Yoga of Food

“Do not trouble your mind about food

Take it in the right quantity (neither too much nor too little),

without greed or repulsion,

as the means given to you by the Mother

for the maintenance of the body,

in the right spirit, offering it to the Divine in you;

then it need not create any tamas (heaviness)”

--Shri Aurobindo

In its truest sense, yogic eating starts with the hands that till the soil.  The land itself, the seed, the leaf, the flower, the fruit, the beast, the harvest, the processing and the packaging,  the shopping and the bringing home, the chopping, the stirring, the cooking, the blessing, the smelling, the tasting, the touching, and the celebration—all of these weave a subtle energy into the yoga of eating, digestion, and elimination.  As the body becomes cleaner, lighter, and more refined through the practice of asana and pranayama, we begin to notice the effects our food has on our being and we begin to develop a new consciousness and relationship to food and to eating.  Food becomes medicine, pleasure, nourishment, and a container for prana, and we also begin to discover it is not only what we eat, but how we eat that has a profound effect on our overall wellbeing. 

Ideally, a yogi eats a satvic or pure mind calming diet of fresh, local, whole foods, in moderation—moderate spice, moderate quantity, moderate space.  Eating itself becomes a practice—first of finding the food, then of mindful preparation, beautiful presentation that speaks to all of the senses, prayerful ceremony, and slow conscious chewing.  As we swallow and receive the food we take in the essence of every life that touched that bite and all of the vital energy left from harvest to plate.  We allow ourselves to digest, to assimilate the nourishment, and to smoothly and cleanly eliminate the waste.  

Yogic view of food and digestion through the sister science of Ayurveda differs slightly in temperament to Western nutritional analysis.  How easily a particular food is digested and assimilated by the body in part depends on the constitution of the person and the quality and type of food.  What both sciences agree on is that eating calmly, foods that are wholesome and minimally processed, at regular intervals promotes health and vitality.  Western nutrition tends to focus on particular components—vitamins, minerals, calories, fats, carbohydrates, salts, and sugars, which largely correspond a yogic would look at as the prana-value of the food.  What yoga and Ayurveda recognize is that the vital energy—Prana—within a food is what you really live on.  In fact, the understanding is that the prana from the food you eat today spends approximately 5 days nourishing each of 7 tissues—as you progress towards your deepest vital essence, you are living off the nourishment left from the previous tissues.  Strengthening digestive fire (agni) and eating healthy food become key to the practice.

That said, how do we do this as modern yogis on the path?  We start where we are, we take small bites, and we slowly digest, assimilate, and eliminate until we are being well nourished.  Why are we eating what we eat—is it fast, familiar, comforting, tasty, healing?  What is it that we are eating—can we see that food is a vessel for prana just as our physical body is our prana body’s vessel?  When and how are we eating—rushed or slow, seated at table or behind the wheel, with prayer and thanksgiving or without tasting?

We eat for so many reasons. Are we hungry for sweetness, comfort, and nurture in our lives and looking for these things on the plate?  Do we crave more spice and excitement, or are we going full tilt seeking to fuel our bodies regardless of how we actually feed ourselves?  In this way we apply the practice of yoga to the practice of eating.  Food is energy—and the nurturing heaviness brought by eating is what builds our physical body.  Too much, dampens our inner fire, brings heaviness of body and mind, and makes the practice more difficult.  Different foods work better for different people based on constitution, age, gender, environment, ancestry, and activity level, and the process of discernment teaches us to listen to our bodies to learn to “take it in the right quantity (neither too much nor too little), without greed or repulsion.”  
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