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“Nourishing Wisdom is the only diet/nutrition book I have ever seen that deserves to be a runaway best-seller. It is sorely needed. We will never understand nutrition without honoring the principles introduced by Marc David. This book explodes a lot of popular archaic beliefs about diet and nutrition, but it doesn’t leave us hanging. It puts something vastly important in their place—the recognition that there is no clear-cut dividing line between mind and body, feelings and food. Do yourself a favor: have this book for dessert. It could forever change the way you think about food.”

Larry Dossey, M.D., author of
Recovering the Soul and Beyond Illness




“Nourishing Wisdom provides the missing link in the process of eating. It is the book I wish I had written. It deserves to become The Eater’s Bible.”

Ann Louise Gittleman, M.S., author of
Beyond Pritikin and Supernutrition for Women




“Illuminating insights on the connection between our eating and our thoughts and feelings. Nourishing Wisdom is a worthwhile book for anyone concerned with ‘eating right.’ ”

Annemarie Colbin, author of Food and Healing




“The rarest of books, for it can be truly said, without any exaggeration, that every single person will benefit from reading Nourishing Wisdom. It reveals and nourishes your wisdom, your body, and your life.”

Paul Hawken, author of
The Ecology of Commerce and Growing a Business
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Introduction

For millions of people food and diet are very problematic. Instead of being a source of nourishment, food has become an area of conflict and confusion—endless weight-loss dramas, eating disorders, cravings, addictions, body image obsessions, and never-ending searches for “the best” nutritional system. Even if you have never suffered from any of these complaints, you probably feel overwhelmed by all the books, articles, and “experts”—each with something different to say—and would welcome some clear and useful guidance about eating.

Read a book on scientific nutrition, and eating appears to be simply a biological process: nutrient intake, digestion, and cellular assimilation. Read a book about dieting, and eating is presented as a war. It is you against the calories, you against your body fat, and you against your desires. Read any number of books on “natural” ways of nutrition, and eating may be presented as a divinely ordained system. Disregard its commandments, and wrathful gods will punish you with ill health. Read any popular cookbook or food magazine, and eating is presented solely as an affair of the palate where each recipe is orchestrated for your sensuous pleasure. Read any book on eating disorders, and you will realize that our attitude to food may be literally a matter of life and death.

The question then arises, Is there a way to explain the diversity of perspectives on nutrition and the different ways of relating to food? Is there one “true” way to eat? Are there common dietary principles that all eaters share, regardless of their orientation? And, more to the point, can we make sense of the conflicting impulses that exist side by side in our mind—the desire to eat “healthy” foods versus the desire to eat forbidden ones, the desire to overeat versus the desire to lose weight, the desire to help ourselves versus the unconscious desire to self-destruct.

Many of us are searching for a sensible source of information about diet that explains the complexities of the eater’s mind. We want a way to understand our relationship to food and body without being told that what we are eating is “wrong” or being harassed into following another “break-through” diet system. Virtually all diet and nutrition books promote a specific way to eat, a new diet gimmick, or the illusory promise of permanent weight loss, eternal health, and boundless energy. Few books nourish us at deeper levels.

Eating is a vastly unexplored area in psychology. Only recently have researchers begun to question what happens in the mind when it sets itself the task of feeding the body. Nourishing Wisdom elucidates the psychology of eating by mapping out the fundamental principles of the eater’s mind. It provides a framework to understand the different perspectives on eating. It details the essential ingredients of a successful working relationship to diet. Most important, it offers practical tools that can help you transform your relationship to food.

Many people talk more openly about their sex life than about their eating habits. As public a phenomenon as eating is, our personal issues with food and body image may be the best-kept secrets we have. If the estimates of forty to sixty-five million dieters in America is anywhere near correct, that amounts to a great deal of dissatisfaction. Wherever we stand as individuals, the facts show that collectively our relationship to food harbors a deep source of self-rejection and pain.

Many of us look to food to give us something it cannot provide. We want satisfaction, but we work toward it in very dissatisfied ways. Often, in our attempts to rid ourselves of negative food habits, we adopt strategies that make the conflict about having the habit more damaging than the habit itself. We criticize ourselves because we cannot live up to our impossibly high standards or because we do not understand how to do the simple things that we know would transform us. How many times have I heard someone say, “I know what my problem is. I know what I need to do for myself. I just don’t do it!”

For those of us who have said this, perhaps it would be instructive to know that human beings need to learn about eating. We need to learn how to sustain our bodies properly, manage our energy, cultivate positive habits, and allow food to nourish rather than punish us.

Unlike animals who feed, human beings eat. That is, food for us is largely cultural and psychological rather than instinctual. What is especially intriguing is that not only do human beings learn about eating, but everybody seems to learn something different. Every eater has a theory about what eating is and what should be eaten. Seldom will you see two dogs arguing about the best diet for the canine kingdom, or a group of elephants going on a weight-loss program to feel better about themselves. Animals require neither diet books nor nutritionists.

By learning about the body, we human beings are able to alter our own biology. We have the capacity to transform the body with the mind. And yet we often use this ability of the mind to disable the body and create needless emotional turmoil with food. For we operate on an extensive system of erroneous beliefs and false hopes when it comes to losing weight, perfecting our diet, or just plain eating. These concepts give rise to an assortment of behavior patterns that prevent us from experiencing the natural joy of eating.

Nourishing Wisdom places nutrition in the larger contexts of spiritual and psychological development. It focuses on living and thinking correctly as the vehicle for eating correctly. It maneuvers us out of the maze of nutritional “shoulds” and “shouldn’ts” and into a realm where the body is met on its own terms. Each of us has our own life-style, set of beliefs, and range of biochemical requirements. Nourishing Wisdom helps us discover the dynamic and changing nature of the body and reveals how our relationship to food can teach us about our relationship to life.


1

The Missing Ingredient
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An old Jewish folktale tells of a father and small son who built a lifelike dummy to scare the birds from their garden. The birds ignored the dummy and continued to eat the crops. Disappointed, the father surrendered the garden to the birds, but the boy kept hope. He visited an old rabbi on his deathbed and told him of their plight. The rabbi said, “Here, take this,” and wrote something on a small scrap of paper. “On this paper is written the name of God. Place it in the dummy’s mouth and your garden will be saved.”

The boy dashed to the garden and placed the piece of paper in the dummy’s mouth. Instantly the dummy came to life. The birds scattered and the dummy jumped off its pole and began tending the garden with the skills of an expert farmer. The townspeople soon discovered the miraculous dummy could also build houses, plow fields, and even sing and dance. When approached with questions about the nature of life, the dummy spoke with great wisdom, softening the hardest hearts in the village.

But, alas, the townspeople grew lazy and wanted him to work rather than teach. They pulled at his arms and legs, saying, “Come, plow my fields”; “No, come fix my house”; “No, come mend our clothes.” In the scuffle the piece of paper with the name of God fell from the dummy’s mouth, and immediately he collapsed in a lifeless heap.

The most skilled craftsmen were summoned, but none could bring the dummy back to life. Then one of the villagers exclaimed, “Something is missing, some vital piece of the dummy must have fallen off as we wrestled with it.” The villagers searched, but all they could find was a scrap of paper with some gibberish on it, and they threw it back on the ground. Sadly, the little boy picked up the piece of paper, placed it in his pocket, and as he walked to the garden he heard the distant voices of the townspeople saying, “Something is missing … something is missing.…”

In my search for a coherent approach to nutrition amid all the conflicting theories, I realized that the missing ingredient in most dietary systems was a spiritual context, a way to see the sacredness and interconnectedness of all things. We are more than just a body, a tongue, and an assortment of nutritional requirements. We are a soul clothed in the elements of the earth, journeying in a realm where matter and spirit unite in human form. The body serves as a sacred vessel fashioned through millions of years of evolution to carry the spark of life, “the name of God,” as it were. Without that little piece of paper in our mouth, we are nothing more than a “dummy,” a lifeless collection of elements.

Food is not merely something we eat. It is a ceaseless reminder that we are mortal, earthbound, hungry, and in need. We are bound by a biological imperative that forever keeps us returning to the soil, plants, animals, and running waters for replenishment. Eating is life. Each time we eat, the soul continues its earthly journey. With every morsel of food swallowed a voice within says, “I choose life. I choose to eat, for I yearn for something more.”

But what is this something more?

The great twentieth-century thinker Aldous Huxley refers to a view of humanity called “the perennial philosophy,” which represents the collective wisdom of all the great spiritual traditions. According to the perennial philosophy we are more than a body and more than a mind. We are of a spiritual source. From it we emerge at birth, and to it we return at death. And whenever the spiritual source seems a faint memory, we yearn for its presence. Some call this yearning “religion” or “faith,” others call it “the quest for happiness” or “inner peace.”

It is here in the spiritual realm that our journey into the mind of the eater begins. For beneath our nutritional theories, eating habits, and food obsessions, beneath our insecurities and embarrassment about the body, beneath any doubt as to the basic goodness of existence, there dwells within us a condition of wholeness born from the spiritual source. This is not a state of pristine perfection and eternal comfort where all problems disappear and we wallow in meditative mush. It is a condition of timeless identification with the Divine, where life and death, pleasure and pain, success and failure, happiness and discontent, are met with equal acceptance. It is a state of equanimity where we feel fully human, completely alive, and in love with life no matter what happens.

According to the perennial philosophy, human beings are separated from the spiritual source for one reason alone: We believe we are separate. Each of us holds the false belief that “I am separate from all creation, I am alone, and I am not enough as I am.” Consequently, the state of wholeness exists only as a potential within us. And though it lies buried like a dormant seed, all beings instinctively intuit its existence. Our purpose in life is to rejoin the spiritual source and embody it here and now. This is the “something more” we continually seek.

With this perspective, nutrition can now be seen in a new light. Placed within a spiritual context, the ultimate goal of any dietary philosophy is to take us fully into the body, and beyond the body. That is, by taking us fully into the body our dietary system must enable us to experience the maximum physical benefits of food—good health, the delight of eating, and the fulfillment of nutrient needs. By taking us fully beyond the body, our dietary philosophy must serve to remind us that we are feeding more than just a body. Nutrition not only keeps the body healthy and attractive, it maintains it as a vehicle in the service of the Divine. By nourishing the body with joy and reverence, we nourish the spark of life within the body. And when the body yields to disease and decay (which no amount of vegetables or vitamins can prevent), we are left with the knowledge that good nutrition is important but can take us only so far. The deeper nourishment that sustains heart and soul is what ultimately matters most.

In many ancient traditions the body is considered sacred, and great care is taken to ensure its health and longevity. Yogis, for example, developed an extensive system of practices unequaled in thoroughness. These center on maintaining and developing the body through diet, exercise, postures, medicines, methods of breathing, and a host of life-style practices. The Taoists, too, developed unique methods combining martial arts, visualizations, sound, subtle energy cultivation, and healing food. Despite such strong emphasis on health and longevity, these traditions view the body not as God, but as a vehicle for God.

In the West the body is often worshipped as if its perfection and health were the highest goal we could attain. Few people escape the media images and cultural bias toward ideal bodies and perfect health. More than anything else we want to believe that the physical form will last forever. As Krishna says in the Bhagavad Gita, “Of all the wonders in the world, the greatest wonder is this: That no man, though he sees others die all around him, believes he himself will perish.”

Indeed, living in a body with all the considerations of pain, disease, and death causes us to confront our greatest fears about the nature of life and the existence of spiritual reality. The body is the great unknown. We have no idea when it will fall ill, or when it will die. It should come as no surprise, then, that many of our deep-rooted fears about disease, death, and the uncertainties of life are funneled into our relationship to food and nutrition. We search for the perfect diet that will make our bodies immortal, therapeutic foods that will purge us of toxins and leave us disease-free, or psychological techniques that will give us control of the unpredictable features of bodily life—weight gain, binges, cravings, and desires.

Of course, it is important to explore the best foods for one’s body and the nutritional philosophies that seem most suited for one’s way of thinking. But without a spiritual foundation, nutritional knowledge can go only so far. Science can tell us what to eat, but it cannot pronounce upon the meaning of eating. We need something more to help us understand the richness, drama, emotions, sensuousness, and psychological significance of eating.

Food is the soul’s earliest experience of miracles. A crying baby is transformed into a calm and satisfied one with a little mother’s milk. And a miserable child can change into a creative, playful force with a helping of the right food. Children eat naturally and spontaneously, without fear and without concepts of what should or should not be eaten. They certainly have their preferences, but unlike adults they experience little guilt and make no judgments about the eating habits of others. Children eat because they enjoy eating.

As we grow older we lose some of the child within. Of necessity we move from the primordial bliss of childhood to the separateness of adulthood. In the process our connectedness to the universe and the timeless nature of the soul fade to a dim memory, and we begin to feel isolated and alone. Eventually our relationship to food changes.

As adults we eat food not to nourish ourselves, but to avoid pain, loneliness, and depression. We adopt beliefs about the right and wrong foods to eat and stand in judgment of anyone—including ourselves—who eats “incorrectly.” The mind busily chews on its fears and fantasies about food, and we miss the experience of joyous eating in the present moment. With the spontaneity of the inner child all but forgotten, we eat with the mind rather than with our body and being.

Few are content to live in such confusion for long. We search for a way to eat that feels “right,” a nutrition that makes the body hum and the soul sing. This search begins when we admit we have little control over our habits, and that as eaters we can be so much more. We realize our relationship to food can serve as a vehicle through which we can learn about our relationship to life.

Each of us uses food or other popular substances to play out our hunger for the spiritual source. Alcoholics express the hunger for the Divine through alcohol, an anorexic or bulemic expresses it through food, and a drug addict through drugs. The expression of this longing need not be a problematic one. It may just as easily show up as a celebration of life through these same pastimes.

No substance is inherently bad or evil. It is the way we use a substance that determines its value. A knife can be used to cut vegetables or kill the innocent. An attack victim will look at a knife and see a weapon, while a chef will see something quite different. The knife is neutral. It is we who ascribe to it a label and a value. The same is true of food.

In the past we have assigned food certain moral values. For instance, we may have concluded that sugar was evil or meat was bad. Labeling food in this way automatically sets up a cycle of perpetual anxiety, for once we label something bad, we invariably desire it, and the desire grows stronger the more we resist the food. Consequently we label ourselves bad for having the desire, which results in the guilt we experience when eating forbidden foods.

By giving power to food rather than seeing things as they really are, we feel helpless and weak in the body. We are afraid of sugar, overeating, and any food or desire we




KEY LESSONS


	We are more than just a body; we are of a spiritual source.

	By nourishing the body, we nourish the spark of life within the body.

	The body is sacred and, therefore, the nutrition of the body is sacred.

	A truly evolved nutritional approach takes us fully into the body and beyond the body.

	Our relationship to food teaches us a great deal about who we are and how we live.



REFLECTIONS


	How does your relationship to food obstruct awareness of your spiritual nature?

	How can food serve as a reminder of your spiritual nature?

	If you had only one week to live, how would your relationship to food and to your body change?

	If you were reborn tomorrow, what advice would you give yourself about your relationship to food and nourishment? How could you use that advice now?
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