Apples to Apples: Reflections on an Eating-Disordered Life

By Michele Bennett
PART I: NAMING THE FRUIT

If I mention that I’m writing about worship, most of you will not feel threatened. You know that you worship the true and living God. Maybe it’s a particular worship chorus, a passage of Scripture, or the Sunday-scents of your sanctuary that come to mind. Whatever it is, you know exactly when it is that you are a worshipper. 
Would you laugh at me if I said that I’ve worshipped a bowl of oatmeal? That I’ve worshipped gods of porcelain, fiber, caffeine, and plastic? If I tell you that I’m about to confess my own idolatry—or misplaced worship—will you keep reading?

I’m a recovering anorexic, a recovering bulimic, and a woman whose life has been dominated by food. Writer Anne Lamott describes the spectrum of her lifelong, eating disordered behavior: “It is a long, dull story. I had lots of secrets and worries about me and food and my body. It was very scary and obsessive, the way it must feel for someone who is secretly and entirely illiterate.”
 That might be the best description I've ever heard of the pervasiveness of the disease, the shame that accompanies every botched attempt at normalcy, the inevitable realization that normalcy cannot coexist with the problem and the furtive attempts to deny that reality. Shame, greed, economy, desire, focus, attention, caretaking, defiance, independence, luxury, guilt, restraint, preparation, self-control, domination, destruction, distraction—eating disordered behavior has manifested or defined all of these things to me.

Proverbs 9:17
 says, “Stolen water is sweet, and bread eaten in secret is pleasant. Though, in context the passage talks about adultery, it applies well to the sins of anorexia, bulimia, or overeating.
 For years and years, I have participated in sinful eating habits that damaged my body, depleted my resources, and alienated all of the important people in my life. I can’t go too far into this discussion without asking the obvious question why. I never started these behaviors because they were convenient; neither could I stop them for that reason. Why did I—and do I—do these things? Because I wanted to—because the bread eaten in secret was pleasant. And my “wants” always reflect my heart. 

Did you know that even children of God can worship idols in their hearts? David Powlison writes, “The worship of tangible idols is, ominously, an expression of a prior heart defection from YHWH your God.”
 As you read through the Old Testament, you may run across this striking passage in Ezekiel that anticipates the New Testament’s emphasis on the spirit and not the letter of the law. Ezekiel 14:1-8 introduces “heart idolatry” and, in so doing, exposes the roots of all idolatry: 
Then certain of the elders of Israel came to me and sat before me. And the word of the Lord came to me: “Son of man, these men have taken their idols into their hearts, and set the stumbling block of their iniquity before their faces. Should I indeed let myself be consulted by them? Therefore speak to them and say to them, Thus says the Lord God: Any one of the house of Israel who takes his idols into his heart and sets the stumbling block of his iniquity before his face, and yet comes to the prophet, I the Lord will answer him as he comes with the multitude of his idols, that I may lay hold of the hearts of the house of Israel, who are all estranged from me through their idols. “Therefore say to the house of Israel, Thus says the Lord God: Repent and turn away from your idols, and turn away your faces from all your abominations. For any one of the house of Israel, or of the strangers who sojourn in Israel, who separates himself from me, taking his idols into his heart and putting the stumbling block of his iniquity before his face, and yet comes to a prophet to consult me through him, I the Lord will answer him myself. And I will set my face against that man; I will make him a sign and a byword and cut him off from the midst of my people, and you shall know that I am the Lord. 
Paul David Tripp explains, “An idol of the heart is anything that rules me other than God. And idols exercise the principle of inescapable influence, which says that whatever rules the heart will exercise inescapable influence over the person’s heart and behavior.
 We set up idols in our hearts and we worship them with our lives. 
Practically, what does idolatry look like in our lives? I like to think of an idol as the organizing principle in my daily life—not a goal, vision, or even something on my to-do list. This is something different. An organizing principle is a desire (we may call it a “need”) that gives structure to our daily tasks. Is there an organizing principle to your day? It could be cigarettes, relationship, work, exercise, or even writing—but, for me, it has always been food. The consumption of food, the rituals surrounding the consumption, and the bargaining that made room for the gluttonous “one mores”—this is how my days have passed. Food is my comfort and the source of my private joys; food is my penance and the place where I am punished; it offers a standard by which I can measure success or failure in my own terms. This idol has promised to mold me and make me—not after its will, but after my own will. As Ed Welch says, “The purpose of all idolatry is to manipulate the idol for our own benefit.”
 
And yet, I find myself enslaved to the very thing that promised me control and pleasure. It controls my life and it no longer provides the pleasure it once did or, if it does, it requires escalating amounts of the substance to feel pleasure. Law of diminishing returns is firmly in place. Ephesians 4:19 describes this type of phenomenon: “They have become callous and have given themselves up to sensuality, greedy to practice every kind of impurity.” The NIV translates this last phrase as “with a continual lust for more.” It started in my heart as a spark of rebellion; I fed the desires that it created—timidly at first and later brazenly. I found that it demanded more and more of my time and energy until, one day, the rebellious idolatry in my heart is now manifested as an eating disorder. I think about high-school Michele, the little girl for whom skipping a meal, gorging herself, or throwing up were acts of defiance. But the acts of defiance took on a life of their own, hoarding what they stole from her, leaving her mangled and demurely obedient to a new master. What was an attempt to wrench a little control from my parents’ heavy hand quickly ushered me into a life of chaos, a life in which the idols of my heart became increasingly visible and I became greedy to practice every type of impurity. 
The eating disorder was not and is not the problem in my life. It’s taken me years of secular counseling, behavioral therapies and self-help strategies to realize that the eating disorder is merely a symptom of the heart problem. Elyse Fitzpatrick explains how we try to get around this diagnosis: “No, I reassure my accusing heart, “I don’t have a sin problem…I’m not a rebel or an idolater. I just have this little appearance problem. It’s really no big deal and once I lose 50 pounds (or gain 15 pounds, or get in shape, or have that cosmetic surgery, or…) then my life will really be just fine, thank you.” This focus on outward appearance is a nifty distraction from my real character defects.”
 This logic, ineffective as it is, makes perfect sense to me. As my pastor said a few weeks ago, “If I fail to diagnose my problem as sin, I will never prescribe for myself the gospel.” It’s what I was avoiding all along.

PART II: TREES HAVE ROOTS 

I write to you in humility, as one who is recovering from an eating-disordered life rather than one who is recovered. I write to you as one who, just today, worshipped a bowl of oatmeal. Is oatmeal sinful? By no means! In fact, it’s relatively healthy, inexpensive, and the most benign of the comfort foods in my pantry. But if I seek to receive from the bowl of oatmeal something that can only be found in the gospel, then eating that bowl of oatmeal is sinful for me. What, then, am I seeking to find? 

There is no algorithm for deciphering the hearts beneath our sins, and yet there are often patterns in the ways that we rebel against God. In this reflection, I am going to lean upon a helpful observation made by Elyse Fitzpatrick in Love to Eat, Hate to Eat. (As an aside, let me note that this is one of the only resources specifically dealing with eating disorders that I have truly found helpful. I would recommend this title to anyone who has struggles with anorexia, bulimia, or overeating). Fitzpatrick notes that two common sinful roots of eating disorders are a love of independence and a love of pleasure.
 
If I were to create a spectrum of roots/manifestations, it would look something like this:

 Anorexia



bulimia



overeating

SINFUL NEED TO CONTROL (legalism)

SINFUL PURSUIT OF PLEASURE (hedonism)

Alternately, I might direct you to Tim Keller’s “two thieves” of the gospel paradigm
 for another way of thinking about control and pleasure as root causes of sinful eating. Keller identifies moralism and hedonism as two of the primary ways that the gospel is diluted of its power. Moralism believes that you can be made acceptable by what you do—so it usually involves very high standards and the appearance of discipline. I think here of the restraints and restrictions of anorexia. Hedonism, on the other hand, defines a course of pleasure-seeking and then demands that the course is acceptable. I think here of the excesses and bargaining of bulimia. 
One extreme is truth without grace; the other is grace without truth. And what do these two strategies have in common? Keller writes, “These are two different ways to do the same thing—control our own lives.” 
CONTROL: 

As I tried to explain to my pastor recently how deeply eating disorders are driven by the desires for control and autonomy, I summarized, “Really, it’s not that different from the garden. We’re not comparing apples to oranges. It’s still apples to apples.” The first woman used a piece of fruit to try and wrench control away from God. I’m no different. 
Somewhere around the 10th grade, I learned that by thwarting my own biological need for food through anorexia I could gain control over my own and my parents' lives. I enjoyed the disease for a time—but it was short-lived. Within months, the meticulous demands of the anorexia consumed so much physical and emotional energy that I found myself looking upon food and upon the self that controlled it with fear and reverence. I both resented and desired the fruits of my sin. But as I fought against the strident demands of the anorexia, I descended into the even more taxing disease of bulimia. My resistance to this descent, I think, gave me my first glimpse of how control was at the heart of matter

.

I remember the first time I admitted that I was bulimic. I had been anorexic for years; I was comfortable with that. It was a way to not only verbalize but to embody the fact that I was in control of myself. Nothing before or since has given me that great a sense of control over my body. But bulimia catapulted me into the out-of-control yet grasping-for-control dimension of addiction. Any bulimic will tell you that to be wholly anorexic is the most desirable thing in the world. But it’s hard to go back once you have learned how to have your cake and eat it, too. 
As a bulimic, I tormented myself constantly between the poles of total abstinence and utter indulgence. Both extremes depleted my physical and emotional resources more than ever, and the fears that first drove my sin grew into a bloated and distended stomach; a parasite on the mind and heart that had long ceded control to the body that demanded so much. 

What was the answer? In my mind, the answer was to re-gain control and to follow my very good rules. It had nothing to do with the gospel.

 

PLEASURE: 
Sometimes we forget to admit that we enjoy our sin. We forget to say that we started practicing the behaviors not only for some deep-seated emotional gratification, but also for instant physical gratification. This is especially true of bulimia or overeating (although anorexics find pleasure in the control—the categories aren’t neat).

I read this passage a while back in a book:

 “Whenever I saw a beautiful flower, what I longed to do with it was press it to my heart, or eat it all up. It was more difficult with a piece of beautiful scenery, but the feeling was the same. I was too sensual, I might almost write too greedy. I yearned physically for all that I thought was beautiful, wanted to own it. Hence that painful longing that could never be satisfied, the pining for something that I thought unattainable, which I called my creative urge.”

Her words express well the greedy and grasping nature of our seekings after—of a mind set on the flesh. You see here an excessive sensuality—the need always to touch, spilling over into the need to own; the all-or-nothingness of the one who must possess to enjoy. In our consumerist society, is it any wonder that we fall prey to this temptation? Whether it was a binge, a covert cigarette, or an illicit relationship—most of us know that pleasure can be desperate. 
I was a Resident Assistant in my undergraduate institution. For some unremembered reason, I had to do a “room check” while most of the girls were on vacation. It was panicked ecstasy for me to wander through the rooms, noting the position and quantity of all the various foods in the dorm. My friend had a box of Brown-Sugar and Cinnamon Pop Tarts on her desk. I knew she wouldn’t care…

So I brazenly toted the box back to my room, where I sat by the garbage can—eating them just as fast as I could unwrap them. The sensation of the sugary coating, the texture of the filling, the rustle of the dense plastic wrapping—this momentary pleasure, the demand to own and to consume, the demand to be filled and to be fed. In a blink of an eye, the battle was over, and payback left my hot cheek on the cold bathroom floor. The mind set on the flesh is truly hostile to God.

So, then, what was my answer? In my mind, the answer was to throw off the rules and to be so good to myself that I could eventually love myself.  It had nothing to do with the gospel.

PART III: PICKING APPLES IN WAR-TIME

It’s no wonder that I felt confused by my own behavior. My various strategies for worship told me to obey rules when it felt right, break rules when that felt right, and to love myself furiously no matter what. But I had no power to obey; no righteousness to love; and nothing but license to sin.  And this has everything to do with the gospel!

Romans 6:20-22 explains it best: “For when you were slaves of sin, you were free in regard to righteousness. But what fruit were you getting at that time from the things of which you are now ashamed? For the end of those things is death. But now that you have been set free from sin and have become slaves of God, the fruit you get leads to sanctification and its end, eternal life. For the wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.”

Anorexic and bulimic Michele considered her slavery to sin better than any obedience imposed by righteousness. I hated the thought of anyone or anything constraining my freedom and restricting my pleasure, so I wore the mark of death like a brand. I detested the freedom to serve God, because I knew that it required me to abandon my old masters.

Although there are countless places in Scripture that we could turn for comfort and instruction, I will suggest that we consider Hebrews 10. The chapter assures us of the efficacy of Christ’s sacrifice, and we read that “by a single offering [Christ] has perfected for all time those who are being sanctified.” 

Hebrews 10:22-23 assures us that, because of Christ, we now have confidence to come before God. Not only do we have confidence to approach a holy God, but both our consciences and our bodies have been cleansed.” Truly, isn’t this more than an eating disordered lifestyle could ever promise? 
But Hebrews 10 doesn’t just encourage us; it also warns us. Consider verses 26-31: “For if we go on sinning deliberately after receiving the knowledge of the truth, there no longer remains a sacrifice for sins, but a fearful expectation of judgment, and a fury of fire that will consume the adversaries. Anyone who has set aside the law of Moses dies without mercy on the evidence of two or three witnesses. How much worse punishment, do you think, will be deserved by the one who has spurned the Son of God, and has profaned the blood of the covenant by which he was sanctified, and has outraged the Spirit of grace?. . . It is a fearful thing to fall into the hands of the living God.”

Do you understand that you cannot wait until it becomes easy to walk away from your sin, until you figure out your motivations for sinning, or until you have exhausted all potential scapegoats? Accepting responsibility is a necessary part of turning from our sin. And we must turn—there is no other way.  Repentance is the ‘shot heard ‘round the world” when it comes to war on sin. Fitzpatrick clarifies what we don’t mean by repentance: “When I say that you need to become convinced that your eating (or lack of it) is sinful, that is something entirely different from being uncomfortable, embarrassed, or feeling ashamed because others are pressuring you to change your habits. That is not what I’m speaking of either.”

Secular psychology tells us that we are less human--somehow less than ourselves--if we deny our cravings. And yet as Christians we are called to die to our fleshly desires in order that we might live. Read in Matthew 6 how God challenges the things we desire; this is not a problem that is unique! Yes, every day and in every way, we desire things that are contrary to the law of God and, almost as often, we rationalize our obedience to those desires. Wisdom acts upon what God has revealed and denies both mind and body of any "need" that conflicts with Scripture.

The only way to deal with this is to fight. We think that our desires need to change
. They do and they will; but the path of obedience is not contingent upon changed desires. “There is a mean streak to authentic self-control. Underneath what seems to be the placid demeanor of those who are not ruled by their desires is the heart of a warrior. Self-control is not for the timid. When we want to grow in it, not only do we nurture an exuberance for Jesus Christ, we also demand of ourselves a hatred for sin.”
 I Peter 2:11 says that the passions of the flesh wage war against our souls. The battle is underway. Are we fighting?

We are equipped for the battle by a gracious God who provides for all of our needs. Consider Hebrews 4:12—“For the word of God is living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing to the division of soul and of spirit, of joints and of marrow, and discerning the thoughts and intentions of the heart.” Consider also verse 13, “And no creature is hidden from his sight, but all are naked and exposed to the eyes of him to whom we must give account.” We must give an account. We, the accountable—the responsible parties, are the only ones who can issue the call to war.  
You can’t wait until it is easy; but you don’t have to wait until it us possible. It is possible now. Why? Titus 2:11-14 explains, “For the grace of God has appeared, bringing salvation for all people, training us to renounce ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live self-controlled, upright, and godly lives in the present age, waiting for our blessed hope, the appearing of the glory of our great God and Savior Jesus Christ, who gave himself for us to redeem us from all lawlessness and to purify for himself a people for his own possession who are zealous for good works.” It is possible now because of the grace of God. It is possible because, when the blood of Christ cleanses us, God begins to train us in self-control and to purify us. Don’t miss the last few words of the verse, either—God’s grace is purifying a people “who are zealous for good works.” Can you imagine all of your now-futile, inward-directed zeal exploding outward into good works? Change is possible, because the grace of God has appeared!
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