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Foreword

To see a World in a Grain of Sand

And a Heaven in a Wild Flower,

Hold Infinity in the palm of your hand

And Eternity in an hour.

—William Blake

IT IS HARD TO THINK OF a biological function more essential to sustaining our life than eating, since, unlike plants, we don’t photosynthesize sustenance out of light and air. Breathing happens on its own, thank goodness. Sleeping too. But eating requires some deliberate engagement on our parts in either growing, gathering, hunting, shopping, going to a restaurant, or otherwise acquiring a range of life-sustaining foodstuffs that often need some kind of preparing and combining by us or others to be maximally beneficial. As mammals, we have complex circuitry in the nervous system to insure that we are motivated to find and eat food (hunger and thirst) and to know when those urges have been satisfied and the body has gotten what it needs for the moment to sustain itself for a time (satiety). Yet, it is all too easy for us in this postindustrial era to take eating so for granted that we engage in it with huge unawareness, and also freight it (all puns intended) with complicated psychological and emotional issues that obscure and sometimes seriously distort a simple, basic, and miraculous aspect of our lives. Even the question of what food really is takes on whole new meanings in an age of industrial agriculture, factory processing, and continual invention of new “snacks” and “foods” that our grandparents wouldn’t recognize. And with a huge and sometimes obsessive preoccupation with health and eating in this brave new world, it is equally easy to fall into a certain kind of “nutritionism,”1 which makes it difficult to simply enjoy food and all the social functions that revolve around preparing, sharing, and celebrating the miracle of sustenance and the web of life within which we are embedded and upon which we depend.

On a parallel note, mind-states of unawareness, addiction, and delusion sadly abound in this world and, we might say, function as equal opportunity destroyers of sanity, well-being, and authentic relationship at every level of the body, mind, and world. Every single one of us suffers from them to one degree or another, not simply around food and eating, but in many different aspects of our lives. It is part and parcel of the human condition, perhaps made worse in this era by the particular stresses and pressures of our nonstop, 24/7 connectivity, attention-deficit hyperactivity, celebrity-obsessed culture. But the good news is that the inner and outer pressures on our minds and bodies and the suffering that comes from these sometimes unhealthy influences can be recognized and intentionally worked with to the benefit of anyone willing to undertake the cultivation of even a bit of mindfulness and heartfulness. This book is a gentle invitation to engage in that healing, and a wise guide to accompany you on the journey of a lifetime into your own wholeness.

Nowhere are the elements of the human condition we call unawareness, addiction, and delusion more poignantly and tragically manifested nowadays than in widespread disregulations and disorders in our relationships to food and to eating. These pathologies of imbalance are driven by many complex factors in society itself. Sadly, they have resulted in cultural norms that support particular brands of delusion, obsession, and endless preoccupation with how much the body weighs. It manifests as a gnawing and pervasive, if sometimes submerged and disguised or overcompensated-for discomfort and dissatisfaction with how one’s body looks and how it feels inwardly. This pervasive dissatisfaction nests itself within ordinary concerns about one’s appearance, but is compounded by desires to fit in to an idealized model of how one should look and the impression one’s appearance should make on others that shape and trump the authenticity of one’s own interior experience. This dissatisfaction in the mind lends itself to pathologies associated with body image, distortions in how one perceives oneself inwardly and outwardly, and with deep issues of self-worth. Catalyzed in large measure by ubiquitous media exposure, it is prevalent even in children and adolescents, and is pervasive across the life span and right into old age. The sadness of it all is immense and needs to be met with boundless compassion and self-compassion, as well as effective strategies for restoring balance and sanity in our world and in our individual lives.

It is well known now that these pathologies of imbalance are manifesting as never before in a number of epidemics in both children and adults, in both males and females. One might say that the entire society suffers from disordered eating in one way or another, just as, from the perspective of the meditative traditions, we suffer from a pervasive attention deficit hyperactivity disorder. As is made clear in this book, the one is intimately related to the other.

One manifestation of our disordered relationship to food and eating is the obesity epidemic of the past twenty-plus years in the United States. This phenomenon is driven by a host of complex factors and compounded by increasingly sedentary lifestyles in adults and children, coupled with a ubiquitous availability of processed foods and by a farming and food industry that is the admiration of the world in some ways, and which runs amok in others.2 The extent of the epidemic in obesity can be gauged from graphic displays of the rates per state in the United States, starting around 1986.3 It is now spreading to other countries, particularly in Europe. This epidemic has been driven in part by the phenomenon of supersizing, as so graphically illustrated in the movie Supersize Me, in the ever-expanding notion of a reasonable portion size (and even plate size) for one person, by increasing inactivity, and by the endless availability of high-calorie, low-nutrient foods. Many medical schools are developing research and clinical programs to better understand and deal with this growing phenomenon in both adults and children, and some are even reaching out in imaginative collaborations with forward-looking elements of the food and restaurant industries.4 Clinical programs for children abound.5

Another manifestation of our disordered relationship to food and eating is the tragedy of anorexia and bulimia, particularly among girls and young women. These disregulations in eating behaviors are often driven by distortions in self-image and body image, shaped by subterranean and often unacknowledged feelings of shame, inadequacy, and unworthiness. In many, they arise following horrendous but often hidden trauma experiences and histories. In others, they arise as poorly understood but complex reactions to familial, social, and societal dynamics, compounded by the fashion, advertisement, and entertainment industries, an obsession with celebrities, and the sexualization of appearance starting in childhood. Here, any impulses to restrict food intake are life-threatening and need to be met with a huge degree of professional understanding of the tortured web of pain that people can be caught in, huge acceptance and compassion for their suffering, as well as recognition of and unfailing support for the interior strengths they possess but may not recognize, including their potential for healing.

On top of all of these problematic elements in our relationship to food is the even more pervasive disregulation, pointed out earlier, in our relationship to our own lives as they are unfolding in the present moment. It doesn’t take much in the way of attention to realize that much of our lives are caught up in a preoccupation with the past and future at the expense of the present moment, the only time any of us ever have to nurture ourselves, to see, to learn, to grow, to change, to heal, to express our feelings, to love, and above all to live. If we are always on the way to someplace else, to some better now, when we will be thinner, or happier, or more accomplished, or whatever it is, then we can never be in wise relationship with this moment and love ourselves as we actually are. This too is a pervasive tragedy . . . that we might miss the actuality of the life that is ours to live because we are so distracted, preoccupied, and driven by attempting to attain some mind-constructed ideal in some other time that is often also, sadly, shaped by unexamined desires, aversions, and illusions. Of course, this has huge relevance in terms of eating and to how we might be in relationship to our bodies and to all the forces that might carry us into these whirlpools of addiction, disregulation, and sorrow. This is a practical choice that we can have a major personal say in, no matter what the rest of the world is doing, thinking, or selling. However, it does require a motivation to break free of deep and longstanding conditioning and habits of unawareness and addiction that weigh us down, sometimes both literally and metaphorically.

What we might characterize as a condition of endemic mindlessness in our society is something we can do something about and take personal responsibility for, as described so effectively in this book in regard to eating and to food in all its guises and manifestations. And who better to offer this path to greater sanity and balance than Jan Chozen Bays, who is a seasoned pediatrician specializing in childhood trauma, a longtime leader of mindful eating groups, and an exceptional mindfulness teacher steeped in an ancient and profound tradition of wisdom and compassion?

Mindfulness is all about paying attention, and the awareness and freedom that emerge from that present-moment gesture of profound relationality and consciousness. It is the antidote to addictive preoccupations and indeed, preoccupations of all kinds that carry us away from the actuality of the present moment. When we start to pay attention in an intentional and nonjudgmental way, as we do when we cultivate mindfulness, and thus bring ourselves back into the present moment, we are tapping into very deep natural resources of strength, creativity, balance, and yes, wisdom—interior resources that we may never have realized we even possess. Nothing has to change. We don’t have to be any different or “better.” We don’t have to lose weight. We don’t have to fix any imbalances or strive for any ideals. All we have to do is pay attention to aspects of our lives that we may have been ignoring in favor of various idealizations that have unwittingly carried us further and further from our intrinsic wholeness (the root meaning of the words health, healing, and holy) that is already here, available to us in this very moment, and in any and every moment, a wholeness that is never not present.

This book emphasizes that, with practice, it is possible to have mindfulness become a reliable foundation for holding and healing one’s entire life. This optimistic perspective suggests that if you commit yourself to engaging in this program of bringing greater mindfulness to the whole process of eating, you are taking a major step to giving your life back to yourself, and in the process, freeing yourself from the imprisoning and deadening habits of unawareness, obsession, and addiction in regard to eating, body image, and even more, one’s own mind and body and its/their relationship to the world. This engagement has the potential to restore your intrinsic and original beauty, as you befriend yourself as you are. It is an invitation to balance of both mind and body, and to a deep interior satisfaction that goes by the name of happiness, or well-being.

In the Stress Reduction Clinic at the University of Massachusetts, the first formal meditation we usually engage in is to eat one raisin slowly and mindfully. With guidance, it can take up to five minutes or even longer. The clinic participants, for the most part medical patients, don’t expect meditation, or stress reduction for that matter, to be associated with eating, and that alone is a useful and cliché-dispelling message that meditation is not what we usually think it is. Actually, anything can be a form of meditation if we are present for our experience, which means if we are wholeheartedly aware. The impact of this strange and somewhat artificial exercise is driven home immediately, just in the seeing of the object we are about to take in, the smelling of it, the observing of how it actually gets to and then into the mouth, the chewing, the tasting, the changes as the raisin disintegrates, the impulse to swallow, the swallowing, the resting quietly for a moment in the aftermath of it all, all held in an exquisite awareness that seems to come effortlessly. People exclaim: “I don’t think I have ever tasted a raisin before.” “This is amazing.” “I actually feel full.” “I feel warm.” “I feel whole.” “I feel calm.” “I feel peaceful.” “I feel like a nervous wreck.” “I hate raisins.” (There are a lot of different responses, and no right answers—just what people are experiencing.)

But just like Blake’s grain of sand and his wild flower, you can see the entire world in one raisin, hold the universe and all life in the palm of your hand, and then, of course, in your mouth too, as it soon becomes a source of nurturance on so many different levels, energy and matter and life itself enlivening and replenishing the body, the heart, and the mind. And in community no less, in this instance, since there may be thirty or more people in the room, all new to mindfulness, all newcomers to this eight-week clinical program we call MBSR, or mindfulness-based stress reduction. One raisin can teach you a lot.

You will find this raisin exercise, and many more, in this book. If you give yourself over wholeheartedly to the practices described here with a certain degree of discipline and commitment, yet leavened with kindness and gentleness so that you cut yourself enough slack not to force things to conform to some ideal, I am sure that you will be thanking yourself and Dr. Bays for recovering your life and for enjoying the blessings of food in ways that feel liberated and delighted.

JON KABAT-ZINN

Professor of Medicine Emeritus

University of Massachusetts Medical School

Stress Reduction Clinic

Center for Mindfulness in Medicine, Health Care, and Society

September 2008
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Preface

I AM WRITING THIS BOOK to address an increasingly widespread and unnecessary form of suffering. Our struggles with food cause tremendous emotional distress, including guilt, shame, and depression. As a physician, I’ve also seen how our eating problems can lead to debilitating diseases and even to premature death.

According to the U.S. Department of Health, nearly two out of three American adults are overweight or obese. It’s also estimated that millions of Americans suffer from anorexia or bulimia. One could call this an epidemic of “eating disorders,” but I prefer to think of the problem as an increasingly unbalanced relationship to food. One of the primary causes of this imbalance is a lack of an essential human nutrient: mindfulness. Mindfulness is the act of paying full, nonjudgmental attention to our moment-to-moment experience. This book explores how we can use mindfulness to free ourselves from unhealthy eating habits and improve our overall quality of life.

Right now we’re in need of a fresh approach to our eating problems, because the conventional methods aren’t working. Research shows that no matter what diet people undertake, no matter what kinds of food they stop or start eating, they lose an average of only eight to eleven pounds and then gain it back in about a year. Only a few individuals are successful in losing a significant amount of weight and not regaining it. We can see that dieting is not the answer.

We’ve also tried to solve our weight problems by altering the food we eat in the hope that we could continue to eat in an unbalanced way without any ill effects. We have removed the calories, the fat, the sugar, and the salt. We have added protein, vitamins, fiber, artificial fat, and chemical sweeteners. This war on food has meant increased revenues for companies that create processed food, but it has not altered our expanding waistlines or brought us back to a wholesome way of eating.

Another approach has been to wage war on the fat in our bodies through starvation diets, compulsive exercise, or liposuction. Fat cells are actually trying their best to help us. Their job is to keep us warm and to provide emergency fuel for lean times. We can remove fat cells through surgery, but if we continue to consume extra calories, new fat cells will grow in a dutiful attempt to fulfill their role as energy storage containers.

We’ve tried attacking the body in other ways as well. Most large hospitals have opened departments of bariatric medicine to provide weight loss surgery and the aftercare it necessitates. These operations reduce the size of the stomach or bypass parts of the gut to produce malabsorption. With a smaller stomach, people experience pain, nausea, and other kinds of discomfort if they eat more than one-half to one cup of food at a time. Following malabsorption surgery people may suffer chronic diarrhea and have to take many supplements to avoid becoming malnourished. There is no question that surgery helps people lose weight and reverse side effects such as diabetes. However, it appears that several years after undergoing surgery, many patients regain weight, with only one in ten stabilizing at their target weight. Hundreds of thousands of people each year are undergoing this surgery, which is expensive (at least $25,000) and risky (as of this writing one in a hundred patients die and one in ten have serious complications, often requiring further surgery). The cost of this treatment alone makes it unavailable to most people.

After undergoing bariatric surgery, people are forced to change their eating habits. They must eat mindfully or suffer acute discomfort. However, many patients eventually learn to “eat around” the restrictions imposed by altered intestinal anatomy, and they gain weight again. It appears that a significant number of patients develop “transfer addictions” after surgery, substituting alcohol, compulsive gambling, shopping, or sex for food.

If dieting or surgery are not practical treatments for adults, they certainly will not work for the 20 percent of American children who are now overweight or obese. Until about ten years ago, we pediatricians seldom saw overweight children in our clinics. Now they are common, as are serious complications including diabetes. Some researchers are predicting that this generation will live shorter life spans than their parents because of disordered relationships to food and eating. We do not want to push young children into neurosis about diet and obsession with weight. We need a new approach.

Similar challenges arise in trying to treat those whose weight becomes dangerously low due to anorexia or bulimia. Medical treatment, including hospitalization, intravenous nutrition, and dripping liquid nutrition into feeding tubes, often results in weight gain that is only temporary.

The situation is clear. The developed countries are in the midst of a serious epidemic of disordered relationships to food and eating. We are in urgent need of a treatment that will work equally well for children and their parents. We are in urgent need of a treatment that is inexpensive or free and can be used by anyone. It should at least be without negative side effects. Ideally it would have positive side effects.

The best treatment would be one that could be started with initial guidance and education by professionals but would be easy and interesting enough to be continued long-term by people on their own. The treatment should be accessible to people of all ages and social conditions, including children. It should have an immunizing effect, preventing children from developing full-blown eating problems. It should provide strong support to those who are undergoing medical treatment or surgery. Ideally this treatment would cause long-lasting changes and result in a permanent cure.

Mindfulness is the only treatment that I know of that fits this description. Mindfulness addresses our disorder at its source. The problem is not in our food. Food is just food. It is neither good nor bad. The problem is not in our fat cells or stomach or small intestine. They are just trying quietly to do their job. The long-term solution is not to eat food that has been stripped of nutrition or to mutilate healthy organs or to deliberately produce a second serious disease, malabsorption. The source of the problem lies in the thinking mind and the feeling heart. Mindfulness is the perfect tool for the delicate operation of laying open the inner workings of these two most essential organs. Mindfulness is the perfect catalyst for setting into motion the course of their complete healing.

This book was inspired by the enthusiasm generated by the mindful eating retreat we give at the Zen monastery where I live and teach. Of our many workshops and retreats this one seems to generate the highest level of excitement and appreciation for the power of mindfulness to shed light upon a most vital aspect of life, even in people with little experience with meditation. When mindful eating is ignored, it causes pervasive and unnecessary suffering. When mindfulness is applied to eating, a world of discovery and delight opens. This is a world that has been hidden, quite literally, beneath our noses.

It is my sincere wish that this book will help you to open yourself to the joy and delight, the richness and splendor, of the simple acts of eating and drinking, so that you can find true, deep, and lasting satisfaction with food and enjoy eating throughout your life.
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	1  
	What Is Mindful Eating?




THIS BOOK IS WRITTEN for all those who would like to improve their relationship to food. Whether you have a moderate tendency to overeat, as so many of us do, or whether you are struggling with obesity, bulimia, anorexia, or other such problems, this book is for you.

I am a doctor (my specialty is pediatrics), and I am also a longtime Zen teacher. At the heart of Zen, and of the Buddhist tradition in general, is the practice of mindfulness. Over my many years practicing medicine, and many years of practicing mindfulness and teaching it to others, I have come to trust mindfulness as one of the very best medicines.

Most books and techniques for changing our eating try to impose change from the outside. Sometimes this fits with the unique being that we are and it works. Sometimes it doesn’t. Mindfulness brings about change from the inside. A natural and organic process, it occurs in the manner and at the rate that fits us. It is the ultimate in natural healing.

What Is Mindfulness?

It is not necessary to become a Buddhist or attend a weeklong silent retreat in order to experience the benefits of mindfulness. Mindfulness is an ability we all possess and can cultivate. Recently mindfulness has become a popular concept, increasingly accepted and studied in the worlds of science, healthcare, and education. When mindfulness remains only a concept, however, it has little use in our lives. When it is learned and used, it becomes a powerful tool for us to awaken to the full potential of our life.


Mindfulness is deliberately paying attention, being fully aware of what is happening both inside yourself—in your body, heart, and mind—and outside yourself, in your environment. Mindfulness is awareness without judgment or criticism.



The last element is key. In mindful eating we are not comparing or judging. We are simply witnessing the many sensations, thoughts, and emotions that come up around eating. This is done in a straightforward, no-nonsense way, but it is warmed with kindness and spiced with curiosity.

Mindfulness is rooted in the realization that when we ignore what we are seeing, touching, or eating, it is as if it does not exist. If our child or partner comes to talk with us and we are distracted and not listening, we all go away feeling hungry for connection and intimacy. If we eat while watching television, distracted and not really tasting, the food goes down without our noticing it. We remain somehow hungry and unsatisfied. We go away from the table searching for something more to nourish us.

Through mindful eating we can learn to be present when we eat. It seems so simple, to be aware of what we are eating, but somehow we have lost track of how to do it. Mindful eating is a way to reawaken our pleasure in simply eating, simply drinking.

The Zen master Thich Nhat Hanh has called mindfulness a miracle. It seems like it. When we learn how to use this simple tool and find for ourselves what it can do, it seems miraculous. It can transform boredom into curiosity, distressed restlessness into ease, and negativity into gratitude. Using mindfulness we will find that anything, anything, we bring our full attention to will begin to open up and reveal worlds we never suspected existed. In all my experience as a physician and a Zen teacher I have never found anything to equal it.

A large and growing body of scientific studies supports the claims about the surprisingly reliable healing abilities of mindfulness. Dr. Jon Kabat-Zinn at the University of Massachusetts Medical School has developed a curriculum that draws on mindfulness-based stress reduction (MBSR). He first taught MBSR techniques to people suffering from chronic pain and disease, people whose doctors had referred them as a last resort after other medical therapies had failed. The results were so good that he expanded his research to other illnesses. Other doctors and therapists learned MBSR techniques and tried it out successfully with a variety of disorders. There are now many articles in medical and psychology journals documenting the benefits of MBSR in illnesses ranging from asthma to psoriasis, heart disease to depression.1

The Joy of Mindful Eating

Mindful eating is an experience that engages all parts of us, our body, our heart, and our mind, in choosing, preparing, and eating food. Mindful eating involves all the senses. It immerses us in the colors, textures, scents, tastes, and even sounds of drinking and eating. It allows us to be curious and even playful as we investigate our responses to food and our inner cues to hunger and satisfaction.

Mindful eating is not directed by charts, tables, pyramids, or scales. It is not dictated by an expert. It is directed by your own inner experiences, moment by moment. Your experience is unique. Therefore you are the expert.

Mindful eating is not based on anxiety about the future but on the actual choices that are in front of you and on your direct experiences of health while eating and drinking.

Mindful eating replaces self-criticism with self-nurturing. It replaces shame with respect for your own inner wisdom.

As an example, let’s take a typical experience. On the way home from work Sally thinks with dread about the talk she needs to work on for a big conference. She has to get it done in the next few days to meet the deadline. Before starting to work on the speech, however, she decides to relax and watch a few minutes of TV when she gets home. She sits down with a bag of chips beside her chair. At first she eats only a few, but as the show gets more dramatic, she eats faster and faster. When the show ends she looks down and realizes that she’s eaten the entire bag of chips. She scolds herself for wasting time and for eating junk food. “Too much salt and fat! No dinner for you!” Engrossed in the drama on the screen, covering up her anxiety about procrastinating, she ignored what was happening in her mind, heart, mouth, and stomach. She ate unconsciously. She ate to go unconscious. She goes to bed unnourished in body or heart and with her mind still anxious about the talk.

The next time this happens she decides to eat chips but to try eating them mindfully. First she checks in with her mind. She finds that her mind is worried about an article she promised to write. Her mind says that she needs to get started on it tonight. She checks in with her heart and finds that she is feeling a little lonely because her husband is out of town. She checks in with her stomach and body and discovers that she is both hungry and tired. She needs some nurturing. The only one at home to do it is herself.

She decides to treat herself to a small chip party. (Remember, mindful eating gives us permission to play with our food.) She takes twenty chips out of the bag and arranges them on a plate. She looks at their color and shape. She eats one chip, savoring its flavor. She pauses, then eats another. There is no judgment, no right or wrong. She is simply seeing the shades of tan and brown on each curved surface, tasting the tang of salt, hearing the crunch of each bite, feeling the crisp texture melt into softness. She ponders how these chips arrived on her plate, aware of the sun, the soil, the rain, the potato farmer, the workers at the chip factory, the delivery truck driver, the grocer who stocked the shelves and sold them to her.

With little pauses between each chip, it takes ten minutes for the chip party. When she finishes the chips, she checks in with her body to find out if any part of it is still hungry.

She finds that her mouth and cells are thirsty, so she gets a drink of orange juice. Her body is also saying it needs some protein and something green, so she makes a cheese omelet and a spinach salad. After eating she checks in again with her mind, body, and heart. The heart and body feel nourished but the mind is still tired. She decides to go to bed and work on the talk first thing in the morning, when the mind and body will be rested. She is still feeling lonely, although less so within the awareness of all the beings whose life energy brought her the chips, eggs, cheese, and greens. She decides to call her husband to say good night. She goes to bed with body, mind, and heart at ease and sleeps soundly.

About This Book

This book is a manual for learning mindfulness while eating. Mindfulness is skill that anyone can develop. It can be applied to anything that arises in our life. It does not depend upon our age, gender, IQ, muscle strength, musical or any other talent, or our ability with foreign languages. As with any skill, developing mindfulness does require practice, diligent practice, over a significant period of time. Unlike some types of learning, however, such as learning to play the violin, mindfulness brings immediate rewards. With mindfulness, we can even eat foods we don’t particularly like and discover something useful in the process.

This book is not about diets or rules. It is about exploring what we already have and appreciating everything we are doing. Will you lose or gain weight if you bring mindfulness into cooking and eating? I don’t know. What you could lose is the weight of the mind’s unhappiness with eating and dissatisfaction with food. What you could gain are a simple joy with food and an easy pleasure in eating that are your birthrights as a human being.

We all have to eat. It is a basic requirement of being alive. Unfortunately there are few daily activities that are so loaded with pain and distress, with guilt and shame, with unfulfilled longing and despair than the simple act of putting energy into our bodies. When we learn to eat mindfully, our eating can be transformed from a source of suffering to a source of renewal, self-understanding, and delight.

Much in this book has to do with opening our awareness of our body and mind. When we are able to fully appreciate the basic activities of eating and drinking, we discover an ancient secret, the secret of how to become content and at ease. The Zen teachings talk about the exquisite taste of plain water. Have you ever been very, very thirsty? Maybe you were on a long hike, or sick, or working without a break in the summer heat. When you were finally able to drink, even plain water, you remember how wonderful it was. Actually, each sip of liquid and each bite of food can be that fresh and delicious, once we learn again just to be present.

Mindful eating is a way to rediscover one of the most pleasurable things we do as human beings. It also is a path to uncovering many wonderful activities that are going on right under our noses and within our own bodies. Mindful eating also has the unexpected benefit of helping us tap into our body’s natural wisdom and our heart’s natural capacity for openness and gratitude.

In the Zen tradition we practice bringing skillful attention, curiosity, and inquiry to all of our activities, including the activities of tasting and eating. The Zen teachings encourage us to explore the present moment fully, asking ourselves questions like:

Am I hungry?

Where do I feel hunger? What part of me is hungry?

What do I really crave?

What am I tasting just now?

These are very simple questions, but we seldom pose them. This book will help you find answers to some of these questions and will give you tools to continue to discover answers in the future.

Mindfulness Is the Best Flavoring

As I write this I am eating a lemon tart that a friend gave to me. He knows how much I love lemon tarts, and he occasionally brings them to me from a special bakery. After writing for a few hours I am ready to reward myself with a tart. The first bite is delicious. Creamy, sweet-sour, melting. When I take the second bite, I begin to think about what to write next. The flavor in my mouth decreases. I take another bite and get up to sharpen a pencil. As I walk, I notice that I am chewing, but there is almost no lemon flavor in this third bite. I sit down, get to work, and wait a few minutes.

Then I take a fourth bite, fully focused on the smells, tastes, and touch sensations in my mouth. Delicious, again! I discover, all over again (I’m a slow learner) that the only way to keep that “first bite” experience, to honor the gift my friend gave me, is to eat slowly, with long pauses between bites. If I do anything else while I’m eating, if I talk, walk, write, or even think, the flavor diminishes or disappears. The life is drained from my beautiful tart. I could be eating the cardboard box.

Here’s the humorous part. I stopped tasting the lemon tart because I was thinking. What was I thinking about? Mindful eating! Discovering that, I have to grin. To be a human being is both pitiful and funny.

Why can’t I think, walk, and be fully aware of the taste of the tart at the same time? I can’t do all these things at once because the mind has two distinct functions, thinking and awareness. When the thinking function is turned up, the awareness function is turned down. When the thinking function is going full throttle, we can eat an entire meal, an entire cake, an entire carton of ice cream, and not taste more than a bite or two. When we don’t taste what we eat, we can end up stuffed to the gills but feeling completely unsatisfied. This is because the mind and mouth weren’t present, weren’t tasting or enjoying, as we ate. The stomach became full but the mind and mouth were unfulfilled and continued calling for us to eat.

If we don’t feel satisfied, we’ll begin to look around for something more or something different to eat. Everyone has had the experience of roaming the kitchen, opening cupboards and doors, looking vainly for something, anything, to satisfy. The only thing that will cure this, a fundamental kind of hunger, is to sit down and be, even for a few minutes, wholly present.

If we eat and stay connected with our own experience and with the people who grew and cooked the food, who served the food, and who eat alongside us, we will feel most satisfied, even with a meager meal. This is the gift of mindful eating, to restore our sense of satisfaction no matter what we are or are not eating.

Common Misperceptions

People get confused about mindfulness. They think that if they just do one thing at a time, like eating without reading, or if they move veeerrry slowly and carefully, they are being mindful. We could stop reading, close the book, and then eat slowly but still not be mindful of what we are eating. It depends upon what our mind is doing as we eat. Are we just eating or are we thinking and eating? Is our mind in our mouth, or somewhere else? This is a crucial difference.

As we begin to practice mindfulness it does help a lot to slow down and to do only one thing at a time. In fact there are two essential aspects of becoming mindful as we eat. They are slowing down and eating without distractions. As we become more skilled in being present, we can be mindful and speedy. In fact we discover that when we are moving quickly we need to be much more mindful. To be mindful means to have the mind full, completely full, of what is happening now. When you’re chopping vegetables with a large sharp knife, the faster you slice, the more attentive you have to be, if you want to keep your fingers!

It’s also important to understand that mindful eating includes mindless eating. Within the wide field of mindfulness we can become aware of the pull toward mindless eating and notice when and how we slip into it. We can also decide, according to this situation and time, how we’re going to approach eating. Part of my work as a doctor involves testifying in court cases as an expert witness. Maybe I’m on the way to court and I haven’t had time for lunch. I know it will be hard to stay clear on the witness stand and that court is unpredictable. I may be there for hours. I mindfully decide to undertake mindless eating and order a veggie burger from a fast-food window to eat in the car, trying to at least be mindful about not spilling the special sauce on my one good suit. Mindfulness gives us awareness of what we’re doing and, often, why we’re doing it.

Establishing a Healthier Relationship with Food

When our relationship to food falls out of harmony, we lose our innate enjoyment of eating. When the relationship has been disordered for many years, it is easy to forget what “normal” eating is like. Actually it’s what “normal” eating was like, because in infancy almost everyone experienced a natural happiness with eating and an instinctive awareness of how much was satisfying.

Here are some elements of a healthy relationship to food.

1.  You feel happy and fully engaged in life when you are not eating. (Food is not your only reliable source of pleasure and satisfaction.)

2.  If you are not feeling hungry, you don’t eat.

3.  You stop eating when you feel full and are able to leave food on the plate.

4.  You have intervals of at least several hours when you are not hungry or thinking about food, punctuated by (meal) times when you do feel hungry and take enjoyment in eating.

5.  You enjoy eating many different kinds of foods.

6.  You maintain a healthy weight that is steady or fluctuates within a range of five to seven pounds. You don’t need to weigh yourself more than once every few months or years.

7.  You don’t obsess about food or count calories in order to decide if you can “afford” to eat something or not.

If some or all of the items on this list don’t apply to you, you’re not alone. Many of us have developed unhealthy habits due to a variety of influences in our lives. (We’ll explore this more in chapter 3.) Fortunately, mindful eating can help restore your natural sense of balance, satisfaction, and delight with food.

About the Exercises and Audio Recording

It can be hard to look straight into something that is a source of embarrassment and self-criticism. However, looking straight into our struggles with food is the only way to see through them and find our way out the other side.

The exercises presented in this book are drawn from the mindful eating exercises, workshops, and retreats I’ve led over the past two decades. Some people (including me) find it difficult to read the instructions for an exercise at the very same time they are trying to do the exercise. For this reason we have included an audio recording of guided instructions, available for download at www.shambhala.com/mindfuleating. The recording contains the most important mindful eating exercises. I recommend that you begin by reading the book, pausing to try the guided exercises when they are presented in the text, rather than beginning this work by going directly to the recordings.

It is not easy to work entirely by yourself on this most vital issue of eating. It might be helpful to find a partner or to form a group to read this book and try the exercises together. In our workshops, after we complete an exercise, we discuss what we experienced and discovered. These discussions can be funny, touching, sad, and revealing. A sense of warm kinship and support builds as we discover that we are not alone in our struggles. You will find a study guide for using the book in a class or group setting at www.mindfuleatingbook.com.

It’s important to actually do the exercises, especially those that are included on the audio recording. Mindful eating is not theoretical. It cannot be accomplished by reading a book. Mindful eating is based upon experience. Only an actual experience makes the truth alive in our bodies and heart. I could tell you many times how valuable mindful eating can be, but it cannot be satisfying to you until you try it. There’s a Zen saying about not trying to satisfy hunger with a painting of a rice cake. The only way to satisfy your body’s hunger is to eat the rice cake. The only way to satisfy the hunger in your heart and mind is to eat the rice cake with mindfulness.

Finally, anything that we attend to carefully and patiently will open itself up to us. Once we are able to apply the power of a concentrated, focused mind, anything, potentially all things, will reveal their true hearts to us. It is that heart-to-heart connection with ourselves, with our loved ones, and with the world itself that all of us so dearly long for. It can be found in such a simple act as eating a piece of bread. All it takes is a little bit of courage and the willingness to begin the most delightful of all adventures, the journey of looking, smelling, tasting, and feeling.


EXERCISE

The Basic Mindful Eating Meditation



Now our journey begins. This first mindful eating exercise is essential—many of the other exercises in this book rest upon this one, so please don’t skip it. In this exercise we will experiment with bringing our full awareness to eating a very small amount of food. It is best to have someone read this exercise aloud to you, one step at a time. You’ll find a recording of this exercise on the audio recording, track 2.

Preparation: For this exercise you will need a single raisin. Other foods will also work, such a dried cranberry, a single strawberry, a cherry tomato, or an unusual type of cracker.

1.  Begin by sitting quietly and assessing your baseline hunger: How hungry are you, on a scale of zero to ten? Where do you “look” in your body to decide how hungry you are?

2.  Imagine that you are a scientist on a mission to explore a new planet. Your spaceship has landed and found the planet to be quite hospitable. You can breathe the air and walk around without any problem. The surface of the planet seems to be bare dirt and rock, and no one has seen any obvious life forms yet. The food supplies on your spaceship are running low, however, and everyone is getting hungry. You have been asked to scout out this planet to look for anything that might be edible.

As you walk around you find a small object lying on the ground, and you pick it up. Place the raisin (or other food item) on your palm. You are going to investigate it with the only tools you have, your five senses. You have no idea what this object is. You have never seen it before.

3.  Eye hunger    First you investigate this object with your eyes. Look at its color, shape, and surface texture. What does the mind say that it could be? Now rate your eye hunger for this item. On a scale of zero to ten, how much hunger do you have for this object based upon what your eyes see?

4.  Nose hunger    Now you investigate it with your nose. Smell it, refresh the nose, and sniff it again. Does this change your idea of whether it might be edible? Now rate nose hunger. On a scale of zero to ten, how much hunger do you have for this object based upon what your nose smells?

5.  Mouth hunger    Now you investigate this object with your mouth. Place it in your mouth but do not bite it. You can roll it around and explore it with the tongue. What do you notice?

Now you can bite this mysterious object, but only once. After biting it once, roll it around again in the mouth and explore it with the tongue. What do you notice?

Now rate mouth hunger. On a scale of zero to ten, how much hunger do you have for this object based upon what the mouth tastes and feels? In other words, how much does the mouth want to experience more of it?

6.  Stomach hunger    Now you decide to take a risk and eat this unknown object. You chew it slowly, noticing the changes in the mouth in texture and taste. You swallow it. You notice whether there are still any bits in the mouth. What does the tongue do when you have finished eating it? How long can you detect the flavor?

Now rate stomach hunger. Is the stomach full or not, satisfied or not? On a scale of zero to ten, rate stomach hunger. In other words, how much does the stomach want more of this food?

7.  Cellular hunger    Become aware of this food passing into the body. Absorption begins as soon as we begin chewing. Are there any sensations that tell you that this food is being absorbed? How is it being received by the cells in the body?

Now rate cellular hunger. On a scale of zero to ten, how much would the cells like to have more of this food?

8.  Mind hunger    Can you hear what the mind is saying about this food? (Hint: Often the mind talks in “shoulds” or “should nots.”) Now rate mind hunger. On a scale of zero to ten, how much would the mind like you to have more of this food?

9.  Heart hunger    Is the heart saying anything about this food? On a scale of zero to ten, how soothing or comforting is it? Would the heart like you to have more of this food?

You might like to repeat this exercise with liquid. Pick a drink you have never had before, such as an exotic fruit juice. Take your time and assess each kind of thirst separately.

 

At first we might find this exercise difficult. As with all aspects of practice, the more you do it, the more your awareness opens up. If you try this exercise with many kinds of food and drink, gradually you will be able to sense and rate the different kinds of hunger more easily. As you continue to practice mindful eating you will develop skill and confidence in a new and more balanced relationship with food. You will be able to nourish the body, heart, and mind, and to regain a sense of ease and enjoyment with eating.

One of the essential aspects of mindful eating is that of becoming more inquisitive and interested in the feeling of hunger itself. In the next chapter, we will explore the seven kinds of hunger that we touched on in this exercise.
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