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PRAISE FOR
the mindful vegan

“In over 40 years of conducting clinical research, my colleagues and I have shown that a whole foods plant-based diet (naturally low in refined carbs and fat), along with meditation/yoga, exercise, and social support (love & intimacy) can reverse the progression of the most common chronic diseases. The more illnesses we study, and the more underlying biological mechanisms we examine, the more reasons we have to explain why these lifestyle changes are so powerful and how quickly they may occur. The Mindful Vegan eloquently describes why, and how.”

—Dean Ornish, M.D., Clinical Professor of Medicine, UCSF; Founder & President, Preventative Medicine Research Institute; and author of six books, all bestsellers

“The Mindful Vegan isn’t just a book, it’s Lani Muelrath herself. In the years I’ve known her, I have always admired how remarkably present she is in every moment. This book is a gift to those of us who desire the same presence of mind and shows us, in bite-sized steps, how to attain that with ease and joy.”

—Miyoko Schinner, author of Artisan Vegan Cheese and The Homemade Vegan Pantry and founder of Miyoko’s Kitchen

“Read, implement, transform . . . and then pass along the magic! This book can heal you.”

—Kathy Freston, New York Times bestselling author of Quantum Wellness

“At this moment in history, more people than ever before have the freedom to consciously choose what we eat. Science clearly shows us that eating whole plant foods is the optimum dietary choice, and it turns out that what’s good for our health is also good for our planet and our fellow creatures. Eating a vegan diet is a win-win-win! But that doesn’t mean it’s always easy. In connecting the ancient practice of mindfulness with the business of nourishing ourselves, Lani Muelrath’s The Mindful Vegan offers a powerful tool to support readers in making the choice, each day, to live a more compassionate and healthy life.”

—John Mackey, cofounder and CEO of Whole Foods Market and coauthor of The Whole Foods Diet

“The Mindful Vegan calls us to pay attention to the profound impacts of our food choices and encourages us to act in alignment with our humanity. This enlivening book inspires us to live with passion and purpose, and gives us the tools to make more mindful choices that are good for ourselves, other animals and the planet. Think about it, as The Mindful Vegan asks us, if we can live well without causing unnecessary harm, why wouldn’t we? Highly recommended.”

—Gene Baur, cofounder and president of Farm Sanctuary and author of Living the Farm Sanctuary Life

“Lani takes conscious living up a notch with this beautiful guide whose ripple effects extend far and wide. Long before you finish, you will have a much deeper connection to your own compassion—and a much broader understanding of what it means to live mindfully.”

—Colleen Patrick-Goudreau, bestselling author of The 30-Day Vegan Challenge and host of the Food for Thought podcast

“Mindfulness is probably the most important practice we can ever undertake. The more we are able to be mindful, or present, the more we are able to feel authentically connected with ourselves and others. The ability to be present is at the heart of all healthy relationships: with other humans, with nonhuman beings, with the planet, and with ourselves. In this wonderful book, Lani Muelrath explains, with compassion and clarity, how you can eat and live more mindfully—and thus how you can transform your life.”

—Dr. Melanie Joy, author of Why We Love Dogs, Eat Pigs, and Wear Cows and Beyond Beliefs: A Guide to Improving Relationships and Communication for Vegans, Vegetarians, and Meat Eaters

“These thirty life-shifting days with Lani Muelrath link sustenance with silence, nutrition with attention. You’ll finish this book knowing that you’ve made peace with food and you’ve made friends with yourself.”

—Victoria Moran, author Main Street Vegan and director of the Main Street Vegan Academy

“I absolutely LOVE this book. If your relationship with food has been a bit of a rocky road, it is a must read. Lani Muelrath brilliantly guides readers through a personal exploration that engages our senses and sensibilities. She provides a blueprint for mindfulness that establishes an honest, joy-filled connection with food, and with our bodies. Her goals are simple—health and healing for individuals; compassion and peace for the world. What a beautiful gift to us all.”

—Brenda Davis, RD, coauthor of Becoming Vegan

“The Mindful Vegan is a heartfelt approach to transforming life one bite at a time. Being conscious of a decision to honor your health, the life of animals, and our precious planet is the focus of this excellent book and can be a path to elevating the quality of our daily existence. A life with purpose is a key step to fulfillment and The Mindful Vegan is the key that can unlock that precious treasure chest of a meaningful and healthy life.”

—Joel Kahn, MD, FACC, clinical professor of medicine (cardiology) and director at The Kahn Center for Cardiac Longevity and author of The Whole Heart Solution

“As we see increasing numbers of people questioning the official stories of Western culture, we’re also benefitting from the ancient wisdom traditions of the East. With The Mindful Vegan, Lani Muelrath provides us with a rich program of helpful insights that illuminate two mutually supporting pillars of this wisdom: mindfulness and vegan living. As a Zen monk in Korea in the 1980s, I was blessed to drink from this well of wisdom, and am delighted that Lani’s new book helps provide this crucial and missing piece to our culture today. The Mindful Vegan can transform your life, and would also make a terrific gift for virtually anyone. Recommended!”

—Will Tuttle, PhD, author of The World Peace Diet, visionary educator, musician, and presenter

“The Mindful Vegan is a groundbreaking and compassionate guide that connects mindfulness practice to the larger ecological and health benefits of veganism. Its 30-day plan offers a beautifully thought-out approach to learning mindfulness that will help you investigate your relationship to food, dieting and self-care. This book could change your life (whether or not you are vegan)! Plus, I can’t wait to try the recipes.”

—Diana Winston, director of mindfulness education at UCLA Mindful Awareness Research Center and coauthor of Fully Present: The Science, Art, and Practice of Mindfulness

“Lani, you have done it again-with your latest book The Mindful Vegan, you have created an evidence-based pathway to experiencing deeper joy, better health, longer life, and a greater chance for planetary survival. You draw out the best in us: courage, commitment, compassion, and choices of how to use our fork and knife with greater wisdom and mindfulness.”

—Hans Diehl, DrHSc, clinical professor of preventive medicine at Loma Linda University, founder of CHIP and Lifestyle Medicine Institute, and coauthor of Health Power

“As a clinician, researcher, and teacher who works on a daily basis to help people change their stress and emotional eating habits, I’ve seen firsthand how powerful mindfulness can be in the food arena. The Mindful Vegan is full of heart, accessibility, and practicality.”

—Judson Brewer, MD, PhD, associate professor of medicine and psychiatry and director of research at the Center for Mindfulness, UMASS Medical School, creator of Eat Right Now, and author of The Craving Mind

“Mindfulness is an incredibly powerful practice essential for becoming the best version of you. With Lani Muelrath’s The Mindful Vegan, you now have a brilliant, beautiful, and practical guide with over 30 days of tools and techniques for unlocking the door to the blessing that is mindfulness.”

—Marco Borges, exercise physiologist and New York Times bestselling author of The 22 Day Revolution

“Warm and wise, informed by science and experience, The Mindful Vegan is a welcome invitation and map to connection with our minds and bodies, with others, and with the present moment. Watch for delight arising as you take this life-changing journey with Lani Muelrath as your skillful guide—and again when you discover the vegan recipes included after day 30.”

—Patti Breitman, cofounder of Dharma Voices for Animals and coauthor of Even Vegans Die

“Lani Muelrath has been a source of information and inspiration for radiant health through plant-based eating. The Mindful Vegan is a beacon of conscious eating, healthy living, and caring for the planet—with a 30-day plan that will set you on the path of transforming your life.”

—Suzy Amis Cameron, founder of Plant Power Task Force

“The teachings found in The Mindful Vegan are life’s secret weapon to reduce your anxiety, stress, anger, and fear and replace those negative emotions with peace, clarity, happiness, and optimism. Practicing mindfulness has been especially helpful for me since going vegan as I’ve been able to navigate through the nightmare I woke up to with patience and understanding instead of resentment and bitterness. It’s helped me come from an encouraging and compassionate place when advocating to others and is a vital piece to the puzzle in making this world a more peaceful place, and I am glad to see mindfulness and vegan living brought together so brilliantly in this book. It will change, for the better, your experience of living.”

—James Aspey, speaker and vegan advocate
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For all the wild places, and dear Greg who has taken me to them

For all the open spaces of our lands, our oceans, and our hearts

May all be healthy, happy, and safe


Mindfulness is probably the most important practice we can ever undertake. The more we are able to be mindful, or present, the more we are able to feel authentically connected with ourselves and “others.” The ability to be present is at the heart of all healthy relationships: with other humans, with nonhuman beings, with the planet, and with ourselves. When we are present, we relate to all aspects of our lives—including our eating habits—with greater awareness, compassion, and health.

—DR. MELANIE JOY, author of Why We Love Dogs, Eat Pigs, and Wear Cows, and Beyond Beliefs: A Guide to Improving Relationships and Communication for Vegans, Vegetarians, and Meat Eaters, founder and president, Beyond Carnism
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foreword

THIS BOOK IS DESPERATELY NEEDED and long overdue. Because when it comes to food choices nowadays, “mindful” is just about the last word you might think of. Turn on the television and half the commercials are for burgers, pizza, and snack foods, while the other half are pitching medications to undo the effects of the unhealthful foods we’re eating. With most adults weighing more than they would like, and many facing heart disease, diabetes, and other diet-related problems, we are clearly not where we need to be.

But what does mindfulness mean?

To some people, it simply means paying attention. At dinnertime, for example, rather than nibbling while we watch television, it pays to be aware of the flavors of the foods we’re eating and to notice when we’ve had enough. Being mindful of our food choices means we’ll be less likely to overeat and more likely to recognize how foods affect us. We will be less drawn to those “addicting” foods—you know which ones attract you—and more likely to make healthful choices.

And mindfulness extends beyond mealtime. Meditation, yoga, and other stress-taming techniques help us get in tune with ourselves and the world around us. They help us rebound from the stresses of the day and be on a better path for the challenges to come.

But mindfulness is more than paying attention while you eat and using exercises to tame distractions and stress. It is a way of being in charge. Instead of feeling like a pinball bouncing from one thing to another, we are making smart decisions.

However, a word of caution. Mindfulness is not the same as escape. It does not mean retiring to a secluded refuge for a life of uninterrupted bliss. When you are truly mindful of the consequences of food choices, you will come to see the dangers that unhealthful foods can pose to you or your loved ones. You will reflect on those around you and will see how food habits—healthful or otherwise—are passed from parent to child. Becoming mindful can mean being concerned about the fact that Americans now eat one million animals every hour and contribute more to climate change than all the cars, planes, and all other forms of transport combined. It can mean thinking globally and seeing how bad food habits spread from country to country, carrying health problems with them. Being mindful means wanting to jump in and change things.

When we see the surprisingly large role that food choices play in our lives, the issues might seem a bit daunting.

But take heart. We can draw a helpful lesson from those who fought for peace a century ago. As the world emerged from the wreckage of the World War I, far-sighted people sought a new way to solve conflicts. Establishing the League of Nations and later the United Nations, they endeavored to bring humankind to a new level of discourse. Whether their efforts will prove successful over the long term is anyone’s guess. But here is the point: When one of the League of Nation’s framers was asked, “Are you optimistic?” he replied, “I’m am not optimistic or pessimistic. I am determined.”

The same attitude applies to tackling food issues. We do not need to be optimistic or pessimistic about our ability to get animals off the plate, solve climate problems, and help people get healthier. We simply need to do what we can.

Wow! That’s heady stuff, you are no doubt thinking. Well, don’t worry. For now, our goal is not to solve the world’s problems or to jump into serious philosophy. Rather, we’re just going to get ourselves in balance, becoming clear-headed and awake to the world around us. But I raise these issues to show that mindfulness can be powerful.

And we’ll start easily. Just a minute of practice on day 1—that’s right, just one minute. And two minutes on day 2, and so on. You’ll see how incredibly doable it is.

Along the way, you’ll feel confident, and every day you’ll be stronger, whether you are tackling a few unwanted pounds, a more serious health issue, or the state of the world.

Lani Muelrath will be your guide. She knows what she is talking about, and if you trust her method and put it to work, you will see how simple it can be. It works. You’ll love it, and it will help you be the person you want to be.

—NEAL BARNARD, MD, FACC
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introduction

ASTRONOMERS HAVE BEEN on a celestial treasure hunt for a certain undiscovered planet since early 2014. As of this writing no one has actually seen this mystery planet, temporarily dubbed Planet Nine, though scientists have good reason to believe it is lurking in the distant reaches of our solar system. Its presence is the only explanation they can find for the behavior of several other heavenly bodies nearby. The proximity of a large planet—bigger than planet Earth, beyond the reaches of Neptune—would account for their orbital patterns, their uniform tilt, and the fact that this field of icy objects and debris never ventures outside of a specific range. All signs point to a planetary tug—“as if they’re being pulled by something big.”1

In like fashion, our habits—reactions of thought, word and deed, moods, and mind frames—are the orbiting objects of our personal inner mental mass. Our demeanor and conduct reflect our inner condition. We may be quite familiar with our reactions and how we deal with likes and dislikes. Yet it is clear to us that some of these well-worn patterns—the objects and debris orbiting our personal planet, if you will—are getting in the way of our greater happiness. So we try to change our habits: eat better, get more exercise, be more patient and kind, and be a better example for the change we want to see in the world. We often find that our attempts to change these outer expressions—trying to alter the orbit of, eject, or otherwise manipulate our habits—is difficult if not impossible. It can feel like trying to push the moon out of its path around Earth, beyond the bounds of possibility due to the laws of physics. After all, the only way the moon might be nudged from its earthly orbit would be if something about Earth herself were to change, resulting in an altered orbital pathway for our moon as a natural consequence.

It is the same with us. Like Planet Nine, though we may not see the origins of our behaviors, the influence of our mental mass is there just the same. And despite our belief that we know ourselves best, research tells us that we have multiple blind spots when it comes to understanding our patterns of thinking, feeling, and behaving. When compassion, generosity, love, and other thoughts and actions spontaneously arise from our innate qualities of kindness and caring, they bring positive results. Yet these blind spots—gaps in our self-knowledge—can also have profound negative consequences. They can show up as automaticity: reactive behaviors, thinking loops, mindless and stress eating, problems with interpersonal communications, anxiety, and unskillful decision-making. These can cause a great deal of confusion, frustration, sadness, and personal misery.2

In other words, there’s a high cost to this disconnect. If you’ve ever felt frustrated by finding yourself mired in a familiar negative pattern, or baffled by repeat behaviors in spite of your designs to do otherwise, you are experiencing automaticity in action. At lunch the person at the table next to you digs into a big slab of meat, rattling your sensibilities. You arrive home after a busy day and find yourself up to your wrist in a box of crackers, half-empty before you know it. And that evening you explode in an angry outburst at your spouse, blindsiding you both. You ask yourself, where did that come from? And if you do have an idea about the origins, is there a way to navigate these vicissitudes of life more skillfully—so they don’t hobble you the rest of the day, only to overwhelm you later?

Mindfulness pulls back the veil between inner cause and outer effect, opening the door to being more present and authentically connected—with the moment, with others, and with ourselves. And just as the heavenly bodies influenced by Planet Nine are the clues leading scientists to her discovery, with mindfulness our habits of thinking and reactivity can be skillfully navigated, disentangling us from the weight of unproductive, painful patterns.

This leads to profound changes in our thought patterns and responses. It reverses obscuration of our endogenous qualities of calm, compassion, and peace. New clarity of mind and inner confidence emerge—qualities that translate directly to greater happiness, ease of living, clearer communications with others, tranquility, and freedom.

Change Your Mind—Change Your Brain

What you do with your mind shapes your brain. With mindfulness practice, you do little things with the mind that lead to big changes in your brain and your experience of living. Mindfulness is a form of mental development and a particular kind of awareness you bring to your life and daily activities that, confirmed by thousands of research studies on mindfulness and mindfulness meditation, allows you to reform reactivity while cultivating positive brain states. Through mindfulness practice, you can reform and restore your inner mental mass—your personal planet—for the better. Thanks to neuroplasticity, newly shaped neural circuits allow you to more effectively manage unsettling states of mind, emotions, stress, anxiety, and other troubling mood states, revealing your innate happiness, love, and wisdom. You discover a new freedom from being on autopilot—with everything from eating to navigating conversations.

The Mindfulness-Vegan Connection

Traditionally, mindfulness practice is supported by the three pillars of ethics, concentration, and wisdom. Ethics includes not causing unnecessary harm to others and non-greed, such as demonstrated by our food choices. This elevates our mindfulness practice by grounding us in compassion and generosity, granting us more ease of heart. Concentration trains us in steadiness of mind. Together, these lead to wisdom, which opens up the understanding of our own true nature and insights into the nature of life itself.

By aspiring to live vegan, you’ve already made a choice that is fundamentally ethical and mindful. It means you are already aware, watchful, careful, attentive—mindful—of the bigger picture: Earth’s environmental predicament, the well-being of the creatures that we share her with, and your health. All simply by choosing what you put on your fork.

The Challenges

Vegan living is fast gaining momentum. The number of people veering away from animal products in favor of eating a plant-based diet is rapidly on the rise. For some people, this shift from the omnivorous norm has been initially easy. For others, transition has taken a little more time. Yet there can be hurdles beyond kitchen basics. Some of these challenges are not necessarily unfamiliar. Others are new. Based on more than 1,600 surveys submitted in preparation for this book, these challenges fall into two main areas: personal and social.

Personal

Even for those who have acquired the kitchen skills needed for vegan living, there can be stumbling blocks that can cripple desired outcomes—or derail them entirely. These problems, which can affect people of all dietary persuasions, can show up as mindless snacking, stress or emotionally reactive eating, and cravings. Lack of being prepared with good food on hand can get in the way of the best intentions. Self-imposed dietary rigidity that taints the occasional vegan “treat” with tension—or worry about “making a mistake”—can suck all the joy out of the eating experience. These undermine attempts at lasting lifestyle change. They keep personal happiness and peace—let alone the pure joy of eating and thriving at your naturally healthy weight—out of reach.

Social

When your way of eating rubs up against the animal product–laced cultural and familial status quo, there can be unexpected trials. As you reframe your nutrition to be plant exclusive, resistance from family and friends can present, well, difficulties. The stress surrounding these points of conflict can be very disheartening. This intensifies the anxiety many vegans already feel about the truths surrounding food choice: the dramatic impact of animal agriculture on environmental degradation and the avalanche of suffering caused by the inclusion of animal products in the diet.

These challenges—issues related to eating and stress points surrounding ethical considerations of food—have something fundamental in common. They aren’t about what’s on the plant-based plate or how to make a good vegan soup. These challenges are of an inner nature. That means a solution of an inner nature is called for.

Enter Mindfulness

We react with automaticity in many situations throughout the day. These reactions to the daily ups and downs of life—reactions that can play themselves out in eating habits, interactions with other people, and with ourselves—can be the source of a great deal of personal pain.

Mindfulness offers something new by putting in your hands tools for effectively navigating these challenges and meeting any situation in a more balanced way. With mindfulness practice, even in the face of difficulties, you become aware of reactivity in a unique fashion that allows you to make more skillful choices. This gives birth to a new freedom around food. A new ease in navigating difficult situations and conversations emerges, helping you effectively manage the reactivity that can exaggerate philosophical differences. When you can be more fully present, you develop the capacity to respond wisely and with less reactivity in any circumstance.

Not surprisingly, mindfulness is also a proven antidote to stress, giving us some of the deepest research surrounding its practical application. Mindfulness is being implemented by hundreds of hospitals, health practitioners, and other similar settings due to its ability to change how our brain responds to stress.3

Just about everyone who responded to the Mindful Vegan Survey said they want an increased sense of mental and emotional equilibrium, greater ease with managing moods and unproductive habits of reactivity, less stress eating and mindless eating, greater clarity and confidence in talking with friends and family about what’s on their plate, and being at greater ease with their body. Responders who already practice mindfulness or some form of meditation responded as already enjoying a higher degree of these very qualities, relative to those who do not already have a routine.

The Mindful Vegan—The Next Leg of Your Journey

The Mindful Vegan opens the door to creating a more resilient vegan lifestyle, liberating you from brain lock with old thinking patterns and enabling you to live more joyfully with food. It sets you on a path to finding a more balanced, peaceful life and to being a better communicator about urgent issues and lifestyle choices. It offers solutions to the dilemma that food can present in a way that is personally satisfying and aligned with your deepest values. It is for anyone who wants to be free of frustrating and baffling eating behaviors and discover their naturally healthy body and weight. It is for anyone who wants to find an antidote to the stress that comes as companion to conscious living and eating. It offers an anchor in times of confusion and transition. Mindfulness gives you the ability to see your experiences more clearly and be present with greater balance. The Mindful Vegan is the first book in both the mindful living and vegan realms that creates a supportive platform for and unites the two.

Though mindfulness may sound exotic, I’ll take the mystery out of it. I’ll show you how you can cultivate mindfulness and reap its proven benefits—without complex training or lots of spare time. First, I’ll explain what mindfulness means. I’ll show the many ways that it has been successfully implemented so that you can get as excited as I am about how mindfulness applies to the challenges we’ve described. You’ll discover some of the research surrounding mindfulness, how it works, and why mindfulness-based intervention programs are being taught by psychologists, scientists, athletes, lawyers, professors, therapists—professionals from all walks of life.4

How to Use This Book

First, I’ll detail the basics for starting a mindfulness practice. From there, lessons are presented over the course of thirty days. Day One starts with one minute of formal mindfulness meditation practice. Each day we will add another minute of practice. Thus, on Day Two you will practice for two minutes, Day Three for three minutes, and so on. This way your practice is built in a very accessible, progressive fashion. Sound simple?

Simple is the new advanced.

You are certainly welcome to practice longer than the established time for each day. Yet commitment to practice each day is important, as the skills you build in barely noticeable increments provide greater potential for you to enjoy the benefits that mindfulness practice brings.

As you build your meditation practice through the thirty-day plan, we’ll simultaneously take a deeper look at how many of the problems that are part of our life experience can be transformed with mindfulness, and how to cultivate mindful living so that you can start enjoying the benefits, just as I have. I’ll teach you strategies that you can easily implement to navigate difficult mental states, decoupling the link between craving and unwanted behaviors, thus dismantling addiction loops and leading to the fading of craving itself. You’ll find out how mindfulness of the body and breath is the critical first step for learning how to regulate negative thought loops and emotions. You’ll also discover how a whole-food vegan plate invites you to eat in harmony with your body’s hunger and fullness signals, making it the best match for realizing your naturally healthy body and weight.

Every day will include four elements, each noted with an icon for easy recognition:

           [image: ]   formal meditation practice, the duration of which is noted at the beginning of each lesson

     [image: ]   notation of the audio guide option

           [image: ]   lesson for the day, including research-based benefits of mindfulness

           [image: ]   a mindful moment, inspiration for the day

Throughout the book, you’ll find quotes and personal vignettes from my own experience and those of my students, along with tips for practice, additional insights, and inspiration. You’ll discover examples of how to draw upon your mindfulness practice to navigate challenges of living so that you can live with greater ease and happiness.

There is no requirement that the entire plan be completed within the thirty days. You can take as long as you like with each week. Likewise, there is no requirement that you take thirty days to complete the course if you want to move more quickly. For example, you could realistically complete Day One through Day Five on the first day if you want to dive deeper into practice right away. You can read the entire book first and then go back through day by day to support your mindfulness practice. You can jump ahead to chapter topics of keen interest, while continuing to move forward with daily lessons. The four-week format simply provides structure so that you can proceed in clear, doable fashion from day one. And if you need more time, take more time. The important thing is consistent, daily practice of mindfulness meditation, to which the benefits are dose respondent. And you can go through the course again and again, as often as you like. I’ll also serve up a handful of tasty, healthy vegan recipes at the end of the book—to keep you mindful of the joy of eating wonderful, delicious, and satisfying food that brings enjoyment and ethics in harmony.

You are embarking on a journey that can deeply enrich, support, and transform your life experience. Getting started and practice from day one are key—which is why I have organized this book into daily lessons. Mindfulness is a recipe that can be applied to every facet of your life. Guided by the discoveries you make about your own inner planet, you may discover a new perspective that shifts, for the better, your relationship to life.


 




Audio Guides

To assist your meditation practice, I have created audio guides to accompany each of the thirty days. These can be downloaded free of charge online; for more information, see Resources (page 265). Several of these audio guides are also available on the Insight Timer app: navigate to Lani Muelrath and download selected audios for The Mindful Vegan Book Meditation Practice.

Each audio download is the same length of time as the practice time designated for each day. Thus, the audio download for Day One is one minute in length, Day Two is two minutes, and so on. The first few days, I provide guided instructions for the entire length of the audio. As the days progress, though each day’s audio will open with guidance, there will be increasing segments of silence so that you can continue practice uninterrupted until the end of the recording is signaled. On some of the audios I will include short instructions incorporating the day’s lesson, noted in the title of that particular day’s audio guide. If you prefer to do meditation practice without the audio support, you can set a timer on your phone or timepiece to signal the finish. If you would like to practice longer or shorter than provided for any day, yet still take advantage of the guided practice, you can begin the day’s practice with the provided audio and then set a timer for the amount of time you intend to practice.
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PART ONE

freedom

Between stimulus and response there is a space.
In that space is the power to choose our response.
In our response lies our growth and our freedom.

—VIKTOR FRANKL
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on to something

The curious paradox is that when I accept myself just as I am, then I can change.

—CARL ROGERS

THE MINUTE I STEPPED into my pantry, I knew I was on to something big. I had entered to fetch a few ingredients for dinner. As I reached for a jar of rice, out of the corner of my eye, nestled on the shelf in familiar wrapping, there it was. A big chunk of chocolate. I had put it there some two weeks earlier. I had forgotten all about it.

Between you and me, I never forget there’s chocolate in the house. Up until that moment, that is. As a (now ex-) career dieter who used to consider myself an emotional, compulsive overeater, certain I was “addicted” to sweets, chocolate in the house—or ice cream, or cookies, or anything in the dessert family—had always been a preoccupational hazard. So perhaps you can understand why forgetting that there was chocolate in the pantry was, for me, a huge sign of hope.

Why had I forgotten about the chocolate? What had changed? At that moment, I realized that a new element in my life—mindfulness practice—had opened a remarkable newfound ease in my relationship with food, eating, and my body. Forgetting about the chocolate was not a memory lapse. Rather, it flagged the dissolving of a previous obsession. I was experiencing a new freedom around food that I had thought, up to this point in time, was possible only in my dreams. And it led to my body happily settling into a naturally healthy weight—roughly fifty pounds lighter than my highest—via an entirely different pathway than I had explored before.

As a matter of fact, mindfulness superseded every other tool for change I have ever known. The usual change-your-behavior battle cries for food attitudes—regimented food plans, reward systems, amping up motivation, affirmations, removing “temptation,” goal setting—were largely rendered obsolete through this one simple practice. It wasn’t long before I realized that mindfulness had shifted, for the better, my relationship to just about everything else in my life, too.

Imagine

Mindfulness is a simple mental practice that can dramatically increase your innate capacity for experiencing inner happiness and peace. This fresh capacity then shows up everywhere—and that means in the eating realm, too, the first place that the effects of mindfulness were evidenced so strongly for me. For example . . .

       •   Imagine being emancipated from the grip that stress or mindless eating has on your food choices, your health, and, most of all, your peace of mind.

       •   Imagine enjoying each morsel of your vegan meals without an unrelenting inner dialogue that overanalyzes every bite, free of an ongoing inner warfare between what you want to eat and your “won’t” power.

       •   Imagine the liberation of truly savoring that delicious dessert without the fear that once you start, you won’t be able to stop.

       •   Imagine being released from the stress of an expectation of “perfection,” finding yourself in a new dimension of ease in your body, and discovering your naturally healthy weight.

Further . . .

       •   Imagine navigating conversations with others about eating—and living—vegan, with greater clarity, equanimity, and presence of mind.

       •   Imagine being more grounded in the joy, compassion, ethics, vision, and integrity of vegan living, so you can steer your way more confidently through the sometimes rocky seas of modern life and the current culinary culture.

       •   Imagine sustaining an inner connectivity and resiliency, helping you thrive as an ambassador for conscious living.

Sound like the kind of ease you’d like to experience more of? I now enjoy these freedoms more each day. Mindfulness has been the linchpin for me. Mindfulness has also made the difference for thousands of others. Using what we now know about the capabilities of the mind, mindfulness can be an answer for living with greater ease for you, too.

What’s the Canary in Your Coal Mine?

In this chapter, I’ll tell you more about mindfulness and how it can operate as an antidote to what troubles you. I’ll show you how it can revolutionize your relationship with food and your body, should this be something you seek. If eating issues are the canary in your coal mine, trying to control the problem with a rigid diet, self-confrontation, or distracting yourself—even chewing each bite fifty times—doesn’t get to the heart of the matter. Here, and throughout this book, I’ll share with you how practicing mindfulness brings freedom and a new joy to your eating experience.

What if issues in the eating realm aren’t your personal waterloo? No matter what your point of pain, mindfulness can help you navigate life’s difficulties. We all differ in our reactivity to disquieting states. Some people cope by staying chronically overbusy. Others turn anxiety and unsettled emotion into a driving exercise schedule. Some deal with life’s discomforts by being obsessed with productivity or perfectionism, becoming workaholics, aspiring to acquire more things or accomplishments, or succumbing to other distractive or addictive behaviors. Perhaps cravings—for food, for recognition, for checking your email or Instagram feed—have become a preoccupation. Some get locked into a hyper-stressed state, thinking they need it to get things done—yet finding that they are simply achieving, for the most part, chronic stress and anxiety.

Mindfulness practice reaches beyond your plate to positively impact every aspect of your life. It goes under the surface of that which troubles you, giving you a simple solution for many of life’s ups and downs by revolutionizing and rewiring your reactivity to them, thus shifting your inner landscape. Let’s look at some of the documented benefits of mindfulness, underscored by the research, and how they can play out on your plate.

Mindfulness and Freedom

In the past decade, several studies have assessed alterations in the brain related to mindfulness. Multiple measurements show correlations between brain changes and mindfulness meditation practice, reflected in stress reduction, emotion regulation, and increased well-being.1

How might this play out for you, personally? Among other benefits, it has been demonstrated that with mindfulness, you can:

       •   Increase self-awareness of and lessen harmful patterns of feeling, thought, and reactivity2

       •   Enhance positive emotions, self-confidence, well-being, patience, and compassion3

       •   Experience more calm in the midst of a hectic life, creating a greater capacity to deal with adverse events and situations4

       •   Reduce stress, anxiety, and depression, and improve moods5

       •   Quiet your mind from intrusive, energy-sapping thoughts6

       •   Increase mental clarity and focus, improve working memory, and tame your wandering mind7

       •   Enhance creativity and improve insightful problem-solving8

       •   Reduce relapses in substance use disorders9

       •   Improve immune function10

       •   Enjoy a happier, more positive outlook11

       •   Improve cognitive function, mental stamina, and resilience12

       •   Reduce insomnia and better manage pain13

Mindfulness-based instruction has also become a hot research topic in the progression of Alzheimer’s disease from mild cognitive impairment, due to the positive impact of mindfulness-based instruction on adverse factors such as stress, depression, and metabolic syndrome as risk factors in neurodegeneration.14 How can one simple practice impact this breadth of scenarios, making shifts as fundamental as these possible? How can the same thing that gets us out of a troubled relationship with food ease your way with life’s other challenges?

Emerging research on mindfulness might make it seem like a cure-all for life’s problems. Living mindfully does not, however, hand you a trouble-free world. Rather, it provides a pathway for you to live a full and contented life in a world in which both joys and challenges are a given by opening your awareness of and changing your relationship with the present.15

We are used to our thoughts wandering in free-form fashion, often leading us willy-nilly into long-established patterns of reactivity. Mindfulness is a mechanism that brings what are otherwise unconscious behavior patterns to conscious awareness where you can do something about them—somewhat like disarming land mines instead of detonating them. Mindfulness opens a space of awareness around your urges and reactions. It gives you a virtual foot in the door, expanding that moment between stimulus and reactivity. You gain new access to the choice of where to place your attention, rather than having your attention taken hostage by reactive thoughts and emotions.

Once you open the door to the possibilities of choice, you can more freely choose your responses.16 By practicing the conscious directing of your attention in the present moment, you open up the space to living more consciously. You disentangle yourself from problematic habits, beliefs, and conditioning, so you can make more skillful choices in every area of your life. You give yourself back the full power of choice—and with it, ultimate freedom. This is authentic, from-the-inside change.

The Mindfulness, Food, and Eating Connection

As you live more mindfully, you eat more mindfully. Rather than being shackled to an eating regimen—trying to muscle a change from the outside and hoping it will “take”—mindfulness teaches you to skillfully navigate the complexities of what, when, and how much you eat, no matter what the circumstances.17

As a practicing or aspiring vegan, you are probably already mindful of the many ways that your food choices impact your health, our planet Earth, and the other beings with whom we share her. Regular mindfulness practice multiplies, deepens, and broadens these benefits, leading to significant life improvements.18 Here are some specific ways mindfulness has been shown to fundamentally improve a relationship with food and overcome behaviors that contribute to health challenges:

       •   Dismantle destructive eating habits such as mindless eating19

       •   Dissolve compulsive or addictive behavior patterns20

       •   Decrease chronic stress, emotional eating, and stress-related hormone production, which leads to deposit of abdominal fat, contributing to metabolic syndrome21

       •   Dramatically reduce and eliminate binge eating22

       •   Restore the pure joy of eating and release the struggle, negative self-judgment, and inner conflict often associated with eating in any setting23–24

       •   Reconnect you with your natural hunger and fullness signals—and your naturally healthy weight25

Sounds (even in part) like your wish list? The tally goes on, but let’s take a closer look at how mindfulness can lead to significant changes in your relationship with food and why. This provides us with a good model for the change you may be seeking in any domain of behavior in which you experience stress or reactivity.

The New Frontier

In contrast to diet books filled with rules and charts, you will find something completely new in The Mindful Vegan. In fact, you might no longer look at standard methods of dietary regimentation in quite the same way. They are eclipsed by what mindfulness quite literally brings to the table. With mindfulness, by getting to the heart of the problem, you disentangle the struggles often associated with food.

The Mindful Vegan will show you how to rewire your personal relationship with food and eating and forge a new one of ease, peace, and freedom. You will discover a new inner connection that truly satisfies, deepening the pleasure and peace that come with eating in alignment with your ethical ideals. You will find out how to move from habits of reactivity to responding in ways that put you in charge of what you eat. You become more confident, comfortable, relaxed, and free to simply enjoy food and experience greater ease with making health-building choices. You become reconnected with your natural hunger and fullness signals that have become obscured by a busy mind, a busy life, a regimented food plan—or all three. Mindfulness gets to the roots of your challenges around food—whether it’s refurbishing old habits, employing self-regulation of emotions, or becoming more at ease and grounded in vegan living. Mindfulness can be the deciding factor between successful adoption of a healthy vegan diet or repeated frustrated attempts.

Through mindfulness of emotions, thoughts, and bodily sensations, you gain tools for being in the presence of conflict in a kind, compassionate way. As you undertake this training, you learn to let the mind settle so that insight into right action can arise—an indispensable aid to navigating conversations and other situations. An equanimity emerges, helping you move from reactivity
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