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“May the God of hope fill you with all joy and peace in believing, so that by the power of the Holy Spirit you may abound in hope.” 

- Romans 15:13 (ESV)

 

 

WE ARE SO glad you found this book. If you are coming from a place of curiosity and have never heard the term "diet culture" before, welcome. If you are familiar with disordered eating patterns and this is not new information, this book is for you, too. If you have never heard of the term diet culture, it is probably because diets and disordered eating are normalized in our society, so you have never noticed or thought otherwise. Diet culture is a cultural force that prioritizes and emphasizes thinness, appearance, and shape over true health. Diet culture pushes misinformation about food by labeling it as “good” and “bad.” It is found in the awful language people use against their bodies and other’s bodies. It is in the constant editing of pictures and videos and feelings of needing to restrict food or compensate with exercise for some appearance-based goal or health myth. “Healthism” (the idea that you are the one completely in control of your health and appearance) can also be a consequence of diet culture. This belief is far from the truth. Our book aims to describe the ways diet culture deceives us and has even found its way into the church. While diet culture claims “health,” it instead has led to a vast number of people struggling with disordered eating, mental health, and negative body image, whether visibly or invisibly. After all, what does a healthy relationship between food and body image look like? 

Body image has been a topic that continues to gain attention. Most people cannot go a week, let alone a few days, without hearing someone comment on their own body or someone else’s body. You cannot scroll on social media, drive down a highway, or watch TV and movies without seeing bodies in your face. You cannot listen to music without someone’s body being mentioned in it. Not to mention, the bodies you see are often all different. Sometimes, it is the stick-thin body, then it is the toned body or bulked body, and then it is the thick body. People commonly give terms to stereotype bodies; “the model body,” the “slim thick,” the “gym-bro,” the “dad bod”, etc. Nonetheless, the “ideal body” is forever changing while the noise around bodies ever increases. Throw in diet industry marketing, conflicting health research, blog posts, med-spas left and right, influencer “tips and tricks,” and misinformed doctors on nutrition; it is no wonder there is so much confusion around what we should do with our bodies. 

Disordered eating involves creating labels and categories for food, restricting intake, compulsive intake, rigid eating patterns, and chronic dieting, as a few examples. Disordered eating is usually a precursor to an eating disorder. Eating disorders can be defined by the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual, 5th edition (DSM-V). However, people who do not fit into diagnostic boxes struggle every day. A simple Google search can give you diagnostic information as defined by the DSM-V, but at the end of the day, the diagnosis may or may not describe someone perfectly. Often, health insurance dictates coverage for eating disorder care. Not having a “textbook diagnosis” denies thousands of people the care they need. The reality is that disordered eating is all too common, and using diagnostic criteria to validate or invalidate your struggles is not helpful. If you think you may have an eating disorder (whether or not you fit all or no diagnostic criteria), seek help from an eating disorder specialist, registered dietitian, therapist, or doctor. 

The reality is, nutrition is highly individualized. As much as you may be hoping this book would be yet another “solution” to what you are wanting, it is not. There is no black-and-white “solution.” Rather, the true solution to body image struggles is finding contentment outside of the appearance of your body. Contentment is not a place you reach once; rather, it is an active pursuit. The source of true contentment lies in our perfect Creator. This book will, indeed, point you to the Truth, and provide you with rhetorical questions, facts, and practical steps toward freedom, but we fully believe that apart from the Spirit of God, nothing can happen. God is the only one who can provide you with true and lasting contentment, and we hope this book points you to Him. The most important thing we hope you get from this book is that your relationship with God must be primary; everything else is secondary. This includes your relationship with food and your body! If you do not have a firm foundation on Christ, the one who never fails, placing your foundation on your body surely will fail. If you do not know Jesus as your Lord and Savior, this book is also for you. This book explains what Jesus has done for us and how Jesus can meet you. It is our hope and prayer that in reading this book, you will come to know Christ, and He will meet you in your struggles, and that ultimately (and more importantly), this will lead you to a saving faith.

While the Bible never explicitly uses the term eating disorders or disordered eating, it does speak a great deal about our bodies and food. God’s Word is living and active (Hebrews 4:12), so principles can be derived from Truth to apply to situations like disordered eating and eating disorders (similar to how dating is not Biblical yet has Biblically-derived principles). Though our book does aim to provide a Biblical perspective, some things in this book are opinion/professional views on the subject based on our experience. The reality is you can find countless resources out there on the topic of food and body image. Technology allows us endless access to books, blogs, documentaries, and podcasts. You can even find many Christian-equipping resources on the topic of body image! However, as we have read various resources, we have realized in general, there are wonderful books on body image theologically and wonderful books scientifically, but rarely are there books that are both theologically-sound and scientifically based on evidence and clinical experience.

Filling this gap is the goal of our book! In the book, you will notice scripture incorporated throughout. That is because we want you to know what the Word of God says, not what we say. Our goal is to take the pieces of scripture that “self-help” books have misused and do our best to refocus our eyes back on God and the authorial intent of each passage or piece of scripture included. This book will hopefully help you tackle some scripture, especially those verses and passages commonly taken out of context in attempts to justify diet culture beliefs. While this book’s approach is practical theology, we do not want to see theology from man’s perspective, whether that be the lens of diet culture or even the lens of weight-neutral healthcare reading it. It is dangerous to try to put God into a box of your niche interest. We need to understand our perspective as God’s creatures here on earth with purpose. 

Our number one prayer in this book is that you realize the gospel is essential. Man was made in the image of God, yet because of sin, we fell. Christ came in full deity and humanity to pay for our sins. He had a bodily resurrection, and we are thus saved by faith alone through grace alone, and Jesus will return. With this as the foundation, this book will constantly point you to the gospel of Jesus Christ, but this book also is written from Biblically-derived and Spirit-empowered convictions. Thus, some of the information we present in this book you may disagree with, and that is okay! After all, the only book that is perfectly pure and without fault is the Bible. Our goal is not to change your mind or project our beliefs onto you, but it is to faithfully steward our passions, research, and the Word of God to those who will read. Convictions are secondary and can differ, but we can agree to disagree to promote unity within the body of believers rather than the disunity the enemy desires. We do pray the Holy Spirit will do something powerful in your heart and life through this book.

As mentioned, throughout this book there will be scripture references and references to other books and relevant research. We encourage you to study the scriptures provided on your own, too, and ask God to guide your convictions and to find enjoyment in His Word. Use the other citations as resources to continue learning and growing! You can also use this book to have discussions in the context of your community. Take note of what stands out to you or challenges you. Let us begin to normalize talking about these things honestly in church circles. Though many body image resources are unfortunately written solely for women, we realize body image is a topic that heavily affects both men and women. Therefore, we have tailored the writing of this book to apply to both. After all, the Lord shows no partiality.

Additionally, while this book will be relevant to those who struggle with body image or their relationship with food, this book is also wonderful for those who have friends and family who struggle or those who want to become more aware and equipped around this idea in our culture. This book is written completely free of diet culture. We also have tried to the best of our ability to be sensitive to any triggers and address those. Therefore, this book is also good for anyone going through eating disorder recovery at any stage of their journey. Lastly, this is a great resource for professionals, both those who are believers in Christ and those who may work with believers and want to become more aware of their clients’ worldview and thus, perspective.

Our final disclaimer before we begin is that everyone’s story is different, so please do not compare yours to someone else. Some people may be able to read a book like this, find Jesus, and be free from body image struggles. And let us be clear: this book will NOT rescue you from body image struggles; the rescue power lies in Jesus’ transforming work on the cross. Others may come to this book 10-15 years into body image struggles and still struggle. The goal is not sobriety of your struggle but total surrender and devotion to worshiping Jesus in all areas of your life, even through the areas that challenge you. 
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About Anna Marie Long

I GREW UP in a relatively diet-free household. No one in my family made negative comments about food or body, despite my dad working in healthcare. I started taking dance lessons as a young child and eventually fell in love with competitive cheerleading. I did competitive cheer for all of middle and high school, as well as the first two years of college. Cheer and dance are breeding grounds for eating disorders, although I did not think much of the food and body talk that was all around me until late high school and early college.

In my senior year of high school, I decided I wanted to try out for the University of Texas at Austin all-girl cheerleading team. I practiced every day, working on my tumbling skills. The week before the tryout, I felt intense anxiety. My mom could tell that I was feeling anxious, and she reminded me of Philippians 4:6-7, which says, “Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God. And the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus.” I was not sure what else to do, so I prayed this verse back to God. I told Him about my anxiety, and it felt as if a literal weight was lifted off my shoulders. This was the first time I felt the Holy Spirit move in my life. I wish I could say my life was forever changed after that, but God had a lot more to teach me throughout and after college. One thing was different; I was no longer anxious about the cheer tryout. I went to Austin and tried out for the team. I did not end up making the team, but I felt at peace with this. I was not ready to be finished with cheer, so I tried out and joined a competitive cheer team at a local gym in Austin. 

In my freshman year of college, making friends was harder than I anticipated as an extrovert, and my roommate ended up not being the friend I was hoping for. Moving from a small town to a big city with no local community was a difficult transition. In my freshman year, I started going to the gym consistently for the first time and engaging in disordered eating behaviors. I switched my major to nutrition in my sophomore year of college because I was obsessed with food. My disordered eating thoughts and behaviors fueled my choice of career path. As a nutrition major, we spent one day in a 3-credit hour lecture learning about eating disorders (the fact that this is all I learned in undergrad still blows my mind). I convinced myself that my disordered thoughts and behaviors were “fine” and I was just “prioritizing my health.” I believed the lie from diet culture that if you do not check all the boxes of an eating disorder diagnosis, you are normal. 

As college continued, the Lord placed some amazing people in my life who showed me what it looked like to follow Him and trust in Him. I knew that God was good, but my sinful desires led me to live a life that was focused on myself and my body. College and the first few years after were a rollercoaster. God continually showed me more of Himself, but I continued in my own selfishness. I learned about intuitive eating the summer before my senior year of college through a student internship that I had with a local sports dietitian. As I learned more about nutrition and what our bodies need (not just what diet culture says), I began to reintroduce foods that I was restricting. I read the entire intuitive eating book in less than a week and decided that I wanted to be an intuitive eater. Of course, it was not that simple. During my dietetic internship, I was learning and unlearning all of the weight-focused nutrition therapy information I learned in school and relearning how to take a more compassionate, behavior-focused, and client-centered approach. As I was nearing the end of my dietetic internship, I had the opportunity to work with eating disorders in the outpatient setting, and everything just clicked into place. I realized the Lord was calling me to work with eating disorders, to challenge myself to actually eat intuitively, and to focus more on Him and less on perfectionism around eating and my body. 

For several months before I began working with eating disorders, the Lord was taking away everything that I was finding my identity in and showing me that He was all I needed. The Lord met me where I was and showed me that all I needed to do was abide in Him and trust Him. As I walked with Him and as I transitioned from college student to working professional, my food and body struggles drastically improved. I learned the hard way how not to find my worth and value in my work. I got a job working at an outpatient group practice of therapists specializing in eating disorders. I was the first dietitian to work at the practice, and I loved walking alongside my clients in eating disorder recovery. I learned so much working closely with gifted therapists and will forever be grateful for my time at the group practice.

In 2020, I met my now husband, and we took a theology class together at our church. Through this class, I was able to see that the Bible is not silent on any issue. Scripture actually has a lot to say about the way we view food and our bodies. Once I took this class, I could not “un-see” this and began to talk with friends and colleagues about how the Bible actually speaks to every issue that we face. Compartmentalizing our relationship with food/body as separate from our relationship with Jesus does us a disservice and keeps us stuck.

I married my best friend in 2021. My husband loves the Lord more than anyone or anything, and he constantly points me back to Jesus. I am blessed to have such an encouraging presence by my side. In 2022, he supported my desire to move into private practice and has been my biggest cheerleader ever since. A major reason I moved into private practice was so that I could be more explicit with my marketing around incorporating Christian faith into my work.

In discussing faith with some of my clients, I realized that the Christian clients I worked with truly gave me joy. I felt like our work was making a difference in their lives that would last. Burnout is common in working with eating disorders, but as I was able to talk about how our food and body struggles relate to our relationship with Jesus and what He teaches, I got excited about my work all over again. I have also worked with clients who are non-believers and are questioning their faith. While it is outside of my scope of practice as a dietitian to share my personal faith with them, I have been able to offer the unique perspective of someone who loves scripture and wants others to know and love Jesus too. While my work is not vocational ministry, this is where the Lord has me, and I love getting to support my clients in letting the Lord into their recovery journey every day.

 


About Stephanie Brown

I GREW UP in a pretty diet-culture-heavy household. I remember weight loss methods being commonplace and watching family members engage in disordered behaviors every day, though never defined as “disordered eating behaviors.” I thought these were normal, so I began to engage in my own disordered eating behaviors.

By the time middle school started, I joined a competitive cheer team. As a cheerleader, I vividly remember idolizing the role of a flyer (the one on top of the stunts in cheerleading). During 7th grade competitive cheerleading, I decided to try out for flyer, but my cheer coach did not take me seriously and just laughed at me for my effort. I was instantly angry at my body. That same year, I also got taken out for two months after developing a bulging disk in my lower back. Old comments I had received growing up around my body haunted me, and I convinced myself the reason for my back injury was that I was “too fat.” I was always self-conscious about my body during practice. I got bullied for my appearance when I hit puberty and started getting curves before others. I remember getting called a “gorilla” when I started to grow armpit hair and a “pepperoni face” when I developed acne. This made me internalize there was more wrong with my body than just my shape. 

During the same time, my mom was diagnosed with breast cancer for the first time. It was quite a shock to my family! By God’s grace, she recovered, but a few years later, this cancer returned, and I was stunned. Out of sincere love for my mom, I began to do online “research” through blogs and Google on how this cancer came to be (thus being fed with the endless stream of misinformation on the internet). Because of this, I quickly labeled foods in my head as “good and bad,” and was able to “justify” these labels based on the reality of chronic disease existing in my family. 

Also, starting in middle school, I bonded with my mom over watching the Bachelor and Bachelorette, which both glamorize unhealthy relationships. This led to me having unrealistic expectations of what “true love is,” conclusions that gossip is a way to fend for yourself, and assumptions that you must look 100% put together all the time for men to be attracted to you. This caused me to daydream about high school. I had it in my mind that once high school started, it would be a new beginning for me: “New school, new year, new me.”

This construct in my mind, as well as the development of an obsession with “healthy foods,” led me to a destructive cycle of undereating and overexercising. Lots of life circumstances at the time were out of my control (a natural disaster, parental marital struggles, and my brother moving out for college), so food easily became a control mechanism and exercise a distraction. I had all the classic symptoms of a life-threatening eating disorder, yet I did not see anything wrong with myself. When I hit rock bottom during my freshman year of high school, my cheer coach asked me if I was eating enough. She introduced me to what an eating disorder was, and low and behold, a few months later, I found myself diagnosed with Anorexia Nervosa (as well as other mental health diagnoses) and started meeting with an eating disorder therapist.

After many appointments, therapy sessions, and several long years later, I slowly began to restore weight. In cheerleading, I broke my nose twice within the span of three months and was forced to sit out of my activities to heal. Though I was angry at the time, I now believe in retrospect that the Lord, in His kindness, allowed this to happen, knowing that if left to myself, I would have continued in this destructive cycle of over-exercising. 

In my junior year of high school, I met a girl in one of my classes who invited me to her birthday party. Here, I realized all her friends were from a church group, and I joined their Bible study. We studied the book of Ecclesiastes, and I remember being so blown away by how relevant the Bible was to me in my life at that time. Though I did not let these girls into what was going on in my life then, I knew I wanted to stay around them, so I started attending church with them when I could. My prior view of the church had been just a religious concept. It was boring to me, and I was uninterested. The groups I had tried always felt like social hours more than anything life-changing, and I never understood how God and Jesus related. I believed the lie that I would never understand anything since I did not grow up in the church. 

COVID-19 hit at the end of my junior year, and I was isolated again. With a sudden increase in free time, I began to watch church sermons broadcast online. My curiosity about Jesus continued to grow. With gyms closed and cheer practice canceled, I was further forced out of excessive exercise. I did not see my peers as often, so comparisons became less forefront of my mind. It was during this time I was able to really practice intuitive eating. I could eat what I wanted when I wanted and didn’t have to worry about packing lunches or getting hungry in class. 

During my senior year, I had the choice to remain virtual or go back in person, and I chose to remain virtual. Getting to focus on my mental health and pursuit of Jesus that year was one of the most crucial times of my life. However, this did not mean there wasn’t a struggle. I began to pray for a Christ-centered community in college, and low and behold, the summer going into my freshman year, I met another group of girls. We read through the Gospel of John. They showed me what it looked like to have a quiet time and how to pray through Scripture. I also heard their testimonies and remember thinking to myself, “If God can do that in their lives, what could he do in mine?” I wrestled with the fact that I had apparent success in my life without Jesus, but it hit me that I was living only for myself. So it was during that season that I decided to fully surrender to Jesus and center my entire life around Him before starting college. Because of this, I felt such peace coming into college, and I can undoubtedly say the Lord has moved in and through my life in ways in which I could never have imagined for myself (and that makes me super excited for the future). I chose to major in nutrition, though I did not know the exact route I wanted to take with it. I became super fascinated with all the myths that were debunked and the behavioral research that was involved. I also took part in a gospel recovery program at my church. With these passions growing, I began to pray for opportunities that could incorporate gospel-centered recovery into those struggling with eating disorders. I wanted to be able to incorporate both science-backed, evidenced-based eating disorder research and information along with theologically sound and scripturally backed truths, as well as my own story. Then, I met Anna Marie through my local church, and she graciously asked me if I wanted to intern with her. This has been an incredible gift in my life.

When I thought back to my eating disorder recovery, it was a clear sign of the Lord pursuing me before I was ever pursuing Him. Through interning with Anna Marie and my local church, my eyes were opened to my deep love for soul care. With this love, I am now pursuing a Master of Human Services Counseling and a recovery ministry residency before I complete my dietetic rotations to become a Registered Dietitian. I am also a Certified Personal Trainer and group fitness instructor, and I strive to help people move their bodies in a way that feels good and joyful to them. 

When I think back to my expectations going into college versus where the Lord brought me at the end of college, it is radically different. He has proven to be my portion every single day. He gives us what we can handle and when we can handle it. Ever since committing my life to Jesus, He has drastically reformed my view of body image, work and rest, school, community, dating relationships, and marriage. 

I went into college, like high school, daydreaming about all the date events, semi-formals, and formals. I was ashamed that I had never been asked to homecoming or prom or asked on a single date in high school. But God has defined his relationship with me over and over again, and
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