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Session Two: Displaced Desire 

 
Welcome once again to DIETARY TRANSFORMATION FROM THE INSIDE OUT. This is the 
second module. Today we are really go into that puzzle that I posed the last time, which is if we can 
trust desire and pleasure, why does it so often seem that desire and pleasure are the enemy? Why does 
it seem that our desires lead us to do things that are harmful to ourselves and others? Why does it seem 
that we are the exception to the law of nature? Because, really, pleasure and pain are a basic biological 
program that guides us toward things that are good for the organism and away from things that are bad. 
Like, a hot fire… You reach your hand into the hot fire and it hurts and you pull your hand back and 
that’s good because otherwise it would burn your flesh. Or even a bacteria… it senses its food, say its 
sugar, or something like that, and it will follow its sugar gradient toward the food source. And i 
imagine, it feels good, it tastes good to it. As best as an organism is able to distinguish, harmful things 
taste bad and helpful things taste good. That’s a fundamental guidance system, pleasure equals good 
and pain equals bad. So why does it seem that that fundamental biological formula has turned into the 
opposite for us, in modern society? I hinted at the answer before: the answer is that we are not aware of 
what actually feels good and what feels bad. Our sensitivity has been lost, and here are five ways that 
that happens: 
 
First, is simply though inattention. Many people are so accustomed to reading something or watching 
TV or having conversation that they hardly taste their food. Over time, inattention blunts the senses. 
Lose it or lose it. 
 
Second, and I guess this is related, modern food is full of really loud flavors, like artificial flavors, salt, 
and sugar, that distract from subtler natural flavors and cover them up. We get habituated to these 
strong, one-dimensional flavors and lose our sensitivity to the subtler ones. 
 
Third, we might lay conceptual teachings, dogma, over top of our bodily responses. Then we get used 
to paying attention to how healthy something is – or how healthy we think it is – instead of to the actual 
body signals.  
 
A fourth reason is that we live in a culture that in many ways teaches us not to feel, and not to trust 
ourselves. We are supposed to be rational. So that general teaching, that general indoctrination, then 
gets applied onto food. 
 
OK, the fifth mechanism which is the one I want to explore especially right now is what I call displaced 
desires. Displaced desire is the prime driver not only of overeating and food abuse, but of addiction in 
general. Let me start with a little background. So when someone says, “I can’t trust desire because what 
I really want is to eat that whole box of donuts and if I don’t control myself, that’s what I’m going to 



do. And you can’t tell me that my body is guiding me towards something good, because after I eat that 
box of donuts, I feel horrible. And it’s making me fat and unhealthy. I am sure that the donuts aren’t 
good for me, but it seems as if my body is desirous of those donuts. Or that my desire is to eat and eat 
and eat and never stop until I’m so stuffed that I feel like puking. That seems like what desire 
unleashed is so I better control it. And you could say that same for a drug addict or an alcoholic, that 
desire seems to be the enemy. And the only way that person could stay functioning and healthy in 
society is to clamp down on that desire. 
 That leads to a kind of a self-righteousness and judgmentally towards people who are addicted 
in some way or another. Judgmentally being essentially, “If I were you, I wouldn’t do that. If I were 
you, I wouldn’t be loading up my third or fourth plate on the buffet line. I am better than that. I would 
control myself. That kind of self-righteousness and lack of understanding leads to patronizing advice 
and useless advice, trying for example to motivate and persuade the alcoholic to stop drinking. Because 
look at what it’s doing to your life, you’ve got to control yourself more, scaring them into stopping 
drinking. Scaring the bulimic person into stopping the behavior because the stomach acid is going to 
burn your esophagus, all these bad things that are going to happen to you, you better stop. Have you 
ever tried to stop someone’s addiction or bad habit, or even your own bad habit, by scaring them out of 
it? That kind of motivation might work for a while, sometimes, but in the long run it rare;y works. The 
reason that it doesn’t work is that addictive behaviors are an attempt to meet a very valid unmet need. 
However, the thing that would meet that need is unavailable, therefore the addict reaches for the most 
convenient, most available substitute.  
 
OK, overeating or poor eating habits might fall short of a full-blown addiction, but it is on the same 
psychodynamic spectrum. Let me tell you a little story.  
Once upon a time there was a woman who didn’t know about water. It was a hot day and she was 
thirsty, and the only thing available to her was ice cream. So she had an ice cream cone, and while she 
was having it, she felt good, her mouth felt moist, her throat felt nice and cool. Problem solved! Except 
then a few minutes later she felt thirsty again. So what did she do? She did what worked the first time – 
had another ice cream cone. And another and another. And she started to feel gross and she was getting 
fat – OK this isn’t a very realistic story but you get the point – and she looked all around her and saw 
OTHER people weren’t eating all that ice cream. What’s wrong with me! She thought. I’m such a pig. 
Why can’t I control myself?  
 
And then finally someone offered her a drink of water, and she didn’t want ice cream any more. The 
problem wasn’t her lack of self-control after all. The problem was that she didn’t know what she really 
wanted. This is an example of what I’m calling displaced desire.  
 
Food is the epitome of nourishment, so it is not surprising that people use it as a substitute for many of 
the missing forms of nourishment that are so lacking in modern society. Let me offer a few examples 
and see if any speak to you.  
 
The easiest to understand is when one kind of food substitutes for another that you really need. If 
nutritious food isn’t available, you might quite naturally eat large quantities of unnutritious food, in a 
desperate search for nutrition, never feeling satisfied no matter how much you eat. If this is the 
problem, then nutritional teachings can be really useful. You can try the new food and attend to the 
response of your body. 
 
Another related displaced need is the need for aesthetic nourishment. We need beauty and 
deliciousness in our lives. If only a tiny amount of it is available in industrially produced food, then no 
matter how much we eat we will feel unsatisfied on some level. We might eat a lot of bad food in place 



of a small amount of truly delicious food. Then, finally when we have that fresh-ground tortilla or that 
heritage breed tomato, we realize what we’ve been missing. I sometimes feel like this when I eat fruit 
right off the tree. Ah, here is how it is supposed to taste! It meets some deep need, I don’t know if it is 
nutritional or aesthetic, but there is some quality that dissipates even after a few hours.  
 
OK, another need that people use food to meet is the need for adventure and excitement. If you look at 
fast food advertisements and junk food advertisements, they seem to promise excitement. Crunch 
crunch, t’s party time! I remember a soda commercial for Mountain Dew, where there were these 
young people cavorting in a lake, and the young man raises his head out of the lake and shakes his 
shaggy hair and the water sprays off and he sucks down a mountain Dew and there is a young woman 
hanging on his shoulder. And so if that kind of freedom and exuberance is missing from your life, the 
advertiser tries to build an association with Mountain dew, that you’ll have that need met. Or maybe if 
your life is tedious and humdrum, the nine-to-five job, the looking after babies in the box of the 
American nuclear family home, maybe your meals and snacks are this little bright spot in your day, a 
little respite from the tedium. The receptionist snacking at her desk. The office donut break. Are people 
really eating these things from desire unleashed? Is this what they really want? Of course not. They are 
just making their day tolerable by meeting a tiny bit of a need that food is really not meant to meet, just 
like ice cream is not meant to satisfy thirst.  
 
 Food can be used as… and this gets a little deeper… as a substitute for intimacy and self-love. 
Perhaps if your parents expressed love by giving you a treat and what you really wanted was maybe 
some attention from your mother and that’s why you were having a tantrum, that’s why you were 
crying. But she didn’t have time or maybe she felt overwhelmed. She probably had a good reason why 
she didn’t give you what you needed and instead she gave you a lollipop. So then that gets internalized 
and then you grow up. And you’re feeling in need of comfort. You’re feeling unloved. And so of 
course you’re going to give yourself a treat, and that says, “Yeah, I’m loved.”  On a deep body level, 
that ice cream is telling you that you are loved. It feels so gratifying, so comforting.  
 You may have notice that we naturally associate intimacy with sweetness. When we love a 
lover or a friend or a baby we usually use words that convey sweetness.  Sweetheart, honey, sugar, 
cutie pie, sweetie pie. Babies are usually some kind of pie, not sure why. And if that sweetness is 
missing from your life, the sweetness of intimacy, even religious intimacy—sweet jesus— then you 
might have an unstoppable attraction to sweet food that takes the edge off the longing for the sweetness 
of intimacy. It makes it okay for a while. But does sugar really meet the need for intimacy? It doesn’t 
really meet the need. It makes it tolerable for a while. 
 
 I think the most pervasive unmet need in our culture, the dominant culture, is simply the need 
for connection. Because we live in a society that has been stripped of many, many forms of connection. 
It’s been stripped of community and stripped of close connection to nature. We live in a world of 
strangers. Its normal for a North American to go out into the public and never see a face whose story 
you know. Even your neighbors, even the people next door, you may not know their story. What is 
normal for a human being is to intimately know the story of everybody around you, to look at 
somebody and basically know their whole life story, to know what’s up for them, to know of their loves 
and their losses, to know their parents’ and their grandparents’ story, to know who named them and 
why—and to be known that way yourself. When you’re in that kind of community, then you know who 
you are because you have a place, you feel at home. Everybody knows you and through that you know 
yourself. You feel like you belong in the universe.  
 Have you ever felt that urge to tell all about yourself, to just pour out your story? We are so 
alone in this society. Can you imagine what it would be like not to have to do that, to be already 
known? It is such a deep need, to know and be known.  



 The same thing with the natural world. What’s normal for a human being up until recently was 
to look around you and to be intimately familiar with every plant and every animals that you see, to 
know the habits of the animals, the life cycle of the animals, to know which insects pollinate which 
flowers and which birds build their nests in which trees, and what the roots of those trees are used for 
as medicine, and what the earth smells like, and what plants grow in different kinds of earth. To be at 
home in the entire web of life, that’s what’s normal. That’s how connected a human being needs to be 
to feel really satisfied. So imagine you take away all of that. Well, you don’t have to imagine because 
most of us are missing all of that. Take that all way and what’s left is a really deep need to belong, a 
deep need to feel at home in the world, and a deep need to reestablish those lost connections. When we 
lack that natural and human community, and we feel alone, we kind of need reassurance that, “I exist in 
the world, that I am connected to materiality.” So food can become a way to meet that need. People eat 
because they’re lonely. When we are missing those intimate connections to community and nature, 
depression is never very far away, and that’s why depressed people sometimes want to eat all the time, 
looking forward to dessert while still eating dinner, looking forward to the next meal when the first is 
barely finished – and why would they do this? Is it just that they are pathetic? No. It’s that they are 
using food for a brief respite from the deadness. They feel for a moment alive, affirmed in their 
material existence.   
 
I mean, people eat because they’re hungry, too, and they need food, but beyond that, like, why would 
you continue eating when you don’t even need anymore food, why would you do something that 
doesn’t even feel good. When your appetite for food is fulfilled, why would you keep eating? Is it 
because you’re just bad? You have a faulty appetite mechanism? That’s where appetite suppressants 
come in. And there is a whole developing subfield of medicine that basically tries to change your brain 
chemistry so that you won’t desire more food than you really need. But another answer is that you ARE 
hungry for something, but it’s not food. But that hunger has been displaced onto food. Well, how much 
food do you have to eat to meet your need for community? To meet you need for connection to nature? 
To meet your need to feel at home in the universe? How much food will satisfy that hunger? No 
amount will be enough. So when I see someone overeating, bingeing, eating more than they need, I 
actually see a hungry person. I see someone who is making a brave and valiant attempt to meet their 
needs when those needs are not available to be met. And you could say this for other kinds of 
addiction, too. Often, it’s to just make the pain go away. Or, for something like gambling, maybe it’s 
the need to test their boundaries. Everyone has a need to test their boundaries, to have adventures, to 
have excitement. And that is something that modern society conspires to prevent. Safety is what is 
important, and conformity. There is not a lot of room to test our boundaries and to grow. So that energy 
gets diverted onto things like gambling, or drinking in bars, or extreme sports, or amusements parks. Or 
it is suppressed until it explodes forth as a riot or domestic violence or self-harm. The response to these 
of course is further suppression, but they are symptoms. Our society suppresses symptoms, and not 
only in medicine, in order to maintain the status quo. I’ll mention one more: the need to express your 
greatness, to express your inner magnificence, and to give beautifully of your gifts and talents to the 
world. And that need gets diverted onto things like sports, onto celebrity worship and sports worship, 
where somebody else’s greatness becomes a proxy for your own. And temporarily assuages the pain of 
the unmet need.  
 So this is a basic principle: Unmet needs hurt, and they generate desire. Fulfilling a desire is 
pleasurable. That’s the basic program of nature – it feels good to meet your needs. I want you to take 
that in – the basic intention of this course is to return to that simplicity, to get to a place where we can 
once again trust that basic program. 
 
 But what happens when… I’m just repeating it… what happens when the thing that should fulfill the 
need is not there? Then the pain never goes away. So we assuage the pain with a substitute but it 



doesn’t meet the need. So what happens if you clamp down with willpower and self-control and say, 
“Ok, I’m just not going to overeat. I’m going to control myself. I’m going to motivate myself, or 
frighten myself or another person into not indulging the addiction.” What happens? Does the 
underlying unmet need go away? No. Not unless that control is accompanied by something new 
coming into your life. Otherwise the pressure of the unmet need builds and builds. No matter how 
strong your willpower, eventually the desire will explode forth uncontrollably. And then we typically 
blame the explosion on our pathetically weak willpower. We did it for a while, but then we lost control. 
What’s wrong with me? I’ll have to do better next time. I’ll have to try harder. Well, tell that to a binge 
eater. Tell that to an alcoholic. It’s so judgemental – as if! As if they haven’t tried harder than you can 
imagine. But really, if trying hard didn’t work, then trying even harder is doing more of what doesn’t 
work. That’ s insanity. Have you tried really hard to change your bad habits? If it hasn’t worked, 
maybe it is time to try something else. That something else is to meet the real need. To trust that the 
desire is pointing to something.  
 
Now I’m not saying there is never a place for willpower and discipline. Because even when the real 
need has been met, the habit of eating ice cream or whatever is still present. If the need is met, then 
when you exercise willpower the craving will grow less with time and not more. So for example, to 
apply the basic formula, we need oxygen. If you hold your breath you start to feel uncomfortable. Then 
you take a new breath and you meet your authentic need and it feels good to take that breath. The 
longer you hold your breath, the more uncomfortable you get. On the other hand, say something has 
shifted in your life and you quit drinking or you find intimacy and you quit sugar. At first the craving 
for it is strong, but over time it gets weaker and weaker, not stronger and stronger as with breathing. So 
that’s one way to look at willpower. It’s role is to serve and support a transformation, not to force one. 
That isn’t going to work.  
 
Sometimes willpower isn’t even necessary when the real need has been met. Someone starts a 
wonderful new relationship or they find a vocation that is satisfying to them or maybe an immersion in 
nature and then all of a sudden they just don’t even have a problem anymore. They don’t even need to 
control themselves. Because the underlying need that drove the addiction has been met.  
 
OK, the big question now is how do we identify the unmet need. I’ve given some kind of general 
examples of what it could be, but there isn’t a formula to find it. And even if you do identify it, that 
doesn’t mean you can easily meet it, either. Usually there is some kind of process that you’ll go 
through, that anyone will go through, because we are accustomed or habituated to a way of life that 
maintains the unmet need. The homework and upcoming sessions will help with both these issues. 
 
Meditation: 
 So, returning to that basic biological program… If pleasure leads me to the fulfillment of my 
needs, pain to the preservation of my well-being, get in touch with your innocence, that innocent part of 
yourself that followed that guidance system. You did what it took. Bring to mind maybe a tearful three 
year old eating her ice cream cone, feeling good for now, so innocent. And feel that innocent being 
alive in yourself, still. And in there, somewhere, the whirlpool of pain and trauma, the hunger for 
something missing, the bewilderment. And this tiny, innocent being didn’t know what to do, didn’t 
understand, followed his or her guidance… You did your best. And in a state of peace, surveying this 
scene, feel a kind of readiness, a readiness for some of that pain to bubble up out to the surface… For 
the need, generating that pain, to come into consciousness… For it to be okay to not know how to meet 
that need… to hold that child through the whole thing. Let this feeling of peace and readiness imprint 
onto you. Let it soak into you… Knowing that when your addictions operate, they will do so more 
visibly.. And when you ask, “What hurts?” you will be ready to receive the answer. And when you feel 



saturated with the feeling of peace and readiness, then open your eyes… 
 
I think almost everyone in our society bears one kind of addiction or another. Almost everybody that 
I’ve met, including myself. They can be very subtle. For example, I was addicted for a long time.. 
whenever I felt kind of uncomfortable about what I was doing in the world, and my accomplishments, 
and feeling kind of… having a crisis of self-esteem and self-worth, and questioning whether what I was 
doing was worthy of my existence here, my brain would go to these memories of past accomplishments 
and fantasies about what I was going to do in the future. And those would ease the pain that I was 
feeling. But they weren’t actually meeting my need to… really the need… see there’s layer after layer 
of needs, and on one level the need was to do work that I knew was making a difference, but really the 
underlying need was to trust my heart in making my decisions, in making my choices in life. To trust 
my heart, that was a deeper need. And, you know, memories and fantasies do not meet that need. In 
fact, they enabled a steady state in which I wasn’t doing that. Eventually, I became conscious about 
what I had been unconscious of, because I had been unconscious that I was doing this. But eventually I 
became aware that I was using memories and fantasies as a substitute for living in the way that I really 
want to live. And when I became aware of that, the substitutes became less compelling. So one of the 
ways in which this practice that I’m describing in this program works, is it sheds light on the way that 
we use substitutes and makes them less effective. Really, it comes down to the power of attention. 
Everything that I’m talking about is really where we put our attention. And trusting that changes come 
from the shift of attention. When you bring into attention something that had been invisible before, you 
will change. And the world will change around you. It’s inevitable. You can even say that that is the 
only way you can change.  
 
That’s what we’ll be working on with this session’s homework assignment. The goal is to give 
attention to the real desire underlying the addiction, compulsion, or habit. But how do you know what 
that is? As I said, it isn’t always obvious. Fortunately nature has provided us a gateway. Remember, an 
unmet need hurts – it is the pain, the hunger, the longing that will point to the unmet need. This isn’t a 
mental process of figuring something out. It is more of a physical process of directing your attention to 
the hurting itself. So to do this homework, you’ll have to be alert for moments when your craving or 
compulsion is operating. Usually these are mindless moments, moments when you are on autopilot. 
Already, bringing attention to them can start changes in motion.  
 
Step one then is to identify the craving, compulsion, or habit you want to work with. 
Step two is to set an intention to be alert for the next time that compulsion arises. Oh my god aren’t you 
sick of the phrase “set an intention”? Well anyway, do set that intention by actually picturing the 
moment and picturing yourself pausing and noticing it. 
Step three you do when the moment arises. You pause for a moment before eating the cookies, before 
mindlessly logging on to facebook, or whatever you have chosen, you pause and you give attention to 
the feeling in your body, the hunger, the discomfort, the wanting, the craving. And just feel it.  
Step four is to stay there until you have a realization. Stay there in the spirit of the question, and the 
question is, “What hurts? What do I really want? What hurts?” And if you stay with that question, an 
answer will come. Because even if it’s beyond your power to figure out the answer, answers are 
magnetized to questions. The answer might not be a direct answer though. It might not be the kind of 
answer you expect. But if you hold that space sincerely, something will come.  
 
And, often, because this is something beyond your given consciousness, often the answer will be a little 
bit surprising. It will not usually be a formula. People who are overeducated in this kind of 
psychodynamics will take a formulaic answer that’s not the real answer. People who think, “Oh you 
know, if I’m a gambling addict that must mean that I am wanting to test my boundaries.” Like, that’s a 



formula that I used as an example before. But, you know, if you’re familiar with these kind of body 
maps, you know if you have lung problems it must be grief, if you have this it must be that… When 
people become over proficient in those maps, then they sometimes become deaf to the real messages 
that are communicated on the body level… like that can be almost a layer of distraction from the 
reality. So anyway, just all to say that the answer that you get when you hold a question in your mind 
will often be very surprising. Because it’s coming from outside of where you already were. It’s a new 
thing. It’s, in fact… because if you already had access from where you already are to the answer, you 
wouldn’t even have to ask the question. That means that a question like that is a kind of a prayer that 
invites… it invites an answer that is from beyond you. So if you hold a question, what do I really need, 
or what hurts, what do I really want? What is the desire under the desire? and you hold that question, 
and you hold that question and you ask and you worry the question, you work the question, you search 
for the answer. You will never find the answer, but the answer will find you. You have to search for it 
to find it. The search is a prayer. It says, “Yeah, I really want to know.”  
 
If you have serious food issues or addictions or maybe if you’ve tried hard to change more subtle habits 
of ego, you’ve probably already asked and worried that question. That isn’t what this homework 
assignment is about. It is about opening the space for the answer to come in. I’m assuming you’ve 
already put in your dues as far as struggle is concerned. So for step four, you don’t need to be asking in 
words or wrestling with a question. You are simply holding attention on the wanting. You hold it until 
something happens. It could be a realization, or it could be that the desires simply passes. If it is the 
latter, then too bad, you’ll have to try again next time the craving arises.  
 
One more thing: this will possibly result in the compulsive behavior stopping or changing. That is not 
the goal, but it might be a desireable side effect. Do not set that as a goal. You are still allowed, after 
doing this exercise, to eat those cookies! You are still allowed to flip on that television. Your 
homework is simply to hold attention on the wanting until you have a realization. You’ll recognize an 
authentic realization by a feeling of wonder, or a deep internal stirring, or like your brain is repatterning 
itself. This is not easy homework and it  is very powerful. Please do share your results with other 
participants so we can inspire each other.  
 
OK, got that? Step one, identify the compulsion, addiction, habit etc. you want to work with. Step two, 
set the intention to notice that moment, by picturing yourself noticing it and pausing. Step three, when 
it actually happens, pause and pay attention to the feeling in your body, the longing, the wanting, the 
hunger. Step four, hold that attention until you have a realization or until the desire passes and there’s 
no longer anything to pay attention to. If that happens, the craving will probably come back and you’ll 
have to try again.  
 


