Fasting Food by Melanie Sachs
     With spring on the way some of our minds are excited by the idea of spring cleaning.  That might mean taking the time to tidy closets, checking through inventory and storage spaces or taking a fresh look at how you do business - what training is needed and what new services might be invested in.  Or, for some of us it might be more personal.  A time to renew ourselves; to clean out physically and mentally and shed the heaviness of the winter months.  
     As coworkers and clients are becoming more health conscious, it is not unlikely that you may discover someone is fasting or at least thinking about it.  Fasting is one method used to spring clean the body and mind in virtually all world traditions.  Some do fasting for religious purposes, others for health-related reasons that are incorporated into their medical and healing systems. Fasting is used in Ayurvedic tradition as a means to rest the digestive tract and give the body a chance to release old stored toxins.  If it is done properly it is refreshing and invigorating.  We look and feel like young spring flowers.  But, all too often fasting is done more like a crash diet and the results then vary tremendously.  So what should we know and how should we be talking to our clients about this interesting topic?  

    First of all let’s look at why it works.  Fasting works because it is believed to enliven what Ayurveda calls our agni.  Agni is our digestive fire and gives us the ability for all the digestive organs to be lively, effective and coordinated when given the appropriate amount of food. In other words it provides the power spark of our digestive ability.  When our digestion is in shape everything goes well.  Our tissues are properly nourished and cleansed.  Our minds are in touch with our bodies needs and we feel creative and positive.  We have energy and mental clarity.  This is obviously the best way to be.

     So how can we improve our agni.  One of the simplest and most important way is to not over eat to begin with.  Agni is not burnt out if there is an appropriate amount of food. Too much food acts like sand on a fire that kills the flame and smothers the remaining embers.  Too little food on the other hand is like expecting a fire to burn on just a few twigs.  Once we have done this, we need to take steps – like fasting.  It is like cleaning out the fireplace so whatever amount of fuel is shoveled in has the best chance to burn well.

   Fasting can be as simple as simple as skipping one meal and replacing it with a tea that helps digestion and a glass of fresh vegetable juice.   If this feels fine then try two meals next time. Check in with your body.  If your body feels strong and your mind is enthusiastic then try skipping one more meal and having just tea and juice.  If on the other hand you feel tired or scared, be gentle on yourself and go back to a simple meal. 

     To successfully fast and not get into and head-trips, communicate with your body and ask for cooperation.  Talk to your body.  Sit quietly and rub your tummy, whisper to yourself in the shower.  Explain what you are going to do and why.  At least one reason should be for health benefits.  Weight loss may be part of the health advantages you are wanting to achieve, but be aware that fasting may get you started on a weight loss program, but it should not be how you achieve a permanent or sustained weight loss.  That is another matter altogether.  WSo focus on the cleansing, detoxifying and be reassuring.  If you are met with an intuitive “no!” again be gentle and get more information.  Fasting should feel natural and a pleasure - not like false starvation. Fasting for more than one day is best under professional guidance at least at first.  But if we do a simple fast regularly, even if it is just one or two meals or a day, this is very effective.  How often should we try a day long fast?  Dr Sunil Joshi a rejuvenation specialist suggests one day out of every fourteen at the most but at least once every 25 days. That’s 14 – 26 days a year, gentle but impressive! Let your body be your guide when it comes to number of days. 

    If you are already optimal weight or less, one day of fasting on tea and juice a week is all that is advisable.  More that that and you will feel weak and get very dry.  This can be, in Ayurvedic terms, very Vata aggravating and cause gas and bloating that gives you the impression that more fasting is necessary when it’s not.  Vata body-mind type people can get into this trap.  Be aware that a sign of being a more Vata-type is when you tend to take things to extremes, be gentle to yourself.  Still, if you feel the need to go longer, just try eating very simply; vegetable soups and soft whole grains - would be a good choice if you feel a need to go longer.  If you are the more medium, athletic type body, what in Ayurveda is know as being more Pitta, and are very disciplined about your weight, be careful not to mentally push yourself too hard.  More is not always better. Request cooperation from your body.  Fasting should not be done with the same type of competitive mentality as if you were trying to slim yourself down to fit into a dress for a date or to impress the boss or to meet some kind of weight time-line deadline.   This creates crisis and panic and will, in the end, more than likely lead to you gaining it all back, if not more, creating more frustration and intensity.  Sometimes the best and easiest fast is to refrain from those foods that you know are not good for you in the quantities that you consume.  Cut back or even cutting out alcohol and red meat may be a start.  If you do carry a few extra pounds or easily put on weight like our Kapha body-mind type friends, then fasting can really be helpful way of getting back in touch with your true calorific needs.  
   Regardless of your body-mind type, please be advised to go into fasting gently and come out of it steadily.  Ayurveda does not believe in the benefits of a creating a “healing crisis”.  In fact, it teaches that radical approaches damage the body’s basic energies and disrupts our natural bodily intelligence.  An incremental approach will ensure your body doesn’t feel first starved then overwhelmed by your regular diet. 
     If some of you are inspired to try a fast over several days, try this gentle approach.  Imagine that you are an omnivore and that each day you are going to simplify your diet by eliminating in the following manner -  

Day 1 stop eating all meat and eggs

Day 2 stop eating all dairy

Day 3 stop eating all nuts, seeds and nut butters

Day 4 stop eating all beans

Day 5 stop eating all grains

Day 6 stop eating all vegetables

Day 7 take only fruit juice and herb tea. Continue until you get the urge to eat but go no longer than three days.  Reintroduce foods back day by day in the opposite order of elimination until you are back to your normal diet. 

  Whilst doing such a fast, take a break from rush, stress and worry too.  Do not choose to fast at an unusually busy time or when there is a strong call for you to be social.  Choose a time when you can go at your own pace and do what pleases you.  Some women choose the first or second day of their period.  This not only helps the body do a little extra cleansing but has been found to make menopause easier.  Ayurveda does not advise that children, babies or pregnant women should not fast.  Their bodies are involved with building and that should not be interrupted.  Fast when you feel strong, not when you have been ill.  Cleansing takes energy so again to gentle and be sensible.  Also fast when the weather is kind.  Wait until spring in your area is steadily warm. 

   During your fast take time to care for yourself in other ways too.  Dry brushing followed by an oil massage is nourishing and energy giving in a different way.  Gentle exercise such as a slow walks, yoga, deep breathing will help move toxins comfortably.  And rest both mental and physical is essential fasting is giving time for the body to clean its cabinets and sort out all it has stored over the winter.  Rest is essential and will greatly add to the benefits of your time for renewal.

Recipes on next page

Digestive Cleansing Tea – Dr Joshi’s Recipe

Bring to boil

                 5 cups of water

Add 1Tsp fresh grated ginger root

        1Tsp turmeric

        1Tsp dried shredded licorice root

Cover and reduce heat.  Simmer for 10-15 minutes. Strain and drink one cup at a  time.

Ginger helps break down toxins and congestion, the turmeric is a blood purifier and the licorice calms inflammation.

Fresh Vegetable Juice

6 organic carrots

1 large stalk of organic celery

½ pound (about half a bunch) organic spinach

Juice vegetables then run ½-1 cup and pure water through.

This combination is very mineral and vitamin rich and has been found to be very helpful in relieving joint pain.

If you find this combination makes you feel hot or flushed add lettuce, cucumber or fresh fennel.

Armadea Morningstar’s Kichardi

Wash well

  ½ cup basmati rice

  ½ cup sprouted mung beans or dried split mung dahl

Put in a medium saucepan with

   4 cups of pre water

   1tsp – 2 tsps grated fresh ginger

   Pinch of hing (asafoetidaa) found at Indian grocery

   ¼ tsp cumin seeds

   ½ tsp –1tsp coriander seeds

   1 heaping tsp dried oregano leaves

Bring to a boil and reduce heat to medium.  Cover and cook slowly.

Chop

   2 carrots

   1 zucchini

   ½ cup broccoli

   2 Tsps parsley

   1 clove of garlic

Add carrrots to the cooking rice and beans.  Add the rest of the vegetabled after about half and hour of cooking.  When everything is tender add

    1 tsp ghee (clarified butter) or olive oil

    Salt to taste

Garnish with chopped fresh cilantro leaves.

Recipes are all from Ayurvedic Cooking for Westerners by Amadea Morningstar published by Lotus Press Twin Lakes, Wisconsin.

