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Caloric Excess

Do you know how many calories you really need?  How many calories do you think are just simply wasted?  How efficient are our bodies?   

In North America  many will say that they need a car – yet in most other parts of the world a car is regarded as  a luxury and excess.  Someone who drives a Neon may say that driving an Escalade is excessive.  In the same way, we may say that we need to eat meat everyday while for others that is a rarity – a luxury.  To be blunt, we eat many more calories than we really need, whereas in many places of the world, people starve.  We get more than our daily bread – when others don’t get enough!

On the labels of many food items the term “percentage daily value” is used.  This is based on a 2,000 calories per day diet.  According to ‘auto.howstuffworks.com’, this is a rough average of what people eat in a day.  But your body or mine may require more or less than that.  Height, weight, gender, age and activity level all affect caloric needs.  There are three main factors involved in calculating how many calories your body needs per day:

· basal metabolic rate (BMR) – the amount of energy our bodies need at rest

· thermic effect of food – the amount of energy our bodies use to digest the food we eat

· physical activity – anything we do

According to this same website, we burn about 60-70% of our calories just for our BMR.  It’s the energy we use to keep our hearts ticking, our lungs working, our minds churning, our eyes flickering, our body on temperature, etc.  It also states that men on average have a higher BMR than women.  Women are more efficient!  I guess that also makes it harder for women to lose weight!  But really, in terms of weight control strategy, there’s not much I can do about my BMR – it’s part of God’s design of my body.

Now what about the thermic effect of food?  From my own experience on one of those weight-reducing ‘flushing’ diets in which you eat a lot of vegetable soup for every meal for a week, I’ve experienced a weight loss of 5-6 lbs. in a week.  I’m sure it must take  more calories to digest the cellulose and other fibers in a high vegetable diet than the calories that I take in.  All the bulk of soup and fiber along with the restriction on meats and carbohydrates means that I’m running a deficit calorie budget – especially when I add more of the last factor – lots of physical activity!

I found it interesting in my brief study to learn how efficient our bodies are.  That is what had drawn me to the above website in the first place.  Apparently, when I ride my bike on my usual loop, I burn about 21 calories per km.  In some hilly parts, a bit more.  (This computes to the equivalent of about 360 kms per liter, pretty good when  compared to my VW Jetta diesel which gets at best 20 kms per liter.)  Yes, I know, my bike doesn’t weigh much and I average 20 kph when I ride – but I hope you get the point.  It’s no wonder my cousin’s children in the Netherlands have fewer problems with obesity than our children and grandchildren do here!  They use their bikes daily to go to school and get around!

So, what does this all mean for us?   Most of us take in a lot more calories than we need!  Understanding where the calories are used in the body helps me to know that there is nothing I can do about my BMR.  However, I can alter my diet to consume more foods that have less energy and require more energy for my body to digest.   And, of course, the 20-30% calories of the total for physical activity is something I can alter.  Now writing this article must consume some calories, right?  I mean, I need to work my fingers to punch the keys of my computer’s keyboard.  I suppose if I pull out an old mechanical typewriter like the one on which I learned to type many moons ago, I would probably burn more calories especially when my frustrations rise every time the keys jammed!

My sister and sister-in-law both participate in ‘Weight Watchers’ – a program which counts calories by apportioning  a ‘point value’ system to foods participants eat.  I know the program works for those who are disciplined because it Is  a simple matter of burning more calories than you take in.  Ramping up the physical activity ramps up the effect.

As stewards of our bodies, we need to have the discipline to restrain the caloric excess. We’ll pay the price in harm to our bodies if we don’t - sooner or later.  In our society convenience predominates – comfortable cars and homes – and the many high calorie foods and snacks that make it difficult for us to limit our caloric intake to what we need.  Let’s exercise some discipline – I include myself in that too!  It means I’ve got to enjoy my food in fewer and smaller mouthfuls!

Stewardly Tip: Find alternative comforts: Often when something stresses us or frustrates us we look for comfort.  We might reach for a cigarette, a cup of coffee or  even an O’Henry bar - often a pleasure is sought to displace a negative.  In the challenge to reduce the ‘caloric excess’ – we should try to find other non-caloric pleasures that we enjoy that can displace that urge – replace it with  a short story, a crossword puzzle, a carrot or celery stick or sipping on some fresh water!  
Readers:  Share your ‘Stewardly Tips’ so that we all can make better use of the resources God has entrusted to us.  Submit your suggestions (by mail to Christian Courier or by email to my address below) and provide your contact information so that we can acknowledge your contribution or ask you for more details. 
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