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  For Zoë,


  who is altogether lovely exactly as she is.
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  Enlightened women like us know better.




  After all, we’re aware of our culture’s distorted perception of beauty. We’ve been assured that the digitally enhanced models in women’s fashion magazines have been carefully airbrushed to perfection. We’ve read that our favorite movie starlet spends six hours a day in the gym with her personal trainer, sustained only by a bare diet of cucumbers and water. We understand that Barbie’s long, lean plastic proportions are not even humanly possible. Dissatisfied with our bodies, though—and against our better judgment—many of us still buy into it all.




  The complicity of some, who look unnaturally fantastic, is apparent. This is not my personal situation. And although it will come as a pretty big surprise to most people who know me and the values I try to live out, on occasion I find myself trying hard to squeeze into the culture’s hopelessly ill-fitting mold of beauty.




  Wonderful




  Strutting through an urban shopping district, the digital sounds of Stevie Wonder piping into my head, I turn to catch a glimpse of myself in a storefront window. Though I pretend the glance is accidental, it isn’t. I very much want to see how I look to others, while making it appear as though I have just accidentally flapped my head toward the expansive glass wall that I already know will display my full-length reflection.




  Sweaty and overbundled, I’m frankly a little discomfited by what I see. My baggy gray exercise sweatshirt, accentuating my hips, is horribly unflattering. A few too many body parts are jiggling. My face is washed-out and pale. I look like the disastrous “before” woman on a triple-header evening of reality television: What Not to Wear, Extreme Makeover and Crazy White Women Who Really Ought to Risk Skin Cancer to Darken Their Pasty Skin.




  Instinctively, I begin to calculate which aesthetic disappointments could possibly be corrected with just the right wardrobe, hair styling, makeup, rigorous fitness plan or cosmetic surgery. Though I have no plans to actually do any of these, I’m comforted by the thought that a few of the well-coifed ladies I see stepping out of fancy cars and ducking into restaurants could possibly, on a really bad day, look as unsavory as I do when they exercise.




  Though I wish it weren’t the case, these weird thoughts intrude regularly upon the satisfaction I would otherwise experience while listening to Stevie Wonder. Regularly, I spend actual energy imagining what would have to be done to me in order for someone to mistake me for a supermodel. The list, for those who don’t know me, is quite extensive and more costly than I’d prefer to mention. Several of the body-altering procedures haven’t even been invented yet.




  The very spiritual part of me wants to be fine with the fact that no one has ever thought I might possibly be Tyra Banks’s next protégé. When I’m honest, though, the part of me that desperately wants to be valued by a culture I don’t even respect is a little put out. That part of me is wishing I were leaving a wake of crashing cars behind me because turned-head drivers, men and women, couldn’t take their eyes off me.




  To be dragged back and forth in a tug-of-war between the culture’s values and the ones I claim to hold is absolutely exhausting.




   




  Author Disclaimer #1: Beautiful Christian Women




  “If there’s one thing I do not want to write,” I told a friend emphatically over the phone, “it’s a book telling Christian women that they’re beautiful. Yuck! Gross. Already been done. No way. Blech!”




  No sooner had I said it than I realized: Wait a minute, missy—that’s what you do all the time. You love doing that thing! It’s, like, your favorite thing in the world.




  That’s actually sort of true.




  When I speak to audiences of women, I do relish the privilege of announcing our inherent and undeniable worth as those created in God’s image. I delight in declaring that we’ve been made for so much more than a death-dealing cosmetic preoccupation with ourselves. I love to look out across frosted, tinted, colored, permed, highlighted and straightened heads and see all the cartoony speech bubbles hovering over each one which announce, Phew! What a relief. Then, softening, the expressions on the faces seem to say, That’s really true, isn’t it?




  “Yes, it’s true,” I confirm.




  I really do love that great stuff.




  Oldie Days




  I can’t help but wonder if it was different in the olden days, back in the day when women were valued for their ability to reproduce. In societies with high infant-mortality rates and short life spans, fertile women were prized. The pages of the Old Testament paint a picture of this sort of culture, in which women with many children were considered “blessed” and those facing infertility were labeled “cursed.”




  These days, thankfully, we find that whole notion a little . . . archaic. We look down our feminist noses at a patriarchal misogynist society that would value a woman based on her ability to produce offspring. We breathe a sigh of knowing relief that we’ve evolved so much in the intervening millennia that we’re not saddled with the kind of backward thinking about a woman’s value that links fertility to her worth as a human being. Sure, we’ll get a little excited if she squeezes out six or seven kids at a time, but for the most part we’re pleased with ourselves for not placing an inordinate value on something so backward as prizing a woman simply for what her body can do.




  No. Instead, we value women with cut abs, taut thighs and firm upper arms.




  Rather than judging a woman on what her body can do, we judge her worth on how her body appears. And though we absolutely despise the suggestion that we’d be so shallow to value something as trivial as appearances, we do. In fact, our culture has so thoroughly saturated our thinking that we value stuff like that even when we don’t want to. So while it’s fantastic that we don’t officially pass judgment on women who don’t bear children, I’m just not sure we can be as smug about it as we’d like to be.




  Pickle




  Most of us have in our minds images of the kind of body and face that our culture accepts as beautiful. Though no one’s handing out a reference card listing the particular specs, most of us know approximately what height, what weight, what shape, what ethnicity and what features are esteemed in our culture. (Hint: she’s a plastic, ten-inch-tall blonde bombshell.)




  Unfortunately, for Christian women, our culture’s obsession with physical beauty is a double whammy. First we feel bad when our muffin tops overflow the world’s skinny mold—and then, as people of faith, we feel guilty because we tried so hard to cram ourselves into that death-dealing mold in the first place. While women in our culture who don’t claim to be followers of Jesus share our challenges around body image, they’re not saddled with the extra layer of spiritual angst that Christian women are. They’re not secretly ashamed that they spend more time on hair and makeup than they do reading Scripture or praying. They don’t berate themselves for lacking the willpower to resist a chocolate chip cookie because disciples of Jesus are supposed to have enough power to cast out demons and move mountains. Women who aren’t Christians don’t live with a nagging sense of failure because they’re more concerned about the cellulite on their thighs than the advancement of the gospel to remote people groups.




  Christian women, longing to live a life in faithful obedience to God, find ourselves in a particular bind when it comes to our bodies. More often than not we’re pulled like taffy between the culture’s values and our Christian ones. Though we long for our lives to be formed and shaped and molded—transformed—into the image of God, we find ourselves more often squeezed by a culture that values and devalues us based on appearance. Longing to respond to God with our heart, soul, mind and strength, we’re ashamed that we’re losing the raging ground war against our inherent preoccupation with self.




  Although we don’t like to admit it, we do care how our butts look in blue jeans. We meticulously choose clothes that mask our unsightly bulges. We shudder at the dressing-room reflection of a body we wish were different, as we’re squeezing it into a bathing suit in a size we swore we’d never wear. We fret, regularly, at the face staring back at us in the bathroom mirror. Some of us are ashamed that we do these things. Others don’t even have the good sense to hide them. But even the ones of us who aren’t particularly troubled by most of it can’t avoid the fact that the time and energy and money we devote to the appearance of our bodies are, admittedly, inordinate.




  We’d like to live differently.




  Squeeze




  Because so many of the “perfect” images we’re fed by the media are those of Caucasian women, I’ve sometimes wondered whether women who look like me—a European mutt—are more likely than some of our darker-skinned sisters to feel the squeeze of our culture’s obsession with a particular brand of physical attractiveness. I desperately want to imagine that it might be true. I want to believe that the fact that people of color have for decades been woefully underrepresented in magazines, on television, in film and in all sorts of other prestigious places finally turns out to work in everyone’s favor—in this one slim instance. Unfortunately, this just isn’t the case. In fact, what we’ve got going now might even be worse. In the absence of culturally appropriate drop-dead gorgeous role models promoting an unattainable standard of beauty, women of color have been stuck with the mostly pale ones the media has offered.




  The results are painfully evident. Latina sisters are dying their black hair blonde. Gorgeous dark Indian women are bleaching their skin. Japanese women are having “blepharoplasties” to make their eyes look more European. Noses too. Chinese women are having their legs broken in leg-lengthening surgeries. Black women are choosing makeup one shade lighter than their God-given color. The state of things is still pretty disheartening.




  One friend of mine happened to mention that more “substantial” black women are valued in black culture, by men in particular. For a split second, I was tickled about that great news—even though I’m a married white woman who’s not even on the market. Before I could get overly thrilled, however, my friend wisely reminded me that this kind of valuing takes us back to the place we didn’t want to be in the first place: allowing others to assign our value based on appearance.




  Ugh.




  I did file away that nice word—substantial—to enjoy by myself later.




  Before I’d even had a chance to enjoy it, though, another friend reminded me that the socioeconomic conditions contributing to a dangerous obesity epidemic among lower-income populations weren’t really something to celebrate.




  Ugh.




   




  Author Disclaimer #2: Body Image




  I do not like the phrase body image.




  I want to shy away from language that unnaturally separates the body from the entire person. Though the ancient Greeks clearly divvied up persons into mind, body and spirit, Jesus always treated people more holistically. In fact, he worked pretty hard to close that fissure, making the point on more than one occasion that restoring one’s mind, healing her body and forgiving her sins were inextricably bound up with one another.




  While we’re on this, I’m not so fond of image either. Our culture’s obsession with image is the genesis of the big mess in which women find themselves today. The fact that we’ve been conditioned to care as much about image as we do—to the exclusion of function and relationship—is a big part of the problem.




  As might be expected, not wanting to distinguish bodies from the rest of our selves, and not wanting to focus on image—well, it really puts a wrench in things when you’re trying to write a book about body image.




  Thank you in advance for bearing with me.




   




  That question about who we’re really dolling ourselves up for is a critical one. I wish I were of the super-spiritual variety so I could say that I dress to please the Lord. I can’t, of course. Nor do I think the Almighty even desires that odd thing. If I’m any indicator, for the most part we dress to please others and ourselves. Many of us do enjoy attracting the admiring eye of both men and women. And the truth is that men, who seem to be hardwired toward visual stimulation, do take notice of the way women appear. And, as women, we do check out one another. Believe me, though the radical ascetic in me wants to say that appearances don’t matter at all, the realist understands that they do.




  The pickle in which we’ve found ourselves, though, is that too often we’ve given image more weight, more importance and more value than any of us are able to bear. This obsession with appearances has driven us to a binding preoccupation with ourselves. We need to be set free.




  New Way




  We realize liberation as we embrace, with our bodies, the thing for which they were made: relationship. Can you even imagine a world in which the importance given to our appearance fades beside the shiny real purpose of our bodies, which is being in relationship with God and others? In this radical new world, mousy brown hair or dull black is just as fabulous as platinum blonde or shiny red. Skin that’s pasty white and skin that’s black as night and skin that’s nondescriptly in-between are all valued. No one even notices the difference between flabby upper arms and firm muscley ones. Small flat breasts and big droopy ones are both completely fine. Same deal with butts. Whether or not someone has washboard abs or blinding white teeth or lean hips is entirely irrelevant.




  In this alternate universe, the fashion situation is just as upside-down and confusing as all the perfectly acceptable bodies. Because clothes don’t go in and out of style every three months, wearing the same coat for twenty years (when it hasn’t fallen apart) is actually smiled upon. Scoring some cheap sweatshop bargain at the Stuffmart—in order to squirrel away more money to buy summer souvenirs at Disneyland—isn’t nearly as fabulous as using one’s extra resources to clothe others. People enjoy exercise together by walking between each other’s homes for dinner, where rich and poor consume yummy calories together. Wouldn’t that be the most wonderful world?




  Great news, beloved! That’s exactly the kind of kingdom Jesus ushered in.




  True Blessedness




  Don’t sweat it if it makes your head spin a bit. I’m pretty sure it was just as confounding for folks in Jesus’ day as it is for us. In fact, one day during his ministry, Jesus weighed in on the way in which his culture valued bodies. He was teaching some crowds when a woman in the audience loudly shouted out something about his mama. I don’t know about where you live, but in my neighborhood, those sorts of situations rarely end well.




  What the woman in the crowd actually shouted out was, “Blessed is the womb that bore you and the breasts that nursed you!” (Luke 11:27 NRSV). I can only assume that that was some weird kind of ancient compliment.




  At first I couldn’t understand why she had to bring his mom’s womb and breasts into it. Really, was that necessary? As I studied the passage more closely, though, the odd outburst sort of began to grow on me. In fact, I grew particularly fond of the King James translation: “Blessed is the womb that bare thee, and the paps which thou hast sucked!” (Luke 11:27 KJV). I really like those fun fancy words. In fact, I’m toying with yelling them out at my sons’ soccer game this weekend.




  Jesus, though, was no more willing to receive the compliment than either of my little soccer stars will be on Saturday. Nope. He didn’t accept, and would not be defined by, the world’s values. Jesus had no ostensible interest in endorsing a system of priorities that esteemed women for their bodies’ utility in creating men. Even pretty fantastic men, apparently. Instead, Jesus redefined blessedness itself by responding to the loud fan, “Blessed rather are those who hear the word of God and obey it!” (Luke 11:28 NRSV).




  You’re not blessed, he’s saying, because your feminine body parts work just fine; you are blessed when your body, your whole person, responds in obedience to God. That, says Jesus, is what really matters.




  Go ahead, sit with that awhile. It really is as mind-blowing as you think it might be.




  In a culture in which a woman’s value was contingent upon her ability to produce and nurture offspring—which is, admittedly, a pretty amazing thing—Jesus placed an even higher value on perceiving and responding to God. He wasn’t just saying that women are made for more than ancient prostitution, waitressing at Hooters or strutting down a catwalk. He actually went to the trouble of trumping something as fantastic as squeezing out another human being and feeding that offspring with milk from one’s very own body. Responding to God, claims Jesus, is even better than that.




  What was great news for first-century women, who were valued for what their bodies could do, is still great news for twenty-first-century ones, who are too often judged by how our bodies appear. In this new kingdom—a dimension more real than any of the lies that pass today as reality television—women who are infertile and those who are fertile, women who are mostly able-bodied and those who live with disabilities, ones who are eye-catching and ones who are not are called blessed when they respond to God.




  Finally, bodies that are blessed are within reach of all.
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  Lies




  Digital Fluff and Other Modern Temptations
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  I had gotten all dolled up with mascara, lip gloss and my favorite green glasses. I was pretty excited to get my first professional headshot taken by Scott Faber, over on Ninth Street, here in Durham. Feeling very lovely, I carefully drove my car the nine blocks to Scott’s studio so that I didn’t sweat. I’m not proud about the driving, but it felt like a beauty emergency.




  Before I went, I had imagined that I’d be a fabulous, fun customer with whom to work. I thought that maybe, after I left, Scott and his wife would remark to one another, “That wasn’t work at all! We should probably even give her a discount. I hope she comes back soon!” In my mind, I would be that great to work with.




  Only I wasn’t.




  I smiled tightly, self-consciously. Though I was absolutely desperate to appear carefree and lighthearted, I couldn’t pull it off. Honestly, appearing relaxed is not as easy as some people make it look. Scott and his wife, Michelle, tried to loosen me up with their winning personalities, but I was still sort of . . . rigid. Thankfully, Scott took so many pictures I felt certain that one of them would have to work.




  When the proofs arrived via email a few days later, I chose my favorite one to purchase. Once the money had changed accounts, I was sent the shot I’d chosen. Since I’m an artist, I opened up the image in Photoshop to determine its size. I just needed to know if it was bookmark size or billboard size. Once the file was open, though, I decided to crop it into a square. I’m a pretty big fan of squares.




  Then, while I was looking at it, I found myself regretting that I hadn’t had a mirror right there, in my hand, during the shoot so that I would have remembered to fluff my hair. It was just looking a little flat. Typically I’ll fluff it if it falls in my eyes, but I’ve never been a big one for aesthetic fluffs. So it’s really no wonder that I didn’t think to fluff it, what with all the pressure to look relaxed.




  Before I closed the file, I started to wonder what might happen if I just copied some of the hair that was already there and then pasted it on top of the old hair. I experimented with that little move and discovered what happens. Fluff is what happens. Digital fluff!




  After a few more layers, I had that hair looking amazing. Hair model amazing, I believe. It was going to look great, I decided, on my website. That’s where I advertise what I do. What I do, of course, is tell people, often women, the truth about who they are. I don’t mean palm reader truth, but the truth that each one of us is entirely loved and accepted by God exactly as we are. That’s sort of my big thing.




  Isn’t that kind of funny?




   




  Let’s Agree Right Now That These Things Are Crazy




  

    	A nation with a frightening obesity rate coexists on the same small planet with millions who go hungry daily.




    	It is rare that I am hungry for more than one hour.




    	Today thousands of women will sit in traffic, burning precious natural resources, in order to drive to a gym where they will pay money to run, like a common classroom hamster, on a treadmill that’s not even pointed at a window but at a television screen.




    	While many black adolescent girls eschew their full lips and dark skin, white women are paying thousands of dollars to have collagen injected into their skinny lips and are getting skin cancer trying to darken their skin both on the beach and at toxic tanning booths.




    	While looking online for books on women’s bodies and self-acceptance, I was much more interested in the one with the lean, sexy belly on the cover than the one with the real, roundish belly.




    	Many of us pay actual money to drink carbonated, chemical beverages with no caloric or nutritional value.




    	This spring, as fashion experts dismiss last season’s styles, affluent women will take their perfectly good clothing to Goodwill. Next spring, capricious profit-driven designers will bring back a variation of the old style to make more money off the same women who wouldn’t be caught dead inside Goodwill.




    	Women with excessively large breasts, some who suffer horrible back pain, are going under the knife for reduction surgery, while women who want excessively large breasts are choosing to have them constructed cosmetically.




    	For a number of people like me, the need for more closet space seems like a bigger problem than the fact that we shop seasonally without ever actually needing new clothes.




    	I have to expend more energy and concerted effort to not overeat than I do to gather the daily resources I need to survive.


  




  Fluffy Flashback




  All the energy that went into perfecting this image sort of took me off-guard. Over the years I prided myself on not caring too much about how I look. Anyone related to me can attest to this.




  A number of years ago, I was visiting my grandparents at their home in New Castle, Indiana. During the trip I had decided to help them organize family photographs. The impressive collection actually spanned the entire twentieth century.




  One of my favorites was a sepia studio portrait taken in 1941 of their growing family. My grandfather’s jacket didn’t quite close, my grandmother looks like a movie starlet, and my mother is just under a year old. The three of them had posed stiffly in front of a rich satin curtain—I imagine it might have been red if it weren’t for the sepia.




  As I studied the photo, I noticed that it appeared to have been altered in one spot. Looking more closely, I saw that someone had used a pencil to draw in some extra hair on top of my grandmother’s head. It looked as if the idea had been to give the appearance of a higher lift to the tighter style that had been popular earlier in the century.




  It wasn’t hard to identify the culprit.




  “Grandmother!” I barked. “I can’t believe you did that!”




  “Did what?” she asked, wide-eyed and innocent.




  “You know exactly what you did, young lady,” I scolded. “You drew on this picture to make it look like your hair was higher than it really was!”




  “Do you really think I’d do that?” she demanded, sounding a little insulted.




  Well, as a matter of fact, yes, I did. When she wouldn’t fess up, I just kept working away.




  Midway through the job, I took a break from my scrapbooking project to stretch my legs. I returned a few minutes later to find my grandmother hunched over the photo, clutching a black ballpoint pen and finishing the job.




  She was so busted.




  To this day I still have that photograph hanging on my living room wall, a reminder of the way this nonsense gets passed down through the generations. No one notices the extra fluff unless I point it out to them. Each time I do, though, I can’t help but think of what she could have done with Photoshop.




  Crazy




  I’m delighted to report that I finally came to my senses—with all the digital fluffing. I eventually chose to delete the fluffed file because, ultimately, it was lie. Oh sure, it wasn’t a big whopper, like pasting my big head on Jada Pinkett Smith’s nice little body would have been, but it was still a lie. Before what I’d done hit the tabloids and everyone found out about Fluffergate, I threw vanity to the wind and posted my unedited glamour shot. Feeling a little like a medieval monk, that’s exactly what I did.




  That Scott Faber is so talented, everyone still loved it. I got tons of comments on Facebook about how amazing the picture was. To this day, even with a new picture, I still do. Each time, though, what I hear in my head is, That photograph looks way better than your regular face.




  I sort of deserve that.
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  Shame






  What’s Particularly Devilish About Hollywood Makeovers
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  When I was young, I remember sitting with my mom in front of the television set on Sunday nights to watch The Wonderful World of Disney. Today the Sunday evening show around which my family might gather is Extreme Makeover: Home Edition. In it, Ty Pennington and his crew of zany, warmhearted and physically attractive carpenters remodel a home for a family in need. My husband and children all love building, and I love the emotional drama and do-gooding. Family friendly, it works for us all.




  Though few may remember the fact now, Extreme Makeover: Home Edition is actually a spin-off of ABC’s original Extreme Makeover. In the original, an individual who had fallen into some manner of disrepair, or who had otherwise been deemed essentially unattractive by beauty professionals, was made over by fitness instructors, stylists and surgeons. Several other copycat shows quickly appeared on the network television evening lineup. Though it was against my better judgment to watch these shows, like a sick voyeur I would occasionally linger.




  I wouldn’t allow my daughter, a toddler, to be anywhere in the vicinity of these train wrecks. I suppose that “mother bear” impulse might have served as a little red flag that perhaps I should not be in the vicinity either. I know that now.




  My heart broke as I watched mothers leaving very young children to participate in these makeover extravaganzas. These extended absences, of course, were the only way for women to lose enough weight for family and friends and fiancés to drop their jaws in astonishment—which is great TV—at the final “reveal.” Desperate children would then dutifully go and hug the skinny stranger everyone assured them was their mommy.




  I never saw a child run away screaming after the curtain was pulled back, but I’m not convinced it didn’t happen before the final edit.




  Teen Victims




  One of these horrible makeover shows featured teenaged victims.




  I don’t even know where to begin being horrified by this. I remember, in particular, one tortured girl from the Midwest. The moving melodramatic opening introduced the viewer to a self-conscious teen describing how her physical appearance—a receding chin, a crooked nose—had hindered both her self-esteem and her relationships.




  I knew I should turn away, but part of me wanted to stay there and be furious. Fury trumped my better judgment.




  “What is wrong with our society?” I asked my husband in self-righteous disgust as he breezed by.




  What transpired before my eyes was as horrible as what happened in ancient Rome when crowds would hoot and holler as gladiators slaughtered animals, criminals and each other. At least in the coliseum there was no twisted pretense of helping the victims. I, though, imagined millions of viewers, at home on couches and La-Z-Boys, feeding off the teenage girl’s misfortune and feeling a little happy that her life was going to, finally, turn out so great.




  The heartbreaking message, to that girl and the millions exposed to the poisonous series, was that she was inherently unacceptable as she was. The deep suspicion with which she, and so many others, lived was confirmed not only by a panel of experts, but by the mother who loved her. Who would sign that consent form, I ask you!? Parents and professionals had met, conferred and agreed that the sinister voice inside this girl’s head, hissing that there was something inherently wrong with her, was, in fact, accurate. It was true, they had decided together, that she was not acceptable as she was.




  Though the show had been billed as the way to a better life—since they could hardly promote it as a twisted, twenty-first-century coliseum event—I couldn’t help but suspect that all the delighted viewers, who were cheering on doctors and surgeons and trainers and stylists, were celebrating the death of a precious girl.




  And possibly their own.




  I absolutely hated the thought that other teens were watching that show. I know I should have hated the fact that I was watching it but, obviously, I was doing research. I wasn’t as tenderhearted as young girls who were seeing another adolescent’s “problem areas” poked, pricked and probed. I worried that when a cosmetic surgeon pointed to the irregular leaning of the teen’s lateral incisor, the ones watching at home would silently run their tongues along their teeth, musing, I really am a bigger mess than I thought I was.




  Yours Truly




  The year in which all these makeover shows aired, I had just passed my thirtieth year. I, of course, thought all the teenagers looked fantastic. It was the thirtysomethings who were harder to stomach.




  Typically, when I look in the mirror, I try to focus on the positive stuff. I learned this from my beloved grandmother. She taught me that if there’s something I don’t like about myself, I should never draw attention to it. Ever dutiful, I don’t. I don’t mention the body parts with which I’m not terribly satisfied. I barely even think about them.




  If I don’t like what I see in the mirror, I wiggle or fluff my hair, hoping I might look better in live action than staring straight ahead, frozen, trying to look like a magazine cover. I might pretend to be walking away and then whip my head around real quick, like a photographer is snapping a quick candid shot. Conveniently, the only real information to be gleaned in a glance that lasts a nanosecond is that I have a torso, head, arms and legs.




  Satisfied, I can go on with my day.




  This isn’t at all how it works with the reality shows. Appearance professionals aren’t the least bit interested in people who might be generally satisfied, if even in a squinty or whipping-head way, with the human bodies we inhabit. Honestly, even the participants who answered an online casting call on a whim, and who were sort of okay with how they looked but just a little curious and possibly wanting to be on television, will not be one bit satisfied after all the professionals have done their finger-pointing.




  The dental surgeon points out a weird tooth irregularity. A hair-follicle expert highlights a thinning scalp. The fitness guru exposes flabby thighs and buttocks. A plastic surgeon yanks down on dangerously droopy breasts.




  It’s these surgeons who get me. Some poor woman who has five kids stands before them, naked, and they swoop broad circular markings around her abdomen with a fat red marker. The same red marker that looked so horrible and judging on third-grade spelling tests now looks even worse on postnatal bellies. I may be the slightest bit sensitive because this whole thing is my personal situation. If I’m honest, I’m not entirely convinced I wouldn’t have a flabby abdomen had I not given birth. Since I do qualify to play the “I’m this way because I squeezed out a kid the size of a tricycle” card, I often do.




  Here’s the difference between me, raised by my grandmother to not draw undue attention to my faults, and these surgeons. I am very delicate with my “problem areas.” Typically, I’m happy enough to just let them lead their own independent lives. The most attention my rolls and bulges get is the occasional pair of Spanx I’ll squeeze into if I have to attend a wedding in a Lycra dress. Otherwise, I pull up my granny panties and leave these areas to their own devices.




  Not these doctors. After circling the woman’s belly mound—which would be humiliating enough—a surgeon will grab all the excess fat and skin he can lay his hands on. It’s like that old “pinch an inch” commercial, only it is usually way more than an inch. When surgeons start grabbing at women’s abdomens, I suddenly want to turn away in horror. I do not want to see the saggy mound of flesh that would otherwise stay under that woman’s shirt and not bother me when she strolls by me in the grocery store. Squeezing her belly, the surgeon then says something like, “We need to get rid of all this.” Dumbfounded, the woman nods in agreement. “Then,” the surgeon continues, “we’ll stitch you back up and you’ll be able to get back into a string bikini.” I’m pretty sure that what this doctor is doing has got to be a serious violation of the Hippocratic Oath. I can only assume that the promised bikini makes the whole sideshow spectacle worth it to the woman who has signed binding legal contracts confirming her willingness to put all of this weird stuff on national television.




  What eventually happened to me, after watching enough of these shows, was that I started to think about my own middle. I didn’t rush off to the bathroom mirror to expose it and grope at it and mark it in red, of course, but I certainly filed away the information that this gross deformity I’d just witnessed actually existed. On my very own person.




  Hmmm, I mused the first time I saw one of those grabby doctors. I didn’t realize what a mess I am.




  I hadn’t. But eventually, watching that weird postnatal situation get played out on television in my very own living room, I looked down to my lap and found the same big bulge.




  Before that moment, I simply hadn’t had the good sense to be repulsed by it.




   




  How Shame Is Breaking Down Barriers of Ethnicity (or, The Nasty Lies That Women of All Hues Are Hearing)




  

    	You’re not quite right as you are.




    	Whatever you can do to fix yourself up is preferable to the way you were naturally made.




    	You ought to be pouring time, energy and money into changing your appearance.




    	
Refusing the world’s image of beauty can threaten your career.[1]





    	Attaining the right image is more important than being physically healthy.




    	Your mother really was right about all your aesthetic shortcomings.




    	All the expensive, time-consuming and self-obsessive ways you strive for physical attractiveness can be justified.




    	You need to disguise who you really are.




    	You’re not free from the pressure to fit into the world’s mold of physical beauty even in your own house of worship.[2]





    	You’re not quite right as you are.


  




  You’re Not Good Enough




  What’s fundamentally detrimental about these makeover shows is that, often, they are making over what God has made and called good. They evoke feelings of shame, in both victims and viewers, by insisting that we’re not good enough as we are.




  In order to sell advertisers airtime, these makeovers capitalize on my insecurities by conditioning me to believe the lie that I’m not acceptable as I am. It’s a pretty easy lie to swallow. It’s not a stretch for me to believe that God looked over all of creation and found most of it good, except for me and the squishy-bellied lady on TV. We learn our worth from the faces around us, and the face telling the woman on the TV that she’s unacceptable whispers the same thing to my own heart. Though I’d love to be so psychologically evolved that it would just bounce right off my healthy self-esteem, I actually suck it all in like secondhand smoke.
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