Are There No More Pleasures?
Last week, the results of an enormous investigation, involving more than half a million people, appeared in the medical journal Archives of Internal Medicine. The study—confirming what many experts have long suspected—found that eating red and processed meat was associated with modest increases in total mortality, cancer mortality, and cardiovascular disease mortality. In other words, meat makes you die earlier and be more likely to get those diseases.
There are many reasons why this might be the case; however, that is a discussion for another time. People with a high intake of non-processed white meat—e.g., skinless chicken breast—did not show that harmful effect. In the study, red meat included bacon, beef, cold cuts, ham, hamburger, hotdogs, liver, pork, sausage, steak, and meats in foods such as pizza, chili, lasagna, and stew. White meat included chicken, turkey, and fish, and processed white meat included poultry cold cuts, chicken mixtures, canned tuna, and low-fat sausages and low-fat hotdogs made from poultry. Processed meat also included bacon, red meat sausage, poultry sausage, luncheon meats (red and white meat), cold cuts (red and white meat), ham, regular hotdogs and low-fat hotdogs made from poultry. Red or white and processed meats do overlap because both can include meats such as bacon, sausage, ham, and smoked turkey and chicken.
Earlier this year, another very large study published in the New England Journal of Medicine concluded that any restricted-calorie diet produced weight loss, and that it didn’t matter whether it was a low carbohydrate diet, a high protein diet, or any other specific strategy. The bottom line was, if you eat less, you’ll probably lose weight.
I know what you’re saying, “Doc, I really don’t eat that much.” Or more specifically, “Doc, I rarely eat red or processed meat.” 
Of course, it’s all relative. If you compare yourself to the population at large or Aunt Mary or Mom or Dad or your sister or brother or a friend, yes, you may not eat as much as they do. The problem is, those others are eating way too much. If they are eating 6,000 to 8,000 calories a day and you are only eating 5,000, well you’re right, you’re not eating as much. But you are still eating two or three times as much as you should to maintain a healthy weight.
One reason I do not give people recommendations about how much red meat to eat is because I understand how our automatic brain (AB) works. Let’s say I tell Mr. Jones that he should restrict his red and processed meats to no more than one meal a week. Saturday rolls around and he enjoys his steak dinner. Sunday starts a new week and for his wife’s birthday, they go out for a steak dinner. His brain tells him that he is not in danger of violating the doctor’s orders, and he feels good about that. But Friday comes along and it is close to the end of the week. So while at the ballgame, Mr. Jones feels he can have a couple of hot dogs; after all it is close enough to the end of the week and thus his AB convinces him that he is still within the safety of the once-a-week rule—he’ll just kind of roll it over to the next week.

He does well, and has no red or processed meat on Saturday and Sunday, but at a family occasion on Monday, the juicy roast beef is calling to him. “I don’t cheat much,” he tells himself, and sinks his teeth into it. Now Thursday comes around and he thinks he has been doing fairly well. His wife forgets about what both of them have been trying to do, and cooks up a London broil. Disappointing his wife is more dangerous to Mr. Jones’s AB than violating his doctor’s orders, so he enjoys it. Saturday comes and is close enough to the end of the week that Mr. Jones does not feel at all guilty about partaking in the deli sandwiches at the March Madness NCAA basketball party at a friend’s house.
Get the idea? Once a week easily becomes two, three, even four times a week! Are there no more pleasures in life?
Health coaches trained at the Institute of Integrative Nutrition (IIN) in New York suggest cutting back on those foods by adding healthier foods into your meals rather than concentrating on subtracting the bad ones. Eventually, you fill up on those healthier foods, realize you like them, and gradually replace a lot of the red and processed meats. The IIN theory is that your body will actually begin craving those more wholesome, nutritionally dense foods. Replacing unhealthy foods with healthier ones is essentially cost- and time-neutral, and judging from the results of this study, can help you live longer and healthier.

The AB, you will not be surprised to hear, drives much of our eating patterns. As I wrote throughout my book, any time this brain detects danger, the fight-or-flight symptoms, behavior, and thoughts begin. We are programmed to think that not having certain foods or enough food is dangerous—consciously, or subconsciously (the latter from childhood danger memories). Any stress in your life can signal danger too, putting the AB into full throttle. 
Our AB drives us to fight or to flee danger. In order to do this, we need quick energy to support our brain, muscles, and other vital organs. To supply that energy, our body needs to have a lot of sugar available for cellular respiration, the process by which our cells use oxygen and sugar to create energy. As our AB perceives danger and the fight-or-flight physical response and thinking begin, the need for oxygen and sugar increases—as does the need to store energy, in the form of fat and fatty foods. Thus, as with most things that are not good for us, the AB is responsible for our craving of sugar and fatty foods. 

Our craving for sugar and fat is present at birth, and for our ancestors, that craving was essential for survival. But what purpose does it serve now? We still require a minimal amount of sugar and fat to survive, but things have changed. Now, we are destined to be less healthy if we are not aware that the craving for sugar and fat is seducing us. Our AB tells us that we need that food for survival. And as I said throughout my book, if you believe, trust, or take direction from the AB, the opposite becomes true—you actually are less healthy and less likely to survive.
Nonetheless, just as not everyone who enjoys the occasional decadent chocolate cake with ice cream is addicted to food, we too may indulge the AB now and then, but under our terms. This starts with an awareness of what is motivating us. Suffice it to say, constant eating beyond sustenance levels, i.e., what you need to survive, is a tip-off that you may be driven by your AB’s manipulations. Case in point: The hypothetical Mr. Jones’s behavior I’ve described. It’s a classic example of the AB generating manipulative, untruthful, and seductive thought patterns that influence us to “need” certain things for happiness and survival. The result, when we believe, trust, and take direction from it, is more unhappiness, pessimism, and stress, and a diminished likelihood of living vibrantly, healthfully, and long.
So when your AB, for whatever fraudulent conscious or subconscious reasons, directs you to eat faster, eat more sugar and fat, and more red meats and processed meats, choose to do the opposite. Substitute one or two healthier items (such as healthy fats) and eat slowly, stopping before you feel 100 percent full. Bear in mind that it takes the brain 12 minutes before it actually recognizes the stomach is full. And also understand that life without certain tasty foods may serve as a danger trigger to your automatic brain. Don’t believe it! You can live healthier, happier, and longer with less food overall, less processed meats, less red meat, less sugar, and less saturated fatty foods. 
Making changes always triggers the AB. Leaving our familiar home—even if that home prevents us from growing, or being healthy, or being happy—leads to a flurry of activity designed to keep us there in safety, out of harm’s way, albeit falsely. Recognition that much of our instinctive behavior is in reality the workings of our AB is the first step to breaking the cycle. To maintain health and live a long and vibrant life, you have to move in the direction opposite the one set by your AB’s agenda. Doing so will open up your mind and you will begin to grasp the powerful connection between your mind, body, and soul.

Have a great week!
