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Praise for
This Is My Body

“I honestly don’t think there is a book out there like this one that is quite so brave and honest about the complex, pain-filled, and beautiful experience so many of us have with our bodies. I applaud Ragan Sutterfield for bringing to the light what has for so long been hiding in the dark.”

—NADIA BOLZ-WEBER, author of Pastrix: The Cranky, Beautiful Faith of a Sinner and Saint

“Ragan has learned from experience what our best poets have been telling us—the key to being human in our time is a ‘recovered body.’ That the ‘soft animal of your body’ will teach you, like the wild geese, if you give it your attention. What Ragan makes so beautifully clear is how Jesus longs to love and redeem us in and through our bodies. This Is My Body is a memoir that threatens to upend spiritual writing in the twenty-first century.”

—JONATHAN WILSON-HARTGROVE, author of Strangers at My Door: A True Story of Finding Jesus in Unexpected Guests

“Ragan Sutterfield not only reminds us that we live our faith in our bodies, but he calls us to live with beauty, grace, and strength. This is My Body is the ideal companion as we seek to live whole healed lives in mind, body, and spirit.”

—DOUG PAGITT, author of Flipped: The Provocative Truth That Changes Everything We Know About God

“ ‘We are practicing for forever.’ That’s the last sentence of this remarkable book, in which Ironman meets the Jesus Prayer, and every preceding word leads up to it. At a time when so many memoirs seem to be driven by a terminal narcissism, Ragan Sutterfield’s story of transformation lifts us out of relentless self-preoccupation.”

—JOHN WILSON, editor, Books & Culture

“Ragan Sutterfield has intensely lived a struggle in pursuit of fulfillment. In This Is My Body, he rehearses this struggle in vivid and engrossing detail, from encroaching obesity to a broken marriage to completing marathons and a grueling triathlon. His story is unflinchingly honest and encouraging for all of us who want to be whole, body and soul.”

—RODNEY CLAPP, author of Tortured Wonders: Christian Spirituality for People, Not Angels
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For my wife, who loved my body from the start and showed me the way to wholeness.
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Witness

“Can I get a witness?”

This common call of Spirit-filled pastors, so often parodied, is in fact a call to something good and true and necessary. As human beings we can’t find truth on our own; we need the experiences of others to help us find our meaning. Those of us who have discovered something good in all the confusion of the world need to testify to the ways in which our lives have found their fullness. This book is my witness, my testimony, of how I finally experienced God not as some disembodied spirit in a faraway heaven, but in the very echo of my flesh.

We live in a time in which we are barraged with a multitude of messages about what our bodies should look like, what purposes they should serve, and what bearing they should have on our minds and spirits. As a result, most of us have assembled troubled images in our heads of what it means to have a “good body.” We’ve been told that a good body is one that produces all the right numbers (blood pressure, cholesterol, body mass index) and has all the right dimensions, though definitions of what’s “right” vary depending on whom you ask. We’ve been sold a standard that’s delivered via the grocery store magazine rack. A good body is sexy and it is lean, we’re told. It is never weak, disordered, diseased, or broken.

The cacophony of opinions about what our bodies should be is so loud, it’s hard to listen for the voices that matter. Many of us are tempted, as I was, to just forget it all and let our bodies give in to one addiction or another. Others of us strive to perfect our bodies, obsessing over every muscle curve and wrinkle of our skin. I’ve done that too.

Don’t be vain.

Don’t be a glutton.

It’s just a shell.

Religious teachers rarely help us through the mess. Their own messages represent a confusing range of contradictions. Few of them tell us that our bodies are good and glorious. The body for most is a burden, a weight that can drag us down toward a host of sins. A shell we will cast off when we can finally live as spirits in a faraway heaven.

I heard and lived all these messages, but God whispered to me another word. Through love and prayer and running long miles, I discovered something else about my body: it is a gift, a sign of God’s love in the world. Yours is too. Whatever your shape and whatever struggles you’ve had with your body, these facts are true right now, not at some point down the road when heavenly perfection will be achieved.

“Can I get a witness?” the preacher calls.

Here I go.
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After midnight

Ouachita National Forest

I’m just past the 26.2-mile marathon mark, and I still have another four and a half miles until the finish. It’s around 1:30 a.m., and I’ve been running for over five hours, up and down the gravel service roads of the Ouachita National Forest in western Arkansas. There’s no moon. The sky is overcast. I wish I’d spent more time searching for my good headlamp because the spare I brought is going dim, making only one small circle of light in the darkness. They say that copperhead snakes like to spread out on these roads at night, seeking warmth for their cold blood from the sun-baked rocks and gravel.

“Lord Jesus Christ, son of God, have mercy on me, a sinner.” The Jesus Prayer, treasured in the Eastern Orthodox tradition, comes to mind whenever I run long, and now in the dark it takes on special meaning. A nineteenth-century book, The Way of a Pilgrim, recounts the journey of a simple Russian monk who learned to internalize this prayer so that it ran continuously in his mind, in the background of every thought. J. D. Salinger set the prayer at the center of his novel Franny and Zooey, with Franny proclaiming the prayer to be a way “to see God.” Eastern Orthodox monks pray it in the rhythm of their breath, inhaling “Lord Jesus Christ, son of God” and exhaling “have mercy on me, a sinner.” This works better in the Greek and Russian languages, with their shorter sentence constructions, than it does in English. When I run I whisper the prayer with my breath. “Lord Jesus Christ” I inhale; “have mercy” I exhale. Early in this Ouachita Forest run my mind raced through random thoughts; I prayed for the people in my life; I watched the sunset. But now I am in complete darkness, alone, with music on my headphones and prayers for mercy on my lips.

This is not my first 50K trail run. I ran one earlier in the year in the Ozark Mountains. That run was difficult to be sure, up and down steep mountains on mostly single-track trails. But there I ran in daylight, and I could see other runners all around. It was a beautiful place, full of mountain wonder. Now I am by myself. I see a headlight bobbing here and there, ahead and behind me, but I feel alone. I’m reminded of the times I’ve been in caves, unable to tell whether it’s day or night, my senses deprived by the darkness.

Yet I also feel a kind of purity. The everyday world is gone, and I am somehow suspended in a space that is both physically raw and spiritual. Every breath and every thought in my being seems present in each effort to move a foot forward. I have to bring everything to the work of moving my body, and with the conscious contraction of each muscle, it is as though my whole self suddenly becomes clear to me as I push toward the finish. I am neither body nor mind; I am simply “I” in my entirety. They say Plato was a runner, but I doubt he went for distance. If he had, he could have never thought the soul and body separate.

My legs are past tired, but it doesn’t matter. There’s a phrase ultra-runners use to get them past the marathon mark, past the point at which a run becomes an “ultra.” “Perpetual forward motion,” they say to move toward those final miles. Sprinters don’t say it; neither do runners of 5Ks or 10Ks. These runners never get to the kind of exhausted crisis that calls for this mantra. “Perpetual forward motion” comes to mind around the twenty-six-mile point on longer distance runs, like this ultramarathon, for even the most accomplished runners.

“Perpetual forward motion” is a principle that distinguishes endurance sports from every other work of athleticism. There is tremendous focus in weightlifting, in which the body, mind, and soul come into alignment. A game of soccer can remind one of the power of the flesh. Baseball can call the body into great precision, and throwing and catching the irrationally oblong football requires an incredible integration of physical and mental quickness. But it is only in endurance sports, such as distance running, marathon swimming, the Ironman triathlon, and Nordic skiing, that the body is called into a continuous exertion that requires one to completely let go and release everything to forward motion, or else lie down on the side of the road and wait for the sag-wagon truck to come pick up the athletes who can’t make it to the course’s end.

In this Arkansas night, “perpetual forward motion” comes to me just after the last aid station—an oasis of light in the formless void of night. The station stands just before the last seven-mile stretch, floodlights in the woods illuminating tables stacked with peanut-butter-and-jelly sandwiches, pickles, pretzels, gummy bears, Gatorade, soda, and water. It’s strange what I want to eat after running for five hours. I cram down pretzels and half a PB & J, wash them down with flat Mountain Dew, and start back on the road. A few yards down I come across another runner who is bent over, throwing up—a casualty to the tricky challenge of eating enough to stay fueled on the trail but not so much that the stomach rebels.

After the aid station there is just darkness and my personal circle of light. Perpetual forward motion. I keep my eyes out for glow sticks tied to trees and bushes, the markers for the right road. I spot one up ahead, just as I see another runner heading off in the wrong direction. I yell and watch his headlamp turn as he corrects his route. That would have been bad. That could have been me. Perpetual forward motion. “Lord Jesus Christ, have mercy on me, a sinner,” I pray as Nirvana’s “Scentless Apprentice” blares through my headphones.

With only 5K left to go, I start to pass runners who are now walking. I want to stop with them; my pace is now barely a run. We’ve gone twenty-eight miles, yet it’s here that I want to stop, the flow of my legs giving way to an unbearable heaviness. I suddenly realize that it’s almost 2 a.m. and I usually go to sleep at 9 p.m. Why am I in the woods? Why am I doing this? A woman twice my age wearing a big pink visor runs up beside me. “I’ve run over twenty of these,” she calls. “You just have to keep running.” Perpetual forward motion.

Just around a bend in the road we come upon another runner. I recognize him as a guy who humiliated me at my local running club’s sprint workout a few weeks earlier. Back then, he lapped me on the track as I ran 800m repeats. Now he sits on the side of a dirt road with his head in his hands.

The woman with the visor stops. “Come on,” she says. “You’ve got to keep going.”

“I just need a minute.” He waves us away.

I look at my Garmin GPS watch. Two miles to go. I lean my body forward and focus all my remaining will, every atom of energy I can summon in my body, on lifting my feet off the ground. It’s time for gravity to do its work; my legs just have to catch my fall. Lift, fall, catch … lift, fall, catch. Perpetual forward motion.

At half a mile to go, we hit the pavement that leads into the forest service recreation area where the finish line awaits. I pick up the pace; I give everything I have to the effort of reaching that light up ahead. Forward motion, forward motion, forward motion. Other runners are gathered, cheering us on as we stumble in. I run with all the remaining strength I can muster. There are volunteers at the finish line to catch us as we stop, if needed, and many runners do collapse when the forward motion finally ceases. My legs feel wobbly, but I manage to limp over to a bench. My head is spinning. I reach down to my shoes and realize they are full of sweat—little puddles in the bottom soaking into the insoles. I stare at the post-race food table, and I am suddenly hungry in a fierce way. I manage to stagger to the line, quickly devour a hot dog, and gulp down Coke.

My body has been to the edge of its possibility. I hurt, I am exhausted, but I also feel like my body has begun to tap into a purpose and reality I could never find in an office chair or even in a jog around the block. My legs are chafed and heavy with lactic acid; my muscles cramping, I climb into the back of a friend’s car for the ride home.

In a few months I’ll begin a similar endurance race, but at that race I’ll have swum 2.4 miles and biked 112 miles before even starting the marathon. In a few months I’ll attempt to be more than an ultrarunner who can run more than thirty-one miles in one stretch.

I’ll try to become an Ironman.


This Is My Young Body

When I was growing up, I was a kid who lived in the woods and in my head. It would be inaccurate to say I wasn’t physically active, because I hiked through the forest with my friends along dry creek beds, searching among the rocks for Indian artifacts. I climbed trees—big sweet gums by a nearby lake—and built tree houses that overlooked beaver dams. I loved to explore, to walk and run, to follow animal trails wherever they led. But when it came to sports, the venue through which American culture primarily acknowledges and celebrates the bodies of boys, I always felt like a failure. I tried every sport I could: basketball, baseball, football. I didn’t excel at any of them.

I did get credit for other achievements. “Wow, you have such a big vocabulary!” adults said. Or, “You really know a lot for a ten-year-old.” Those positive reinforcements drove me to try to fulfill their expectations of my mind through afternoons spent reading books or conducting haphazard science experiments. But when it came to my body and to my use of it, people were mostly silent.

The one partial exception was swimming, a sport in which I showed ability in form, though not in speed. There are no trophies for an excellent swim stroke, no awards for perfect form. It doesn’t matter if you can run beautifully or swim beautifully; it matters only whether you’re fast. “You have a beautiful stroke,” I was often told, but I never won a meet or even a heat—events that filled me with a mix of chlorine headache and anxiety, and left me feeling slow and out of breath. I was so burned out on swimming by junior high that I didn’t swim laps in a pool again until I was in my twenties. So it happened that I grew up seeing myself as a “brain,” playing to what I saw as my strengths. My body became for me something to get out of the way so that my mind could show through.

Besides being a “brain” with a mind, I was also a “church kid” with a spirit. I attended Sunday and Wednesday youth group every week, from sixth grade until I left home for college. At that time, my family went to a suburban megachurch that was co-led by a former college football star. Whenever the Arkansas Razorbacks or Dallas Cowboys were scheduled to play in the afternoon, we could count on the promise that the worship of God would end by game time. The kids in the youth group weren’t just influenced by this sports-obsessed culture; they were shaped by it. It seemed like every girl wanted to be with a “jock” and every boy was fluent in football. The dominant men’s fashion was a polo shirt paired with a white University of Arkansas baseball cap.

This was a preppy, affluent place. But it wasn’t my place. I became a skateboarder partly for the joy of the board, but more so to be a cultural skater. I was never any good at the actual skateboarding part, unable to move past the basic “Ollie” jump. The kickflip I always practiced required a coordination my body seemed to lack, the board always landing with its wheels in the air and me, on the ground. But among the skateboarders that didn’t seem to matter. Skateboarding was a way for us to embrace a cool that was different from that of the jocks who sat at the top of the social ladder of our megachurch youth group.

It was not only the body in sports but the body in the right kind of clothes that mattered. Junior high is a cruel time, and I had the added disadvantage of being a homeschooled kid in a wealthy church where 80 percent of the kids went to the same prep school. My parents were in nonprofit ministry work, and in an increasingly consumerist culture where expensive brands were becoming dominant, I was out of style. “Salvation is in Jesus,” our pastors taught in church. But in the culture of the youth group, salvation was, in reality, a Starter jacket.

A suede jacket or a Starter jacket: those were the two options for the cool kids in early nineties Little Rock, Arkansas. Suede was the preppy choice—a perfect complement for Polo or American Eagle fashions. A Starter jacket was the edgier choice, worn by rappers and skateboarders and jocks alike. Rumor had it you could get beaten up by a gang just for wearing one (a rumor that just added to the appeal). Starter jackets were big and bulky, able to engulf the body I wanted to forget and hide the butt I despised beneath the swirl of their cool. This, I believed, was what would give me a swagger when I walked through the white-hats whose taunts I feared.

I still remember the long conversations with my parents. Suede or Starter: both were upwards of a hundred dollars. That was a lot for a family on a nonprofit salary to spend on a jacket. But my parents saw my sadness and somehow they got the money. We went to the mall and I chose a Raiders Starter jacket: black and white, dark and cool. I couldn’t name a single Raiders player; I couldn’t care less for the NFL—but I had the symbol, the brand behind which my body could hide. The jacket didn’t save me, of course, but for that winter it covered me. I could pull it around me, put up the hood, and feel the vulnerable body beneath disappear.

[image: ]

The theology taught in my youth group didn’t really tell us to despise the body; it urged us to forget it. We learned that the body holds dangers and temptations like sex, anorexia, and pride. But the body was not presented as being a part of faith itself. It was a skin we would shed when we shed this earth.

We were not taught that humanity was connected, in creation and salvation, to the humus from which we were formed: Adam from adamah—rich, life-giving soil, in the Hebrew. Instead, the vision of salvation we were given was of the disembodied spirit, bodies no longer tied to the earth that God created and called “good.” Theological discussions in our church mostly centered around when, exactly, the earth would be destroyed. After “the saved” went to heaven? Or in a slow-burn Tribulation, through which the church would smoke out the unfaithful who couldn’t resist the barcodes the Beast would stamp on everyone’s foreheads? Our souls were what needed saving; bodies themselves were beyond redemption, like everything else in this world. God had no plans for them, other than for God’s children to keep their bodies from sin until we could be saved from our flesh.

Though there was to be no redemption for the body, there existed the possibility of damnation by it. The sins of the body held a special place in the imagination of my megachurch and not just in youth group. Our pastors delivered message after message detailing various bodily dangers as we sat passive in our movie-theater stadium seats. Sex was deemed particularly dangerous: bodily pleasure that could derail a life. I can remember countless sermons and youth talks warning about everything from homosexuality to self-pleasure. But I can’t remember hearing a single sermon about greed, caring for the poor, or welcoming the outcasts: subjects at the center of Jesus’s teachings.

In this way we missed the central ministry of Jesus, which was a ministry to bodies: healing eyes and legs, raising whole bodies from the dead, feeding thousands of hungry stomachs, turning the water of purity into the wine of celebration at a wedding banquet. But for Jesus-followers in the church of my youth, this concern for flesh and blood was missed. The body was neither a thing of joy nor an object of salvation. It was a dangerous skin that would one day give way to an immaterial spirit—a thing without flesh, without hunger, without sweat.

This theology was often played out at youth rallies in salvation scenarios with two possible endings to our earthly life: death or rapture. We watched evangelistic B-movies about teens who were enjoying the pleasures of life when—wham!—a car crash would halt the joy ride. A serious question would be posed: If you died tonight, where would you go? Heaven or hell?

A similar scenario was frequently played out concerning the rapture. One movie featured scenes of cars crashing as Christians suddenly disappeared from the earth. Whether the issue portrayed was rapture or death, the idea was that this life is primarily about not getting into trouble, so that we can get to another life, in another place, where we will exchange our old bodies for new bodies that will be more spirit than flesh.

This line of thinking is a rejection of the creation that God called “good,” the creation that Christ entered into to redeem. It communicates explicitly or implicitly that Jesus didn’t come to save this world or these bodies. It paints Jesus as a hero who came to evacuate us from a ship that’s going down, rather than as a divine repairman who has come to fix the leak. It is a theology that says that this world and these bodies will be left behind.

Such theology has consequences. A church where the soul alone and not the body is saved becomes a place where the body is left to other stories or no story at all. Because the body doesn’t matter to our eternal salvation in this view, Christians tend to adopt secular views of the body or simply ignore it and its health altogether. Research has borne this out. According to a Northwestern University study1 that tracked over two thousand participants for eighteen years, adults like me, who attended evangelical churches as youth, are 50 percent more likely to be obese than our unchurched counterparts. Other research based on census data has shown that Southern Baptists and other, more evangelical denominations are the heaviest of all religious groups. Researchers believe that this could be explained by the low view of the body held in these denominations. If we are all getting new bodies and a new earth, why worry about this body or world?

That standard meal of the church gathering, coffee and doughnuts, is catching up with us. Even more so is our denial of our bodies as objects of God’s love and salvation. But what if God is going to save our bodies—these bodies we have now? What if God glories in our flesh? What if God himself became flesh and remains enfleshed? What if God not only has a heart that longs for our love but also a heart that pounds with blood? What if God has skin that drips with sweat? What if the God who offered his body as a sign of love also wants us to experience our bodies as a gift of his love? Christians must worship a God who is all of these things because we worship a God who was made manifest to us in the human, embodied life of Jesus. The denial of the body, of the flesh, is not a denial of the dangerous locus of sin, as so many of us have been taught. It is a denial of the Word made flesh. Those of us who follow Jesus Christ—God in human skin and muscle and mind—cannot deny the goodness of the body. To do so is to reject the reality in which Christ now lives as the risen and ascended Lord.
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It was in high school that I first realized I was fat. I had shown a propensity toward heaviness before. But in high school I began to gain weight more noticeably, and people started commenting on it.

When I was in tenth grade, my family moved from Little Rock to a small town in the country. Most of the kids in the local public school had grown up together. They all had stories going back to second grade of the “You remember when Jolene put melted chocolate on Jessica Thompson’s chair and said she’d pooped” kind. Coming in as an outsider wasn’t easy. Then I met Amber.

Amber was a rough girl from the wrong side of rural culture: not the idyllic farmhouse and forty acres, but the welfare check and trailer. Amber was loud and frank in a way that had been trained out of southern women of the more genteel type. She had freckles, straight brown hair, and was pretty, but seemed unconcerned with her appearance, one way or another.

During my first week of school, lunch was—as it is for new kids and outcasts everywhere—the most troublesome experience. It was during those early weeks that Amber waved me over to her group of friends and said, “Come eat with us.” And so I did.

Months later, we were sitting on the concrete courtyard outside of the cafeteria on one of the warmer first days of spring, when Amber commented on my body. I was wearing a T-shirt I liked that had become a bit too small over the winter.

“You have boobs bigger than I do,” Amber observed. I smiled and laughed. And stopped wearing T-shirts. She hadn’t intended to be mean. She was just frank in a way that people of many cultures are frank. Friends of mine who have worked in Asia and Africa report that it is commonplace for people in many countries to say, “You’re getting fat.” It’s a simple thing to notice, like, “Oh, you changed your hair style.” Amber’s statement hurt me. Yet there’s an element of health to this kind of candor; there’s something good about being able to see bodies as honest realities rather than as obsessively watched mirrors that reflect people’s worth.

The working classes, those who haven’t been fed a lifelong diet of being hailed as the best and the brightest, are often more at ease with the body in all its various forms. Social critic Christopher Lasch wrote in his commentary on contemporary American life, The Revolt of the Elites: “While young professionals subject themselves to an arduous schedule of physical exercise and dietary controls designed to keep death at bay … ordinary people, on the other hand, accept the body’s decay as something against which it is more or less useless to struggle.”2

Amber had been speaking from this position of acceptance. But I didn’t hear her from that place. I had been raised in the privileged culture of self-making that required perfection of both body and mind. To be fat was unacceptable because being fat would keep me from my ambitions.

Those ambitions in tenth grade centered mostly on winning the affections of a girl—namely Julia, the on-again, off-again girlfriend of our high school’s quarterback. Julia had blue eyes and read classic literature on a swing in her father’s cow pasture; she took Advanced Placement classes and was captain of the cheerleaders. She was also a ready flirt—a girl with many admirers she did little to discourage. I became one of them. It was Julia I thought of as I walked past food while my stomach burned. It was Julia I thought of when I put on my shoes that spring and started running.
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Running is the go-to exercise of Americans. It is considered nearly synonymous with “fitness.” If you want to “get fit,” “lose weight,” “look better,” or “feel great,” running is the ticket, and that’s exactly how it’s sold, with those two-word promises leaping out from the covers of magazines like Runner’s World. Running is attractive because, the thinking goes, it takes no training and requires nothing more than shoes. Just lace up.

The reality of running, particularly for beginners, is rather different: bodies unaccustomed to movement, feet and legs broken by thick-soled shoes that force the heel to strike the ground first rather than supporting the way humans naturally run without shoes—landing on the front of the foot. The runners push through the pain, their sagging stomachs sloshing against wet T-shirts. When I run through parks, following popular running paths, I see people trying to get fit for the first time. Their running looks like a painful act—a sadistic contortion down the sidewalk. My first runs were no different. I would lace up and go and see how long I could keep the pain at bay. It seemed to me that the key to successful running was having a high pain tolerance.

“No pain, no gain” has long been the American mantra of exercise. Since we have reduced the pleasures of the body to food and sex, everything else becomes work of the east-of-Eden, post-Fall sort—the “blood, sweat, and tears” kind. We think that to be fit we must go through some kind of mild torture, that this is the price to pay for having a perfect body in a fallen world. It’s an attitude toward exercise that hit its stride right around the time obesity rates began their drastic climb in the late 1970s and early 1980s. We can thank Jane Fonda for popularizing the “no pain, no gain” motto.

In the 1980s, Jane Fonda became one in a long series of fitness gurus, from Jack LaLanne to Richard Simmons, who would attempt to lead Americans back to health through exercise. In Jane’s case, it was aerobics. In 1982, Fonda produced her first in a series of aerobics videos that were so memorable and representative of the style of the eighties that they’re still mocked on Saturday Night Live. Wearing leg warmers and bearing light weights, Fonda repeatedly encouraged her viewers with the phrases “Feel the burn” and “No pain, no gain.” Pain, we were already pretty sure, was the hallmark of a good workout. Jane Fonda gave us our mantra.

My first runs were certainly painful: clunky jogs down the pavement, trying to beat my body into an object worthy of affection. I had no idea then that running is a skill as technical as swimming. That it takes drills and practice and time to learn to run well. Once those skills are developed, running can be a joy—a movement every bit as natural as walking. There’s effort involved, of course, and sweat and deep breaths. But that isn’t pain; it’s the work of the body, and such work has a pleasure all its own. My first runs, though, were pain filled, and at some point the body insists: No more. Pain is the body’s way of saying no, and eventually it makes sure we listen.

Like most beginning runners, I accepted my fate as a moral and physical failure and gave up. I decided I would have to find some other path toward the thinness that would win me Julia’s love. If exercise wouldn’t get me to my new body, then I’d have to eat my way to perfection. Or better yet, not eat.
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My efforts toward running and dieting and getting healthy weren’t entirely about a girl. There was also a deeper personal side for me: a kind of moral calculus of weight loss. I wanted not just to become thinner but also to be disciplined, to achieve self-mastery. I was motivated by fear. I didn’t want to be lazy or morally weak and that was what being fat meant to me. To be fat was to be lacking some essential willpower. I believed that to be an obese person was to be as much of an addict as any gutter alcoholic. I couldn’t let that be me.

I had once thought of joining the military because I liked the idea of the discipline. I’d wanted to spit-shine my boots so my reflection showed back. After a good, long period of being a slob, in my junior year of high school I started making my bed daily to military specifications: tight sheets and sharp corners. I had liked the sense of control that discipline gave me. Now, with the death of my career as a runner, I again felt the need to reestablish the power of my will.

I’d long had a sense that to be fat represented a moral deficiency. My parents were not overweight, and no one in my family suffered from morbid obesity. My mother, from whom I get my sense of discipline, started exercising when I was in middle school and has been disciplined in exercise and diet for most of my life. But it was not from my family that I picked up this idea of “the immoral obese” that would grow like a monster in my mind. Rather, it was an idea I assembled through accumulation of comments heard here and there, those subtle social cues that young people use as much as anything else to form their moral vision.

The summer before ninth grade I traveled with a youth program to Australia to learn about zoology and marine biology. For nearly a month, we traveled all the way up the coast from Kangaroo Island to Magnetic Island, where we snorkeled on the Great Barrier Reef. While I spent plenty of time with the other students, I was also keen to learn from the adults, most of whom were teachers. One university professor led a walk to the beach every morning, where I witnessed some of the most spectacular sunrises I’ve ever seen—deep crimson over a black ocean. She also arranged frequent field trips into the bush, where we watched wallabies and tried to spot koalas.

One day, on a field trip to see some of Kangaroo Island’s rare orchids, she and I inexplicably got on to the subject of obesity.

“I’m sorry, but I don’t like fat people,” this professor admitted. “They lack discipline and self-control. They’re lazy.” The conversation meandered on to other subjects, but in that moment she had named a widely accepted prejudice that had been creeping up in my own consciousness. Though I wasn’t
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