do I subscribe to a puritan lifestyle. I do indulge sometimes for the simple pleasure of indulgence. What is summer without an occasional scoop of ice cream! And what would blowing out the birthday candles be without the cake! But as a rule, I have found delicious ways to stay in balance.


Early in my recovery process, I saw that I had to take responsibility for my own healing. Day in and day out, I have sole responsibility for protecting my health. I saw that my food choices really matter. It was more recently, however, as I began to examine the connection between food and sacredness, that I saw a deeper truth: only in feeling well can we walk lightly upon the earth and have the energy to serve others. As I’ve contemplated my relationship with food, I’ve come to recognize that not only is taking care of my body a sacred duty, it’s also a subtle form of worship. “How so?” you may ask. To fully respect and nurture the body we have been given is the most direct way for each of us to honor this gift of life and to pay homage to the divinity that resides within us. The ultimate form of self-love is choosing food that is delicious and healthy.


Your Sacred Relationship with Food


Just as Sacred & Delicious was an invitation to me, it is also an invitation to you—an invitation to learn about the nurturing power of food and spices. I offer this book to all who wish to sustain or reclaim their health deliciously! Within these pages you will find directions for healthy eating, delicious eating, and conscious cooking—road maps that lead to the same sacred and delicious destination.


The heart of Sacred & Delicious is a collection of recipes that I’ve joyfully adapted or developed to support my own optimal health. These recipes come from various cuisines, yet each is accompanied by an analysis from the Ayurvedic perspective. By working with these recipes, you can learn to adapt recipes from other sources to your specific needs.


It is not necessary that you make a commitment to Ayurveda, or even understand Ayurveda, in order to enjoy these delicious dishes and to reap benefits to your health. I did find, however, in my own exploration of this form of traditional medicine that learning even a few of its concepts was helpful in supporting my quest for better health. So, for readers who are unfamiliar with this tradition, I have distilled the most fundamental Ayurvedic principles in part one. These principles provide a context for understanding the Ayurvedic approach to eating. As you go through Sacred & Delicious, you will discover the health benefits of engaging consciously with food. You will explore how to experience cooking and eating as joyful, sacred events in daily living.


I begin this book by sharing some of my spiritual discoveries about preparing and eating food. With the book title, I’ve already given one of Ayurveda’s core teachings: the notion that food is sacred. On a physical level, Ayurveda recognizes that food is necessary not only to sustain life but also to maintain an optimal quality of life so that we can perform our dharma, our life’s purpose. Ayurveda recognizes food as energy—not just fuel, mind you, but as an expression of divine Consciousness, the living power of creation. In other words, food does not only come from God; food is the energy of God. Food is part of God. This understanding of the true nature of food and all creation is articulated in every mystical spiritual tradition. As my friend Rabbi Raachel Jurovics says, “It’s all Godstuff.”


Once we acknowledge our sustenance as divine energy, we give ourselves an opportunity to engage in a new relationship with food. Rather than seeing it as a mere object in our lives, we see food as a form of God, as Consciousness itself. Recognizing this truth intellectually and knowing it experientially are, of course, two different things. But even the most elementary understanding adds a deeper level of meaning to the exclamation, “This food is divine!”


Let me tell you a story: When the title Sacred & Delicious came to me, I loved the sound of it, loved the feeling it gave me. Even so, I couldn’t have explained what it actually meant to me. For years I’d heard the statement “Food is sacred” without examining it. When this book title took form, a longing for insight into this seminal concept was kindled. “Delicious” I could grok, but what did it mean to say that food is sacred? I wasn’t going to be satisfied if I only pretended to know what it meant! No!


Over the next few years I prayed to understand the sacred nature of food. I prayed again and again—and again. One summer day when the question was far from my mind, an answer came.


I was working at home, and I stopped to prepare lunch for myself. There wasn’t much in the refrigerator, but I did find some fresh mesclun greens, a ripe avocado, and a couple of eggs I could hard-boil. I chopped a handful of walnuts. I assembled this salad on a dinner-sized plate, and whipped up an easy vinaigrette with olive oil and lime juice. I sat down at the table, and before I began to eat, I took a moment to become present. I closed my eyes to bless my food and offer gratitude for what promised to be a luscious meal.


As I opened my eyes, my head still bowed, I looked intently at the fresh greens, which contrasted so vividly with the white and gold of the egg and the pale gold of the nuts. In that moment my mundane perception shifted, and I felt a wave of pure bliss bubble up from the food before me. It was almost effervescent, like bubbles rising in a flute of champagne. It seemed as if the food itself was giggling with delight. Feeling this salad’s blissful energy as if it were my own, I laughed aloud and thanked the food for revealing its essence, its spark of divinity. For this, I knew, was what I’d perceived as this salad’s irrepressible joy—the bliss of Consciousness that exists in all of creation.


I continue to contemplate this remarkable experience. It seems to me that what occurred was a sublime exchange of energy. While I was blessing my lunch, the Consciousness of the food was sending waves of blessing right back to me.


Each time we eat something delicious, there is the potential for bliss to bubble up inside us. The moment we taste an exquisite soup—or, yes, a morsel of perfect dark chocolate—we can tap into a natural wellspring of inner joy so pure that, in truth, it is nothing less than the bliss of the Divine. We may think that the food gave us that joy, but, in fact, a more subtle and mystical process has occurred. As we eat, the inherent divinity of pure food pulsates with a scintillating energy that explodes and merges with our own true Self. In that moment, when the blessedness of the food meets the purity of an open heart, we experience the bliss that—as the ancient sages say—was there, inside us, all along.





PART ONE:
The Fundamentals
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CHAPTER 1.


Principles of Ayurveda
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When recommending food, the most important question in Ayurveda is this: Recommended for whom?


~ Dr. Vasant Lad


The Body’s “Organizing Intelligences”


The subtle wisdom of Indian medicine, Ayurveda, is said by most scholars to be at least five thousand years old. The Sanskrit term ayurveda means, literally, “knowledge of life.” This broad body of knowledge seamlessly integrates science with the sacred by recognizing diseases of—and offering prescriptions for—body, mind, and spirit. Like the Vedas themselves, Ayurveda was passed orally from master to disciple for millennia before its tenets were first committed to writing, some time around 1500 BCE.


During the five hundred years of India’s occupation, first by the Moguls and then by the British, Ayurvedic practitioners once again kept their knowledge alive through oral transmission while India’s conquerors burned thousands of books of ancient writings. Today, Ayurveda thrives through the work of a number of respected colleges and physicians. Practiced widely in India and England, Ayurveda is now recognized by the World Health Organization as an effective form of traditional medicine.


In the United States, Ayurveda has grown in recognition and esteem as thousands of people have been introduced to its benefits by master practitioners and renowned teachers who have traveled in this country, such as Dr. Deepak Chopra and a number of others who have supported my own journey from sickness to health: Dr. Vasant Lad, Dr. Smita Naram, Dr. Pankaj Naram, and Ed Danaher.


Ayurveda is a vast branch of medical science that includes comprehensive dietary recommendations tailored to each individual. Please understand: Ayurveda is not a weight-loss diet. For one thing, the primary goal of Ayurveda is not weight loss—although one can certainly lose weight following the suggestions it sets forth—and for another, Ayurvedic medicine involves more than just the way we eat. Ayurveda is a holistic approach to both conscious eating and conscious living that can manage and sometimes reverse disease, resolve acute health problems, and establish ongoing wellness. Ayurveda’s core philosophy acknowledges the innate intelligence of the body to heal itself, and the most essential means of doing so is through nurturing food. As Dr. David Frawley and Dr. Subhash Ranade write in Ayurveda, Nature’s Medicine, “All Ayurvedic therapies start with the right diet. Food builds up the physical body; the wrong foods cause disease.” With this approach to food and the support of herbal remedies and detoxification treatments, Ayurveda has supported the health of millions of people over thousands of years. The guidelines are that supple, that universal, that accurate!


Although Ayurveda is inherently vegetarian, those who eat meat can follow the Ayurvedic approach to food and benefit greatly. Certainly, no one who eats meat eats only meat. And it’s important to note that Ayurveda has a unique and useful perspective on the impact of different types of meat on the body, mind, and emotions. Thus, Ayurveda can help omnivores choose not only the vegetables and spices but also the meats that are most beneficial for their health and well-being.


As an empirical science, Ayurveda systematically addressed anatomy and disease—even surgery—thousands of years before the emergence of Western medicine, a fact that often surprises those who are new to the study of ancient healing arts. However, Ayurveda goes far beyond describing the physical body and its maladies. This was the original mind-body system of medicine, an approach that has gained credibility in recent decades as Western medical doctors have begun pursuing a more holistic approach to healing.


Ayurveda also describes the interplay between the various systems of the body. Dr. Sunil Joshi writes in Ayurveda & Panchakarma: “The strength of the Ayurvedic paradigm is that it not only gives us in-depth understanding of the physical substances that comprise the body but the organizing intelligences that create and govern their functions.” These “organizing intelligences” Dr. Joshi refers to are called the three doshas. (The word is pronounced “DOE-shuh.”)


Dr. Vasant Lad, founder of the Ayurvedic Institute in New Mexico and a prolific writer, describes the doshas as “dynamic principles that govern the body, mind, and consciousness.” These principles, or biological humors as they are sometimes called, are identified as vata, pitta, and kapha. The doshas are derived from the five elements that, according to this system of traditional medicine, constitute everything in the universe: vata dosha is associated with air and space, pitta with fire and water, kapha with earth and water. “All the elements are present in each individual,” Dr. Lad explains in his book Ayurvedic Cooking for Self-Healing, “but the proportions and combinations vary from person to person.” Every living body, animal as well as human, is a unique collection of the three doshas—what Dr. Deepak Chopra refers to as our “unique blueprint” given by nature.


Right now you may be wondering why you’re reading about something as esoteric as the doshas in a cookbook. The reason is that, according to Ayurveda, what we eat plays a primary role in keeping the doshas in balance, and keeping the doshas in balance is essential to good health. The doshas affect the way we move, think, feel, and—depending on whether or not they are in balance—the very health of our psychic and physical systems.


At any given time, one dosha is usually predominant in an individual. Each dosha has its own constellation of traits or qualities, affecting everything from metabolism to mental acuity, from complexion to emotional pitch. The doshas combine to manifest as the physical, mental, and emotional characteristics of each individual, or what Ayurveda would call that individual’s constitution.


When the doshas are balanced, our constitution is strong, and we experience good health, vitality, ease, strength, flexibility, and emotional well-being. When the doshas are out of balance, we experience energy loss, discomfort, pain, mental or emotional instability, and, ultimately, disease. Sustaining or reclaiming our unique doshic balance is a primary focus of Ayurveda.


How do the doshas get out of balance? In his book Ayurvedic Medicine, Sebastian Pole explains, “The constitution is fixed at birth, but the traits have a tendency to accumulate.” Imbalances come as we are drawn to expand what is already our dominant trait through lifestyle choices, as we experience the inevitable pressures of living and aging, and as we consume foods that are impure or are incompatible with our basic constitution. In all of these ways, the doshas’ traits naturally “accumulate” within us.


The good news is that we have the power to correct these imbalances, and this we can do, in large part, through our daily meals. How does this occur? Ayurveda explains this rebalancing, in part, through the lens of a fundamental premise: like increases like; opposites create balance.


To state this less elliptically, foods and spices with qualities similar to a dosha typically increase or aggravate that dosha; foods and spices with qualities that are the opposite or at least different from a dosha typically decrease or pacify that dosha. It is this pacification, or balance, that is the goal of Sacred & Delicious recipes. Throughout the book, I will discuss qualities of the doshas as well as the qualities of specific foods and spices in some detail so that you can learn to harness their healing power. Let me underscore that each food or spice has a particular effect on each of the doshas. As you learn which foods support or antagonize the particular doshas, you will have unlocked one of the secrets to healing your body, mind, and emotions.


If you’re blessed with a strong constitution and a cast-iron stomach—lucky you!—then you may see this information as unnecessary. If, however, you have any health issues at all, you may find it worth your time to take note. Some of the foods you have favored are likely, unbeknownst to you, to have played a role in the development of your condition. Changing your diet to bring your doshas back into balance can be one step you take to restore yourself to good health. Also, it’s important to recognize that foods which may seem fine for you now could create problems for you later in life. This is not an unusual experience.


The three doshas are associated not only with an individual’s tendencies but also with certain seasons of life. For instance, kapha is connected with the first stage of life—infancy, childhood, and the teen years. This is a time when the body is growing—a time of earth and water—and it’s also when the physical system needs more sleep. The pitta stage of life is the twenties and thirties, when most people function at their highest energy, which is for some a truly fiery pitch. After forty, comes vata—air and space—and the inevitable aging process begins.


Again, the three doshas are part of every person’s makeup and constantly interact with each other. The most skilled Ayurvedic physicians will make dietary and herbal recommendations only after checking a patient’s pulse because the state of the doshas—their degree of balance or imbalance—can best be perceived through this refined and exacting form of diagnosis. Pulse diagnosis is invaluable in recognizing subtle and dramatic changes in the doshas even before health problems become apparent in the body. This can give you the opportunity to make dietary and lifestyle changes that can fend off illness. “Through the doshic model,” Dr. Sunil Joshi says, “a physician can locate the seeds of disease long before clear clinical symptoms appear.”


Unfortunately, true expertise in pulse diagnosis isn’t always available in the West. Even without the help of a pulse master, however, you can begin to recognize your doshic imbalances by paying attention to your body. Just by reading the lists of conditions related to dosha imbalance in the discussions on each dosha that follow, you can get some strong hints about your body’s constitution and current needs.


Because of its significance, both to life itself and to the movement of the other doshas, most discussions of the doshas begin with vata.



Understanding Vata
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Vata, the dosha that is most challenging to keep in balance, is composed of air and space. The qualities of vata listed in Ayurvedic literature include these: cold, rough, dry, light, subtle, and mobile. Vata is necessary for all movement in the body, both gross and subtle—from blinking the eyes and expanding and contracting the lungs and heart to the more subtle movement of impulses throughout the nervous system. Since vata is the principle of air, it acts to dry out the moisture in both the skin and the internal organs, much as a brisk wind dries a puddle of water.


People with predominant vata tend to be thin. They often think, move, and speak quickly. They often have an irregular appetite and digestion; something they were able to digest easily one day may cause problems a week later. Because they like to stay in motion, they often accomplish a great deal. When vata is in balance, people have great enthusiasm and energy. Balanced vata is the foundation of joy, happiness, creativity, and imagination.


When vata is excessive, a person may experience an exaggeration of the qualities listed earlier—cold, rough, dry, light, subtle, and mobile—which manifests as one or several kinds of discomfort or disease. Vata imbalances include cold extremities, dry skin, constipation, intestinal gas, osteoarthritis, joint and muscular pain, insomnia, anxiety, and depression. For a more complete list of vata-related disorders, see the sidebar on page 22.


Looking over the list of vata imbalances, almost anyone over forty—and certainly over fifty—will likely recognize the connection between vata imbalance and aging. Even those of us who are in generally good health naturally experience some of the signs of increased vata as we grow older. Dry skin or cracking joints, for instance, are signs of excess catabolism, which is associated with an excess of vata.


It is especially helpful for people who suffer from chronic pain to understand that imbalanced vata—often coupled with toxins—is the source of much pain, according to Ayurveda. (A discussion about the role of toxins in disease begins on page 30.) This is not a connection recognized by Western medicine, yet from my own experience, I know it has validity. A decade ago, I experienced the excruciating nonstop pain of two frozen shoulders, known clinically as adhesive capsulitis. I declined a somewhat risky surgery proposed by an orthopedic specialist, and instead went to the Ayurvedic Institute for a week. My shoulders healed completely once I embarked on an Ayurvedic regimen to address the excess vata and toxicity problem. The remedy? A cleansing diet, Ayurvedic treatments (such as warm oil massage and colon cleansing), and Ayurvedic herbs. So, I can attest that keeping vata in balance is one of the great gifts we can all give ourselves to minimize the body’s deterioration and sustain health into old age.


The experience of pain, particularly prolonged pain, creates anxiety, which exacerbates vata further, which causes more pain and contributes to many other related disorders—depression, insomnia, digestive problems, and so on. This debilitating cycle, known in Ayurveda as “deranged vata,” must be broken to restore health.


There are a number of foods that will pacify or balance vata-related conditions, and anyone in good health who eats these foods regularly can slow the body’s aging process. To choose wisely, remember the principle: like increases like, while opposites create balance. If you want to pacify vata, you need to return to the list of vata’s primary qualities—cold, rough, dry, light, and mobile—and then identify foods that are opposite in nature. Let me give you a few examples:


[image: Images] Since cold is a quality of vata dosha, eating cold foods will increase vata, whereas warm foods pacify vata because their warmth acts in opposition to the cold.


[image: Images] Because vata dosha is dry, staying hydrated with beverages is important. (Warm beverages are recommended since vata is also cold). Cooking with moderate amounts of oils, ghee (clarified butter), or butter is also excellent for pacifying the dry nature of vata as is eating nut butters, which contain a lot of oil.


[image: Images] Squash of any variety is easy to digest and particularly nourishing to vata because when cooked, squash becomes soft and moist—in opposition to rough and dry.


[image: Images] Sweet potato, a heavy vegetable, balances vata’s light quality.


Although recognizing these qualities and their opposites may not seem intuitive at first, over time and with some observation, it becomes second nature. Then when you’re feeling anxious, you can learn to recognize that your vata is high or on the rise. Instead of reaching for ice cream or chocolate, you can investigate what kind of food will balance your condition. Try a tablespoon of almond butter (because oily nut butter counters vata’s dryness). Or prepare sweet potatoes with a little ghee or butter (to counter dryness) and warming cinnamon (to counter the cold nature of vata). Or make a bowl of warm winter squash soup for dinner. Or do all of the above!


Vata is pacified by sweet, sour, and salty tastes. In the context of Ayurveda, “sweet” refers to cooked foods that are naturally sweet in taste or aftertaste, such as sweet potato, pumpkin, squash, carrots, and rice. “Sweet” also means unrefined sugar (like coconut sugar, Sucanat, or jaggery). Refined sugar (white table sugar) is not recommended by Ayurveda. When eaten in excess, pungent, bitter, and astringent tastes aggravate vata. (I address the concept of taste further on pages 27–28.)


Whole mung beans or split-mung dal, commonplace foods in India, are the ultimate sources of complete, digestible vegetarian protein for vata when combined with rice or millet. When soaked overnight, these legumes absorb water and become soft, making them ideal for vata. Although the pairing of dal with rice anchors traditional Ayurvedic meals, I prefer millet for pacifying vata because of the complication raised by the modern-day arsenic contamination of rice. (See “The Troubling Story of Modern Rice” on pages 157–158.)


All nuts (except dry roasted) are excellent for vata. Most vegetables that have been cooked until tender are good for vata (though there are exceptions), and most warm soups are vata’s best friends.


Vata types, or people with vata disorders, thrive when they eat foods with a variety of spices. Nearly all spices are fine for vata as most spices have a warming effect, which is especially helpful in pacifying cold vata. Try cooking with moderate amounts of garlic and fresh ginger as well as black mustard seeds, cumin, cinnamon, cardamom, and freshly ground pepper. The exceptions are pungent cayenne and chili peppers as well as Tabasco sauce, all of which should be used sparingly. Yes, these are heating, but too much heat in the diet can be drying, which also aggravates vata. (Think of a chili’s high heat as a fire that dries out the body’s moisture.)


Just as certain foods balance a dosha, other foods increase, intensify, or (to use an Ayurvedic term) “aggravate” that dosha, as noted above regarding a chili. Once again, you can take your cues from the dosha’s list of qualities. If you suffer from any of the numerous vata disorders, it is best to reduce your intake of foods that have a cold, dry, light, rough, or astringent quality. These include chilled foods or drinks, corn, popcorn, and the vegetables classified as nightshades: white potatoes, tomatoes, eggplants, and peppers of all kinds. Several modern food writers discuss nightshades in a way that concurs with the Ayurvedic paradigm. As Annemarie Colbin suggests in Food and Healing, “The no-nightshades diet, regardless of the disdain of official medicine, seems to be extremely effective for arthritic conditions, joint pains, and bursitis.”




Five Easy Ways to Balance Vata


1. Favor cooked rather than raw foods, especially during the fall and winter.


2. Learn to cook with warming spices.


3. Avoid or dramatically reduce your intake of sugar and caffeine, including coffee, caffeinated tea, and chocolate.


4. Avoid ice-cold drinks the year round. Switch to warm or hot beverages in the cold months and room-temperature drinks during the summer.


5. Avoid or reduce your intake of deep-fried foods and dry, crispy snacks such as chips and crackers.







Some Signs of Vata Imbalance


[image: Images] Cold hands and feet


[image: Images] Difficulty falling asleep, restless sleep, insomnia


[image: Images] Constipation


[image: Images] Hemorrhoids: dry, cracked; anal fissures


[image: Images] Burping and hiccups


[image: Images] Intestinal gas, colicky pain


[image: Images] Dry skin, wrinkled skin, chapped lips, dryness in mouth


[image: Images] Vaginal dryness


[image: Images] Body and joint aches, pains, and stiffness


[image: Images] Cracking joints


[image: Images] Arthritic degeneration of joints and spine


[image: Images] General pain, muscular pain, spasms, and cramping


[image: Images] Low back pain, sciatica


[image: Images] Hearing loss, tinnitus, weakened eyesight


[image: Images] Stammering, tremors, convulsions


[image: Images] Irregular heartbeat, palpitations


[image: Images] Tremors, ticks


[image: Images] Difficulty concentrating or maintaining focus


[image: Images] Anxiety, insecurity, fear, phobias


[image: Images] Depression, loneliness


[image: Images] Lack of enthusiasm, motivation, vitality, and stamina


[image: Images] Chronic fatigue


[image: Images] Lack of mental clarity, sense of confusion or of being ungrounded


[image: Images] Short-term memory loss


[image: Images] Urinary incontinence


[image: Images] Hypothyroidism, low endocrine system function


[image: Images] Headaches in back of the head or left side





If I’ve just warned you to avoid all of your favorite foods, I urge you not to feel discouraged. Keep in mind that most of the foods listed in the paragraph above can be tolerated by many people with vata conditions if eaten just once or twice a month and if they are balanced with heating spices (such as ginger and garlic) and cooked in the proper fats (ghee, butter, olive oil, or coconut oil). It’s also important to note that everyone responds differently to foods. For that reason, it’s best to view these injunctions about what to eat and not to eat as general guidance rather than ironclad rules. There is, however, lots more guidance for vata disorders.


Other vegetables to be aware of in regard to vata are those that are naturally cooling to the metabolism: broccoli, cauliflower, cabbage, Brussels sprouts, chard, kale, rutabagas, and turnips. These cruciferous vegetables will increase vata but can also be eaten in moderation—say, about once or twice a week—when they are cooked with heating spices and with ghee, butter, or olive oil. The leafy greens mentioned above have a bitter taste, which in excess also increases vata, and this can be balanced with a drizzle of pure maple syrup or teaspoon of coconut sugar, making the greens better for a vata type, and also more delicious.


If you eat poultry, the dark meat is better for vata, while the white meat, because of its relative dryness, increases vata.


Beans are often the source of jokes precisely because they aggravate vata—the air element—causing flatulence. However, this problem can be lessened or avoided altogether when beans are cooked properly, which includes soaking them overnight so they are able to absorb enough water. In this way once they’ve been cooked, beans are transmuted from hard and dry to soft and moist. With the addition of appropriate heating spices, beans’ natural vata quality can be countered so that most people can tolerate eating beans at least once a week. (See “Cooking Legumes” on pages 115–117.) If, however, you bring undercooked or unsoaked beans to your table, expect some comedy later on!


I’m sorry to report that raw foods, which are light and naturally cooling, increase vata, particularly when eaten in excess or during cold months. If you love salads with raw vegetables, it’s best to save them for the summer months and to limit them to once or twice a week. When you do eat a salad, be generous with an oily dressing to bring about balance; a little balsamic vinegar, lemon, or lime can add some balancing heat with their sour taste. Even better, add some roasted vegetables to your salads so that you’re not eating too much raw food.


Perhaps more than anything else, vata is aggravated by stress and overstimulation, so it’s important for people with vata problems to avoid stimulating foods and beverages—that is, caffeine and white sugar. Have trouble getting to sleep at night? Your first and easiest remedy to this vata problem may be to kick the coffee habit! Cooking with small amounts of unrefined sugar or pure maple syrup is fine in moderation, if you have normal blood sugar. It’s excessive white sugar that takes most people over the top.


Because vata is aggravated by cold, vata disorders are more prevalent in the fall and winter months, so it is especially important to avoid cold food and drinks during the cold seasons. Although taking the ice out of our iced tea is really an adjustment for Southerners, it will make a world of difference if you have vata disorders!


Finally, it is worth noting that the same balancing principle—like increases like; opposites create balance—is true in the body’s relationship with the seasons. For instance, people with high vata tend to be cold all the time, and so they suffer more during a cold winter and they feel better in the warm summer months. As we move into a discussion of pitta, you’ll learn that pitta’s primary quality is heat. Because of their hot nature, pitta types thrive during the cooler weather of fall and winter and often feel miserable at the height of summer.


Understanding Pitta



[image: Images]


Pitta dosha comes from the elements of fire and water. Its predominant qualities include hot, sharp, sour, pungent, burning, oily, and spreading. “Spreading” refers to the propensity of pitta to erupt or break out. The pitta dosha is associated with digestion, absorption, and assimilation, including the digestive enzymes and amino acids that metabolize food into energy. This dosha also regulates body temperature and complexion. Pitta types have a medium build, and they often have oily skin. Their hair often grays prematurely, and they have a tendency toward baldness.


Healthy pitta produces a strong intellect and understanding. It generates ambition, courage, energy, and the motivation to achieve goals and overcome obstacles. Pitta types usually have great organizational skills and leadership capacity, and they are competitive in nature. When your pitta dosha is out of balance, you tend toward perfectionism and sharp criticism of yourself and others. The colors red and yellow are associated with pitta—for instance, red hair and ruddy cheeks are signs of a pitta constitution. The overproduction of bile that manifests in yellowing skin or stool signals an overabundance of pitta.


When pitta becomes too high, it erupts in a number of physical and emotional symptoms. Disorders related to imbalanced pitta include skin problems, such as acne, rashes, and itchiness. Hyperacidity and acid reflux, vomiting, diarrhea, inflammation, difficulty staying asleep, irritability, and aggression are all outcomes of disturbed pitta. Know anyone who is hot-tempered? You can bet that person’s pitta is out of balance! For a more extensive list of pitta-related disorders, see the sidebar on page 24.




Some Signs of Pitta Imbalance


[image: Images] Skin eruptions, including acne, rashes


[image: Images] Rosacea, dermatitis, eczema


[image: Images] Hyperacidity and acid reflux disease


[image: Images] Vomiting, nausea


[image: Images] Diarrhea or loose stools


[image: Images] Hemorrhoids: bleeding, itching, burning


[image: Images] Headaches at the temples and temporal area


[image: Images] Sensitivity to heat, excessive perspiration


[image: Images] Hot flashes


[image: Images] Inflammation, itching


[image: Images] Rheumatoid arthritis


[image: Images] Yellow or green mucous formation


[image: Images] Difficulty staying asleep, awakens at 3:00 or 4:00 a.m.


[image: Images] Anger, jealousy, irritability, aggression


[image: Images] Overly controlling, easily frustrated


[image: Images] Tendency to criticize self and others





In eating to balance pitta, choose foods that are cooling to the metabolism rather than those that are too oily, sour, pungent, or hot (as in cayenne pepper). Eat foods cooked with cooling spices: coriander, fresh cilantro, and mint. Ghee and coconut oil in moderate amounts are also excellent for pacifying pitta. Milk, if your system can tolerate it, as well as coconut milk will benefit pitta for their cooling effect on the metabolism.


In general, favor sweet, astringent, and bitter vegetables. These include sweet and white potatoes, parsnips, asparagus, broccoli, cabbage, cauliflower, Brussels sprouts, green beans, okra, and leafy greens.


Whole mung beans or split-mung dal, traditional Indian fare, are excellent sources of digestible and complete vegetarian protein when served with rice or quinoa. All legumes tend to cool pitta’s hot nature. Nuts and nut butters can be eaten in small quantities by most pitta types; almonds are the least pitta-aggravating of all the nuts.


To lower pitta, it is best to avoid or greatly reduce pungent foods and hot spices, including raw onions, horseradish, chilies, cayenne, red pepper flakes, Tabasco, and other hot sauces. Pitta also may be aggravated by garlic, especially in excess. If a recipe calls for four to six cloves of garlic, I advise pitta types to use only one or two cloves. People with acid reflux disease are likely to feel best by eliminating garlic from their diets or by limiting its use to no more than once a week. Because pitta is aggravated by heat, it is especially important to avoid excessively hot spices during the hot summer months.


Women in perimenopause and beyond will probably relate to this: you eat Indian, Thai, or Mexican food with lots of chilies, and it seems that your night sweats get hotter and more intense. That’s not your imagination! And chilies have other effects as well. I think it’s no coincidence that over the past decade or two, as American chefs have introduced greater quantities of hot spices to our food, acid reflux disease has risen dramatically in the United States.


Although I’ve mentioned nightshades in the section about vata, it’s also true that eggplants and tomatoes increase pitta.


Salty, fermented, and sour foods (particularly vinegar and tomatoes) are also harmful to pitta. This means that condiments such as mayonnaise, mustard, and ketchup, as well as relish and pickles, may wreak havoc when eaten in excess, as will too much salt. People with pitta problems often cannot tolerate the juice of lemons or sour oranges. Lime juice, however, is usually fine in moderation.


Likewise, red meat increases pitta and is best avoided by people with pitta problems. Dark-meat poultry will also disturb pitta, as will most seafood, especially salmon, tuna, shrimp, and oysters. If you have pitta problems and you enjoy beef, dark-meat poultry, and seafood, you may want to limit these items to once or twice a month.




Five Easy Ways to Balance Pitta


1. Avoid or reduce your intake of pungent foods such as chili peppers, ground cayenne pepper, red pepper flakes, horseradish, and hot sauces.


2. Avoid or reduce your intake of sour foods, including lemons, grapefruit, and tomatoes—particularly raw tomatoes. When eating tomatoes, you can spice them with cumin to balance their acidity.


3. Avoid eating raw onions.


4. Avoid or reduce your intake of fermented foods and beverages such as alcohol, vinegar, and vinegar-laced condiments, including ketchup and prepared mustard.


5. Avoid or reduce your intake of red meat and dark-meat poultry.





Understanding Kapha



[image: Images]


All of our cells, tissues, and organs are comprised of the kapha elements, water and earth. Kapha dosha gives solidity and structure to the body. It is the dosha of cohesion and also of lubrication and liquidity. Kapha’s qualities include heavy, dense, cool, slow, oily, and damp. People with kapha constitutions usually have large bone structures and thick, shiny hair. They may have damp skin. They move slowly and tend to need a lot of sleep. They also tend to resist change or intense activity. Although they may be extremely intelligent, they are often slow to make decisions.


When this dosha is in balance, people with kapha constitutions are physically strong; they have great physical endurance and a strong immune function. Although they have the slowest metabolisms of all the types, their digestive capacity is regular and strong. People with predominant kapha are calm, steady, loyal, loving, and compassionate. When a loving relationship is absent, kapha types tend to replace love with food, and they are often attracted to sweets. Anyone with a kapha constitution has to be careful not to put on weight.


Other disorders related to kapha imbalance include weak kidney function; water retention; and a susceptibility to colds, sinus, chest congestion, and ear infections. For a more detailed list of kapha-related disorders, see the sidebar on page 26.


In general, people with kapha constitutions or disorders feel best when they eat warm, cooked foods with pungent, bitter, and astringent flavors. These include leafy green vegetables, green beans, beets, onions, garlic, peppers, and cruciferous vegetables (such as cabbage, bok choy, broccoli, Brussels sprouts, and cauliflower). Heating and pungent spices are good support for kapha. Vegetarian kapha types do well when getting most of their protein from legumes and pulses or dals. Light snacks such as popcorn (made without oil or butter) and pumpkin seeds or sunflower seeds also suit kapha well.


Of all the types, kapha can best tolerate caffeine, and since people with kapha constitutions tend to move slowly in the morning, a cup of tea or coffee can help them to get the day started.


To reduce kapha when it is in excess, it is helpful to reduce or eliminate the intake of cold and raw foods, wheat, red meat, dark-meat poultry, and dairy, especially cow’s milk, and the cheeses that are made from cow’s milk. A glass of cold milk is a double whammy for kapha types—both cold in temperature and cooling in its metabolic effect on the system. People with kapha problems should generally cook with modest amounts of vegetable oil, butter, and ghee, and they do best when they avoid olive and coconut oil altogether. Anything with a sweet taste will also increase kapha—particularly white sugar but also squash, sweet potatoes, and white rice. Sour and salty foods, in excess, also increase kapha, as do heavy foods such as bread, pasta, cooked oats, and rice (though brown rice is preferable to white). For someone addressing a kapha imbalance, it’s best to eat these foods infrequently.




Some Signs of Kapha Imbalance


[image: Images] Sluggish metabolism, digestion, and bowels


[image: Images] Easy weight gain, difficult weight loss, obesity


[image: Images] Lethargy, complacency, lack of motivation


[image: Images] Excess sleep


[image: Images] Weak kidney function, water retention, clammy skin


[image: Images] Puffy skin


[image: Images] Excess mucus, congestion, productive cough


[image: Images] Susceptibility to colds and ear infections


[image: Images] Seasonal allergies


[image: Images] Headaches at the frontal and nasal areas of the head


[image: Images] Increase in secretions: saliva, ear wax


[image: Images] Growths such as fibroids, cysts


[image: Images] Swelling


[image: Images] White discoloration of eyes, skin, or stool


[image: Images] Craving sweets


[image: Images] Slow decision-making


[image: Images] Excessive attachment to people, feelings, and possessions







Five Easy Ways to Balance Kapha


1. Keep your fat consumption low. Although everyone needs some fat in their diets, use only small amounts of butter, ghee, or cooking oil. Also eat nuts and nut butters in moderation.


2. Avoid or greatly reduce your intake of dairy products. If you drink milk, it’s best to drink it warm or hot and with spices like ginger and cardamom, as in chai, the Indian-style spiced tea.


3. If you eat beef, do so infrequently and choose low-fat cuts; favor white-meat poultry.


4. Avoid or greatly reduce your intake of foods high in carbohydrates, including sugary desserts, wheat, all breads (even gluten-free but especially white), rice (especially white), and white potatoes.


5. Avoid or greatly reduce your intake of salty foods like pretzels and potato chips.






Working with the Three Doshas



As we’ve been exploring, the main medicine of Ayurveda is the foods we eat—and, often, the most striking quality of a food is the way it tastes to us.


Taste


Every food has a particular taste, and it is mainly this taste that makes eating a pleasure—or not! In the West we traditionally think of foods as being sweet, sour, salty, or bitter. This list was originally drawn in the fourth century BCE by the Greek philosopher Democritus, and it was expanded fairly recently to include savory (which is what most of us might call “spicy hot”) by the American food scientist Harold McGee. Ayurveda identifies six tastes, or rasas, as they are known in Sanskrit: sweet, sour, salty, bitter, pungent (which is, again, that “spicy hot”), and astringent. The “astringent” refers to the slight sense of drawing or puckering you can get in the mouth or throat when you have a bite of pomegranate or a sip of red wine. As a taste, astringent is associated with foods such as quinoa, legumes, and sprouts.


According to Ayurveda, each taste has its own effects on the body or mind. When eaten in moderation, each taste contributes to optimal health. When eaten in excess—or taken into a system that already is leaning too much in that direction—the result can be adverse. (See “The Effects of Taste” on page 28.)


The Ayurvedic system of six rasas was first recorded in the third century BCE in the Charaka Samhita. Here, in one bite, is how each of the three doshas responds to each of the six flavors:




The Doshas and The Tastes






	 


	Pacify


	Aggravate







	Vata


	sweet, sour, salty


	pungent, bitter, astringent







	Pitta


	sweet, astringent, bitter


	sour, salty, pungent







	Kapha


	pungent, astringent, bitter


	sweet, sour, salty











Since every living organism is seen as a combination of the three doshas, it follows that a balanced meal should include all six tastes. That way each dosha receives nourishment. We need be concerned about creating an imbalance only if we consistently overemphasize any one taste—which, of course, most of us do.


Most Western diets are rich in sweet, sour, and salty tastes, and in recent decades pungent chilies have been embraced by many. We rarely incorporate bitter and astringent tastes in our diets. The concern here is that the bitter and astringent tastes serve a purpose as they help keep pitta and kapha in balance. The solution to this problem, I’m happy to say, is delicious. We can simply expand our use of spices, particularly cumin, coriander, and turmeric.
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