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Introduction

Tending Our Bodies, Nourishing Our Souls

Recently Oprah Winfrey featured legendary soul diva Aretha Franklin on her show. During the course of the hour, Franklin discussed myriad personal and professional challenges, including her numerous divorces and her struggles with parenting. But the most telling—and in some ways most ordinary—revelation came when Oprah asked her, “So what would you say is the hardest thing you’ve ever faced?”

Franklin’s quick answer: “Controlling my weight.”

Of course Oprah nodded in perfect understanding as undoubtedly did millions of viewers, underscoring yet again that the battle for weight control knows no boundaries. Black or white, rich or poor, famous or ordinary, being defeated by food—outmaneuvered by our appetite and publicly humbled by our body shape—is a universal problem.

Solutions have been put forth since ancient times. Around 400 B.C., Hippocrates advised that “obese people and those desiring to lose weight” should eat their meals while they were still huffing and puffing from exercise. “They should, moreover, eat only once a day and take no baths and sleep on a hard bed and walk naked as long as possible.”

Socrates’ weight-control plan was more fun: dancing till dawn.

Today’s solutions are more complicated—and expensive. In the past ten years the amount of money Americans have spent on diet programs and diet products has doubled to $30 billion. Diet books have never been more popular, with current titles touting a low-carb, high-protein regimen at the top of the New York Times bestseller lists. Add to that the scores of weight-loss options such as medication, nutritional coaching, psychotherapy, surgery, liposuction, and herbal remedies. It turns out there are as many ways to lose pounds as there are to gain them.

So how’s it working for us?

Maybe we should all start dancing till dawn.

Recent studies show that Americans have never weighed more. The World Health Organization has announced that obesity is now a global epidemic. One in five adults is overweight enough to be considered clinically obese. Many cultures are obsessed with food and thinness—and yet many “weight-conscious” people grow fatter and more sedentary every year.

So are the diets failing us—or are we failing the diets?

The answer, of course, is neither and both. But before we go deeper, let me explain how I came to join the chorus of millions of people who are asking this question.

MEET THE REAL COOKIE MONSTER

Once upon a time, I was one of those really skinny people, the kind who bug me now. I loved noodles and Cheetos and pizza with extra cheese. I ate what I wanted when I wanted. Or I forgot to eat. Even after giving birth twice in my early twenties, I still wore a size two. I couldn’t understand why many of my friends had such a problem with weight gain. While they spent precious time and money trying to control their tendency to balloon, I thanked my metabolism, blessed my lucky genes, and ate Big Macs with abandon.

Then in my late twenties something began to change. At first, it was so gradual I shrugged it off. But it didn’t end there. Year by year the arrow on my scale inched upward. My thighs widened. And my bottom—well, let’s just say it took on a whole new texture and shape. I went from a size two to a size four. Then to a six. An eight. A ten. Then the size tens got tight …

You’ve probably heard about people who have been overweight so long that even after they lose some weight they can’t see themselves as thin. I had the opposite problem. I was so used to being thin it took me years to actually realize I wasn’t “the tiny one” anymore. Seemingly out of nowhere I’d turned into a person who could “stand to lose a few.”

What happened next is predictable. I began to listen when the subject of dieting came up. I began to look at the fat and calorie counts on food packages. I began to really look in the mirror. And I started to resent naturally thin women who didn’t struggle with this food thing and who flipped through racks of clothing looking for a size two or four.

Eventually I embarked on my own minivariation of the yo-yo dieting syndrome. While I never adhered religiously to one particular plan, I appropriated key principles and nutritional information into my eating routine. I cut back on carbohydrates and ate a lot of tuna. I gave up noodles and learned to tolerate celery. I lost several pounds.

But maintaining my new disciplines proved to be much harder than starting them. As long as I was being inspired by a book or a TV show, I did fine. But on the majority of days, when I reached down deep for the will power to make healthy choices, I came up empty. And boggled. How could a mushroom cheeseburger have so much power over me?

One day it dawned on me that food was not the problem and a new eating plan was not the answer. Every conscientious dieter stumbles on this fundamental realization sooner or later. We meet the real Cookie Monster … and she is us.

TURNING TOWARD THE LIGHT

Slowly I came to realize that I needed more than just information and determination to conquer my own weakness. I needed daily inspiration and help—and a power greater than my own inadequate will.

I had been writing books that led readers through Bible-based prayers—for marriage, for children, and even for the world’s current influencers. By now there was no question in my mind that God’s words were more powerful than my own. And when I prayed according to those words, incorporating the promises and principles of Scripture into my prayer life, something important and transforming took place.

One day it finally occurred to me that I should apply this same spiritual tool to my eating and health issues. If praying could help me in so many other “more important” areas of life, maybe it could actually help me when it came to weight control and pursuing a healthier lifestyle. The more I explored the dynamics of dieting and the role of my spirit, the more I realized that it was here—on the spiritual level—where the battle really lay.

The truth of the matter is that most of us know the dieting answers. We’ve read the books on what to eat and what not to eat, on the medical and nutritional whys. But it’s the day-to-day behavior, attitude, and motivation challenges that do us in. In other words, it’s not the broccoli we didn’t eat or even the cookie-dough ice cream we did eat that swept our latest dieting resolution into the trash. It’s those secret, tough-to-articulate, and absolutely lethal wars that rage in our heart.

Three thousand years ago Solomon, the sage of Israel, wrote, “Guard your heart, for it is the wellspring of life” (Prov. 4:23). Not your refrigerator. Not your fat-gram counter. Not your workout bag.

Your heart.

That’s why this book starts there—at the wellspring of the heart. Any dieting book that is not about both body and soul is ultimately going to fail us, leave us impoverished and … well, hungry. Ultimately, I believe the struggle to gain control of our eating habits and to accept our own body involves a spiritual transformation.

HUNGERS OF THE HEART

For those of us who live in cultures of plenty, convenience, and excess, eating can become a substitute for soul tending. Many of use food to comfort ourselves, to fill our emptiness, to relieve boredom, or even to suppress anger. Our stomach gets fed, but our deeper soul hunger is not satisfied in the process. Perhaps this is why virtually every spiritual tradition includes fasting as a way to enhance spiritual awareness.

Food is not bad for us. In fact, our Creator meant for it to nourish and sustain us. But as with any other substance on earth, psychologically and physically food can also be abused. The addictive and impulse-driven person sees an unmet need and applies the most readily available medication. In many cases, this is food.

In the case of alcohol or drugs, abstinence may be the bottom-line solution. But because none of us can stop eating altogether, the struggle to master our eating habits is ongoing—and always at risk of being derailed. Making things more complicated is the fact that many people with weight problems suffer from depression, anxiety, and low self-esteem. And one of the easiest ways to cope with these feelings is to smother them by eating even more!

“Perhaps each of us has a starved place,” writes Sue Bender in Everyday Sacred. “And each of us knows deep down what we need to fill that place. To find the courage to trust and honor the search, to follow the voice that tells us what we need to do, even when it doesn’t seem to make sense, is a worthy pursuit.”

That empty place inside could be called our “God tummy.” And it is God’s voice we must follow if we want to fill it. We may try to stuff a lot of things into that empty space—food, money, sex. But the only thing that truly satisfies is intimacy with God. Everything else leaves us hungry.

It’s no coincidence that when Jesus was on earth, He declared several times, “I am the bread of life.” And it was not merely for literary flair when God pleaded with people through the prophet Isaiah: “Why spend money on what is not bread, and your labor on what does not satisfy? Listen, listen to me, and eat what is good, and your soul will delight in the richest of fare” (Isa. 55:2).

With every hunger pang that has little to do with our stomach, God is calling us homeward, reminding us that He alone satisfies. And until we can be with Him in body and soul, we continue “feeding on Him in our hearts by faith,” as the Book of Common Prayer puts it. As we do this, the same empty longing that makes us want to overeat will, if we let it, become a spiritual opportunity.

Are you willing to give God your full record of ups and downs, your driving and self-destructive desires and patterns, and ask Him to give you the hidden blessing that He sees there? If so, then you are ready for the kind of breakthroughs in your physical and spiritual life that this book is all about.

THE LANGUAGE OF CHANGE

“To pray is to change,” writes Richard Foster in Celebration of Discipline. “Prayer is the central avenue God uses to transform us.”

Once we break through the information overload and the girlfriend network buzz long enough, the role of our innermost being in our eating and self-care behavior becomes immediately apparent. Of course that’s how I work! we realize. Every life-changing commitment starts there—in that “room of the heart” where spirit, will, emotions, and self-understanding meet to converse.

And prayer is the most natural language in that room. We pray about our fears. We pray about our hopes. We pray, perhaps, about major life decisions, such as who we will marry, what education or career we will pursue. We pray for those we love. Why, then, do so few of us pray about our dieting and health commitments?

Perhaps we think that these issues are too superficial, too vanity driven to merit a consciously tended conversation with our Creator. Does God really care if we gained ten pounds over the holidays? Are such personal physical concerns really occasions for prayer?

Yes! God clearly and repeatedly tells us to ask Him for what we need. In fact, He invites us to approach Him with the trust and humility of a child. “You do not have, because you do not ask God,” Scripture says (James 4:2). When we call on God to help us with our eating, we are not trivializing God’s role in our daily life, but enlarging it. Prayer is a sacred conversation with our Creator, an opportunity to listen for truth.

In Scripture we find clear, time-tested principles about food and hunger and our attitudes and behaviors concerning both. That’s why these life-giving truths are the basis for the readings and prayers you’ll find here. I hope you will use them to feed your spirit and nurture your inner life. However, I would also like to add a few words of caution:

First, it’s important to take great care when applying spiritual principles to dieting. The last thing we need is more guilt! The readings in this book are not designed to shame you. (It’s bad enough that I blew it and ate an entire bag of potato chips yesterday without having to call it a “sin against God.”) Julian of Norwich wrote, “Our courteous Lord does not want his servants to despair even if they fall frequently and grievously. Our failing does not stop his loving us.”

Second, these prayers are also not intended to focus so much on food that it is even further elevated in our mind. We already live in a food-obsessed culture. The food industry generates enough food for every man, woman, and child in the U.S. to consume 3,700 calories a day, and it spends $36 billion a year in advertising to try to convince us to eat it. The average child watches up to 10,000 food commercials a year—most of them for sugary, fatty, or salty foods! Our spiritual lives should not revolve around food. However, our struggle to eat healthily and take good care of ourselves can and should deeply involve our spiritual life.

Third, the trim body of our dreams is not a spiritual objective. Did you know the average American woman is five feet four inches, 144 pounds, and a size twelve? A far cry from the five-foot-eight-inch, 110-pound, size-two models glorified in glossy magazines. In fact, as you incorporate prayer disciplines into your daily life, you may find that a more complete and balanced view of God’s design and purposes for you clearly indicate a body that will never grace a magazine cover—but is still a gift of beauty and grace to you and others.

Fourth, spiritual motivation should not replace medical information or nutritional advice. Recent books like David Meinz’s Eating by the Book, Gwen Shamblin’s The Weigh Down Diet, or Karen Kingsbury’s The Prism Weight-Loss Program have done dieters the favor of applying biblical principles to weight control—along with providing medical information and nutritional guidelines. This book is not meant as a replacement for these or any other programs but as a spiritual tool to use with whatever weight-control approach works for you.

A PRAYER A DAY …

Deep down, every veteran dieter knows that diet books and programs have limited value because they don’t permanently change our minds and hearts—which control our mouths, which lead to our stomachs. The promise of this book is that through prayer and the daily readings, and with God’s help, you will gain spiritual power every day to do what you can’t do on will power alone—make wise, healthy choices that will result in weight loss and better self-care.

This won’t happen because you are reading the right book or because you’re good at chanting the daily “Food for Thought” meditation. It will happen because you are encountering, inviting, and harnessing a power greater than your own—great enough to actually change you at your core. It will happen because you are calling upon a loving, powerful God!

But that’s not all. I predict that you will also find yourself increasingly drawn to God in conversation and to the beautiful person—inside and out—that He is inviting you to become. Think about it. What God promises us through prayer can’t be matched by any diet program:

Power. To deliver you from temptation. To raise in you a desire to live on a more spiritual level, full and content.

Relationship. You are not alone—especially when you face your toughest personal battles. God is your closest friend and ally. And guilt is the dieter’s greatest enemy. Basking in the flow of God’s continual river of unconditional love and acceptance is key to a healthy approach to dieting that outlasts any popular plan or program.

Affirming Words. God has something to say to you. He is knocking on your door! As you meditate on the wisdom of Scripture, you will hear the Spirit of God whispering in your ear all day long.

Guidance. As we pray, especially as we pray according to God’s will, we learn. He is our great counselor and teacher. And we learn not just about how to lose weight, but how to live well, love well, and make every moment of our lives count.

The Big Picture. One of the most diminishing aspects of any diet regimen is that we risk becoming overly self-focused, body-obsessed, pound-conscious. We can lose sight of what really matters. Prayer gives us the perspective we need to see life in the light of eternity.

The old adage is still true: There’s power in prayer. But here’s a new adage you can begin to practice right now: A prayer a day keeps the weight away! More important, it brings you close to God’s heart, where true solutions and endless love await.
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1 | Is “Diet” a Dirty Word?


Some trust in chariots and some in horses, but we trust in the name of the LORD our God.

PSALM 20:7



You might read the verse above: Some trust in diets, some trust in calorie counting, but I trust in God’s plans.

Many experts say that diets empower food, not people, because they’re based on deprivation. And when we deprive ourselves of food we want, desperation takes over in time. We blow it. This is why the majority of books on weight control spend the first chapter declaring, “This is not a diet book!” (even if they use the word diet in the title).

To those who have failed with diets repeatedly, Gwen Shamblin writes in The Weigh Down Diet, “God has never asked anyone to eat food off a list, to count fat exchanges, or to take an appetite suppressant. You have just been applying the wrong medicine to this condition.”

This isn’t to say that all diets or weight-loss programs are bad. God can and does work in conjunction with these. What matters is that He is central to our plan. For the purpose of this book, let’s redefine the word “diet” to mean:


	a Decision to change the way I eat and the way I approach food

	an Invitation to experience God’s power and guidance

	an Educated plan for long-term health and happiness

	a Trust that God will never give up on me or love me less—no matter what.



Food for Thought
“Diet” doesn’t have to mean deprivation.

A PRAYER FOR POWER


Dear God,
I admit that I have come to both love
and hate the word “diet.”
On the one hand, it represents hope for change.
On the other hand, it’s like a sign flashing “Failure ahead!”
I don’t want to simply embark on another faulty plan, Lord.
I want to embark on a journey with You
that is led by You and depends on Your power.
I can do nothing on my own!
And I don’t want to just punish and deprive myself.
You and I both know where that leads: to rebellion and failure.
Show me the right path that will enable me to change.
Show me, as only You, who know me so intimately, can,
what works for me, what is healthy for me.
I want to think of this venture in positive terms, Lord—
not that I am signing up to be miserable or in want.
I want to learn to redirect my thinking, to feed my body
what it truly needs when it truly needs it.
And to feed my soul with the Bread of Life—You!
Today I place my future, my failures, my setbacks,
all of my hopes and plans into Your hands.
There alone will I find meaning
and true success in my life.
Amen.
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2 | New Beginnings


Forget the former things; do not dwell on the past. See, I am doing a new thing!

ISAIAH 43:18-19



You are beginning a new journey of spirit and body. Larger spirit and smaller body, you hope! What a remarkable moment it is right now … you are reading in trust, waiting in expectation, listening …

New beginnings take so much courage, mostly because we remember all those other times we began again … and all the slips and fits and failures that happened next. How humbling to start over. Beginnings always call for bravery, because a beginning is a creative act. You want something to come into being that doesn’t exist yet. Something new. Something better.

Here is a grace note for your first day of beginning again: God does it too, all the time! Every day is a new start. Every season, every year, every miracle of conception in a woman’s womb … God reaches into the mysterious workings of earth almost as if to say, “I don’t mind—I’ll start again!”

The German poet Goethe once advised: “Whatever you can do or think you can, begin it. Boldness has genius, power, and magic in it.”

The very fact that you are beginning again is a validation of God’s presence and handiwork in your life. He has invited you to this page. He knows you and loves you, and at this moment He is ready to begin again to create His own beauty in your life.

Food for Thought
I can begin again!

A PRAYER FOR POWER


Dear God,
thank You that You are a God of new beginnings!
You didn’t stop creating on the sixth day
but continue to create and recreate this world
and this person that I am.
I confess that it is hard for me to begin again.
I’m afraid to try to change
because I’ve failed so many times before.
But this I know: You don’t waste any pain or any failure.
And You never give up!
You never throw up Your hands, walk away, and say,
“That’s it! You’ll never change!”
Instead, You are wholly and happily ready
every day to begin all over again with me.
Just as the sun rises new each day,
so do my opportunities for new beginnings and totally fresh starts.
Help me to remember that as I take small steps toward You,
You are always reaching out to help me
and You are rejoicing in my progress.
Your focus is not on the distance gained or the final destination.
Let’s begin again, God.
Right now.
Amen.
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3 | You Are What You Pray


Now faith is being sure of what we hope for and certain of what we do not see.

HEBREWS 11:1



There’s some truth to the old saying “you are what you eat.” But you are also what you pray.

Any change on the outside begins on the inside. “As he thinketh in his heart, so is he” (Prov. 23:7, KJV). Because the spirit and physical body are inseparably linked, the role of prayer in transformation can’t be overemphasized.

And neither can the role of faith. The apostle James tells us that if we doubt when we pray, we are like a ship tossed about on the sea. And how easy it is to doubt or become frustrated when you’ve been trying extra hard to eat right and exercise but aren’t seeing the results you hoped for.

Today and every day God is calling you to a life of faith—and to commitment to prayers that ring with certainty. No matter what you see happening, God is at work. “So do not throw away your confidence,” wrote the author of Hebrews, “it will be richly rewarded. You need to persevere so that when you have done the will of God, you will receive what he has promised” (Heb. 10:35-36).

Food for Thought
You are what you what eat, what you think, what you say, what you do,
and what you pray.

A PRAYER FOR POWER


Dear God,
today I come to You in faith,
asking for what I fear I may lack—
great faith!
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