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Food 1s Not the Enemy

“Nobody realizes that some people
expend tremendous energy merely to be
normal.”

-Albert Camus

Why do emotional eaters have such a love—hate relationship
with food? Why do we tell ourselves that food is good or bad?
I'm going to let you in on a little secret: Food does not actually
have a personality or even free will, so calling it good or bad
really does not make sense. Now we, the people, do have free
will, so we can make good or bad choices. Don’t blame the food,
people! Seriously, though, I know I said I'm not a nutritionist or
a dietician, but there are some simple truths here. Our food
choices either help us or hurt us. You are either eating
something that will fuel your body and make it perform better
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or you are eating something that won’t. You and your doctor
will have to define that for your individual body. Personally, if
the food is fake, meaning it did not come from a plant or animal,
I would call it a bad choice for me. However, I do eat some of
those “fake” foods on occasion, and when the scale creeps up, 1
can’t blame the cookie, right?

If you are an adult, you have been told a number of different
things about food. Some people will tell you that meat and
cheese are the enemy. Others will say it's sugar. Some will tell
you it's bread and pasta. In other words, the bar keeps moving.
Nothing is one size fits all. The problem for emotional eaters is
that if we don’t have some rules, we feel a bit out of control.
And remember that freedom need? It goes into overdrive. Like,
“Oh, we don’t have any rules today? I'm free! Bring on the
Twinkies and the pizza.” If you are one of those diet experts out
there, then you probably already have a sort of go-to plan that
you know works for you, but every time you go back to it, you
hate it just a little more.

The fact is that while food is not good or bad, some foods
may be trigger foods for you. They are catalysts for what I called
the “rumbling” stage of the diet binge cycle. You fool yourself
into believing you can have just one bite or sip. The next thing
you know, you are back in that binge part of the cycle again and
you can’t believe you let yourself get there. I know it is
depressing to consider, but you may have to let those foods go
at least temporarily while you work on becoming the best
version of yourself. That probably sounds like a life sentence
right now, but it is not a life sentence; it is simply self-care, and
you are going to be doing lots of that in your future.

If you have ever attended an Overeaters Anonymous
meeting or looked at their materials online, you know that they
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recommend abstinence from sugar and some other foods they
consider trigger foods. For me personally, while I have never
been to an Overeaters Anonymous meeting, that holds true.
Sugar is just not my friend. It is not a bad food, but it is bad for
me, and I have had to learn to accept that I can only have it in
extreme moderation. The truth is that triggers are personal to
every individual and may have more to do with your emotions
and your desire to not feel them than you realize.

Have you ever heard of being a normal eater, or do you
know a normal eater? If so, you are probably a little envious of
the fact that they don’t spend every waking moment thinking
about their food and whether it is good or bad. At the end of
this journey, what do you want your new normal to look like?
Can you envision yourself as a normal eater, giving food the
importance of nourishment and good taste? You wouldn’t run
a marathon without a finish line, would you? I hope so, because
after 26 miles,  would be done (or really about 3 miles tops, but
who’s counting?).

Whenever we do something difficult, we always have a goal
in mind. The same is true for this process of shifting from an
emotional eater to a normal eater. What will your new normal
look like? What would a day, week, or month look like? A
normal eating day means that you are choosing foods that will
sustain you throughout the day and eating quantities that make
sense. You may have a treat or two but nothing too crazy. Can
you imagine that?

Let me be clear about normal eating and what it actually
means. For our purposes, I would like to suggest that normal
eating, mindful eating, and intuitive eating are synonymous
with one another. When it comes to emotional eating, we tend
to lose sight of what true physiological hunger is and what it is
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not. We stop trusting our body to tell us what it needs and to
provide cues for both hunger and satisfaction. In fact,
sometimes we experience hunger that has nothing to do with
food. When we eat emotionally, we forget that we have the
ability to decipher between the two.

When I think of my emotional eating journey and my
earliest steps along the way, I remember reading about
“phantom hunger.” This is hunger that has nothing to do with
food. By asking ourselves some questions and listening to our
bodies, we can gain great insight about what our hunger is
trying to tell us. For example, where in your body do you feel
your hunger? You may be thinking, “My stomach, of course!”
One of the first questions we need to ask ourselves is whether
or not our hunger is actually coming from our stomach or from
somewhere else. You may be surprised to find that your hunger
can come from other areas of your body. You may feel your
hunger in your mouth rather than your stomach. If so, your
hunger would not be physiological at all.

When we are intuitive about our hunger and where it is
coming from, we are taking an important step in getting in
touch with our bodies. Knowing our bodies means recognizing
our choice about whether food is the answer to our hunger or a
different form of self-care is required to actually allow us to feel
satiated. Let me be clear here: Food is meant to be enjoyed.
Sometimes clients will say that they would like food to be
thought of as fuel for the body and nothing more. I can see how
this would make life much simpler. However, for most of us,
this is not really the best outcome. Food is and really should be
enjoyable. When we eat mindfully, we pay attention to what
our body is asking for, and when it is food, we actually taste,
savor, and stay present with what we are putting on our bodies.

42



Margie Odom

When was the last time you slowed your eating process
down? When was the last time you took a yummy bite of
something, took a deep breath, put your spoon or fork down,
and thought about and appreciated the food and how satisfying
itwas? As an emotional eater, this type of mindfulness felt scary
and overwhelming to me. In reality, this was the key to enjoying
food again. When I eat mindfully, I am aware of tasting,
chewing, savoring, and most importantly, the joy of being
present in my body and trusting myself to experience the
pleasure of the food. In addition, mindfulness helps us connect
with true hunger and pay attention to our bodies” signals that it
is time to eat.

When we pay attention to true physiological cues, we honor
our bodies’ need for food, rather than ignore it. If we are in tune
with our true and natural cues for hunger, food can and will be
a pleasurable experience. In other words, you could stop
fearing food and start believing in your own ability to eat when
hungry and stop when you are full. Next time you begin to feel
hungry, I would encourage you to experiment with
mindfulness techniques. Begin by staying present with your
hunger cues. Where is your hunger coming from? When was
the last time you ate? Have you been ignoring your hunger and
attempting to distract yourself from eating? Are you
experiencing hunger because it is your lunch break and you
have trained your body that it is time for lunch? Do you actually
want food or are you really hungry for something else? By
something else, I mean attention, time, understanding, or
freedom.

Once you have made time to tune into your hunger, you can
start using a hunger scale. By scaling your hunger on a number,
1-10, you will be able to determine if you need a large meal, a
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snack, something hydrating, or perhaps something other than
food or drink completely. When you determine your number
before you eat, you can then set expectations for yourself and
eat accordingly. Otherwise, your eating can easily get out of
control, and, of course, the hungrier you allow yourself to
become, the more likely this is to occur. If you become adept at
paying attention to your hunger cues, you can also become
adept at avoiding times where your hunger becomes too vast to
make the best choices for your body.

Have you ever heard the saying “trust your gut”? We really
want to trust our gut when it comes to food. Our brains and all
the chemical reactions we have with emotional eating, food
commercials, societal norms, etc., will trick us into making bad
choices. However, your stomach does know what you do and
do not need for simultaneous fuel and enjoyment. As you select
what you plan to eat mindfully, you can ask your stomach, “Is
this what you want right now?”

Activity 3: A Normal Eating Day

Plan out a day for yourself. Choose what you would like to
eat for breakfast, lunch, dinner, and snacks. Imagine you are a
normal eater and this would be your normal day.

After you've planned out your day, answer the following
questions:

1. Was this activity difficult? Why or why not?
2. How likely are you to follow through with a day like
this? Why or why not?

This may not be that hard to imagine because you may
already do something similar every night before bed, hoping
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that tomorrow will be the day it finally works. Unfortunately,
the consistency of feeling like a failure in this only makes it
harder and harder to imagine. The good news is, you can be a
normal eater too. The first step is defining what that means to
you and envisioning it.

So, please take a moment to describe how you envision
yourself at the end of this journey. Be as detailed as you can so
your goal is clearly defined and has a point where you will be
satisfied with yourself.

Example:

I want to wake up in the morning and think about 3 things I am
grateful for. I will spend 30 minutes in the morning moving my body
or meditating. 1 will eat a balanced breakfast with protein to sustain
me. I will head out to take care of my tasks for the day and have energy
to complete them. If I feel hungry before lunch, I will check in with my
hunger. 1 will ask myself whether my hunger is physiological or
happening for another reason. If my hunger is related to food, I will
scale it so I can choose accordingly and follow up with my stomach to
determine if my choice will be both satisfying and enjoyable. I will
have healthy snacks readily available, and I will choose something that
I want. For lunch, I will make time to either regroup alone or spend
time with people that reenergize me and keep me positive. In the
afternoon, I will refuel with a small protein snack that I want. My
dinner will be planned so when I get home, it is either simple to make
or prepared in advance. If  want a little snack after dinner, I will have
it and go on with my evening without thinking about it. When I go to
bed, 1 will rest well because I gave my body what I needed to keep me
at my best throughout the day.

That is my personal vision of being a normal eater (or close).
This normal-eater version of myself may have a glass of wine
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or two on the weekends or a more extravagant dinner out a
couple of times during the week without overthinking it or
adjusting anything else about my routine. I also know what my
trigger foods are and choose to avoid them. I would call it my
own personal “eat this, not that” lifestyle.

Sounds pretty cool, right? You can do this. Make sure you
know where you are going so you can get there.

Questions to Ponder

1.
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Who do you know that is a normal eater, and what do
they do that makes them “normal”?

Do you have a goal for your recovery from emotional
eating?

Will you start asking yourself the right questions to
make sure your hunger is physical and scale that hunger
to ensure you eat accordingly?

How will you know if you are making progress?

How might you spend some time daily revisiting your
vision of yourself at the end of this journey?
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For more information about emotional eating support,
public speaking opportunities or therapist coaching,

contact Margie Odom directly.

margie@weightwithin.com

www.WeightWithin.com
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