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By Joy Beth Smith
The Washington Post

D
ating is not easy. Dating as an
overweight woman can be more
difficult. Dating as an overweight
conservative Christian woman
seems impossible.
Whether we admit it or not,

physical attraction plays a large role in
paving the way for love. We don’t like to
look closely at this fact, especially inside
the walls of the church, where we hope to
find less superficial dating criteria than
one’s pant size. But the surplus of single,
godly, intelligent plus-size women speaks
to reality.
It feels like things should be different in

the church. Markers of spiritual maturity,
such as depth of character or willingness
to serve, should trumpmy above-average
BMI, but rarely is that the case. I see it in
the faces of guys I’mmeeting for the first
time after beingmatched on eHarmony,
even though we’ve exchanged weeks of
witty banter and embarrassing confes-
sions. I hear it in the concerned tones of
mentors and parents who repeat phrases
such as, “You’ve got such a pretty face,”
and “I know you want to bemarried
someday. Do you think losing weight
would help?”
Every ounce of my being cringes

because they’re probably right. And I
hate that. I am talented and opinionated
and passionate and valuable. I am good at
writing andmaking jokes and cleaning.
I would make a wonderful wife. I would
love to pass my days maneuvering amini-
van full of foster kids to soccer games and
recitals and tutoring. None of these things
would be diminished because of my size,
yet none of them seem tomatter because
of my size.
This problem only seems to bemagni-

fied by another byproduct of conservative
Christian culture: the pressure to bemar-
ried.
As a single woman, I often have felt

like an outlier in the church. The natural
assumption is that I want to bemarried,
so to still be single at 27 makes me the
object of pity, scrutiny or, at worst, apathy.
While I do dream of marriage, I feel help-
less in pursuing it when I’ve only experi-

enced rejection frommen in the church.
People assume I should be actively work-
ing toward finding a husband, an exhaust-
ing process that leaves me feeling rejected
and judged as a result of my weight, or I
should be working to lose weight in order
to makemyself a more appealing option.
I’ve had Christians justify this pressure by
dismissing unrealistic beauty standards
with a simple, “Well, men are visual crea-
tures, after all.”

WORSTNIGHTMARE
While I cannot speak for all women, I

can say that being overweight has dimin-
ished (andmost often erased) any inter-
est frommen. I once had a close friend
confide in me that a boy I liked told her
he could never date me, despite being
“attracted to my personality,” because of
my weight, because he was embarrassed
byme. It was my worst nightmare come
true— that my personality does not offer
enough redemption for my looks. That
my body is a great concession that a man
would have to make. That everything that
makes me lovable cannot outweighmy
weight.
Part of this has to do with basic demo-

graphics of the church: For men, it’s a
buyer’s market. With the surplus of godly,
talented, accomplished Christian women,
men can afford to be pickier, holding
tightly to standards of physical attraction,
sense of humor, similar interests, all the
way to taste in coffee.
Women, on the other hand, have

narrowed their lists primarily to non-
negotiables: growing in the Lord, bathing
regularly. That’s it.
And if you are overweight, you can’t

remain that way.When getting to know a
guy, I like to hint at my weight loss jour-
ney (truly a lifelong battle — I remember
being on a self-induced diet when I was 8),
because it seems the only kind of tolerable

fat person is the one who’s not OK being
fat, the one who despises it as much, if not
more, than everyone else.
I’m sure much of what I’m writing will

feel familiar to others struggling with
weight, regardless of their faith walk.
But what’s particular to more traditional
believers is the conviction that my weight
reveals some evidence of spiritual trouble.
Gluttony, after all, is the sin you can see.

Therefore, to be fat is a sin becausemany
believe to be fat is to be a living, breathing
testament to overindulgence or lack of self-
restraint. To be fat is to be a badwitness
for Christ— or so I’ve heard some pastors
preach. How canGod redeem and savemy
life if he’s not even able to helpmemain-
tain a healthyweight? Somehow,my body
is sizable enough to undermine the power
of the Gospel.

BIBLICALBACKUP
I’ve received plenty of lectures armed

with cherry-picked verses. A Christian’s
body is the temple of the Holy Spirit
(1 Corinthians 6:19). We, as believers,
must show self-control in all things
(2 Timothy 1:7). Gluttony, one of the
seven deadly sins, is clearly rebuked in
Scripture (Proverbs 23:20-21).
I’ve been told my weight is a poor

reflection of the stewardship God
demands of me in all things because, after
all, we are “to offer our bodies as living
sacrifices” (Romans 12:1).
Fellow Christians have a biblical man-

date to call out the sin in my life, and with
that action they also can work toward
eliminating an unsightly blemish on the
church roster.
Gluttony, however, seems to be a prob-

lem only when it results in displeasing
physical appearances.
Only with those who consume three

slices of pizza at Bible study and weigh
significantly more than a chart demands

can we assume gluttony is the secret sin.
But at the end of the day, being fat isn’t a

sin. Overindulgence is. A lack of self-con-
trol certainly is. Eating excessive amounts
to fill an emotional void, while not neces-
sarily sinful, is not indicative of a healthy
spiritual life. But being overweight can be
caused by a whole host of things (plum-
metingmetabolisms, hormone imbalance,
thyroid problems, bad genes or even
socioeconomic considerations). Yet these
factors are rarely considered when a well-
meaning friend sends me a link to the
latest fad diet or a man avoids my eye as
he announces to the waitress that no, we
won’t need dessert.
Often, I think others identify me by

three adjectives, and always in this order:
fat, single, Christian. The fat explains the
single, and both of these makeme less of
a Christian— or at least that’s the way it
feels when a pastor tries to convince me
of the spiritual and relational merits of
losing weight.
And, unfortunately, unrealistic body

expectations are just one way we dimin-
ish and derail the value of women in the
church. My weight does not determinemy
worth.
Only by ignoring the shame and embar-

rassment I feel in writing a post like
this can we begin a healthy discussion,
acknowledging the detrimental effects of
our preoccupation with physical beauty.
In my limited dating experience, I can

testify that love isn’t given a chance to
growwithout attraction. While I can’t
fault a man for not being attracted to me,
I can find fault in a church that seeks to
blameme for his lack of attraction. When
it seems that godliness is equated with an
average BMI, I feel like I’ve lost this game
before I even got a chance to play. Dating
is hard enough without having to navigate
body issues and the spiritual deficits that
come in the pockets of my jeans.

By Douglas Kindschi,
Director, Kaufman Interfaith Institute,
GVSU

Last week, we introduced
ImamAbdullah Antepli,
one of our speakers for the

upcoming dialogue, “CanWe
Find Common Ground Between
Israel and Palestine?” The
other panelist will be Donniel
Hartman, an
Orthodox rabbi
and president
of the Shalom
Hartman
Institute in
Jerusalem.
We are joining

the Hauenstein
Center at
Grand Valley
State University and its project
“Common Ground” to explore, in
a respectful manner, this most
volatile topic.
Hartman deeply believes in

the necessity of a Jewish state,
but he is not above criticism of

its behavior. He argues criticism
of one’s community has a long
tradition in Judaism and can be
an act of love.
He seeks to articulate “a vision

of Israel that lives up to the high-
est standards of Jewish values,
morality and democracy.”
In a recent article in the

Times of Israel, Hartman calls
for an Israel “that is simultane-
ously more democratic andmore
Jewish—more Jewish not in
terms of its official laws, but in
its ethics, its values, its culture
… where the quality andmoral
values of what happens within
society are seen as being as
existentially important as the
external boundaries and borders
of the country; where religious
freedom and where human
rights define our society. … And
where Orthodox, secular and
traditional learn from each other
and respect each other. This is
the Israel that I want.”
In an earlier essay, Hartman

warned of a culture developing
in his country “of political fanati-
cism and judgmentalism. On
both sides of the political map,
there are increasing numbers
of individuals who cloak them-
selves in the mantle of certainty
and anoint themselves as judges
over who is in and who is out,
who is loyal and who a traitor.”

RADICALPROPOSALS
He has refused to participate

in a shouting match over these
issues but has drawn controver-
sy about his radical proposals.
For example, rather than build-
ing more settlements, Hartman
argues Israel should build cities
and towns in Israel so those in
theWest Bank settlements will
have a place to move to when
they must leave their residences.
“We need to dream anew and

call upon even greater fortitude
to begin to build a new infra-
structure for the establishment
of tomorrow’s peace,” he writes.

He also has asked penetrating
questions, such as: “How does
Israel balance its legitimate right
of self-defense with the rights
of others? Can a Jewish state
be reconciled with the values of
Jewish pluralism and freedom?
... Not only are we not beyond
criticism, we are in dire need
of committed voices within our
community who will lovingly
challenge Israel to not accept
the status quo and to continue to
strive higher.”
In his recent book, “Putting

God Second: How to Save
Religion From Itself,” Hartman
again stirred controversy. For
him, it is the priority of ethics
that goes back to the famous
story of the seeker who wanted
to learn the essence of Torah
fromRabbi Hillel while stand-
ing on one foot. Hillel’s response
was: “That which is hateful to
you, do not do to others. This is
the whole Torah, and the rest is
commentary. Go and learn.”

He laments that Judaism, “as
in all the great monotheistic
religions, the obsession with
God has been allowed to take
intolerable precedence over that
prime ethical imperative.” He
continues: “Religion is increas-
ingly serving, not as a catalyst for
moral sensitivity, but as a cata-
lyst for national self-righteous-
ness and for isolationism.”
Hartman and Antepli have

been criticized in their com-
munities for their willingness to
engage in dialogue with those
whom somewould see only as
the enemy.We are privileged to
learn from these two religious
leaders who are willing to seek
common ground. Join us in
Grand Rapids at 7 p.m. Sept. 8
as we engage in respectful dia-
logue and discussion on this vital
topic. Because of limited seating,
registration is required. Visit
interfaithunderstanding.org for
information and registration.
Contact: interfaith@gvsu.edu
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The author, left,
says it’s difficult for
overweight people
to date. But dating
as an overweight
conservative
Christian seems
almost impossible.
Appearance does
matter, it seems,
even in the church.
(Submitted photo)

Christian men have a surplus of godly
women from which to choose. However,
overweight men can have trouble attracting
the opposite sex. (Sub mitted photo)

OPINION

Kindschi

Even in the church, everything that is lovable about a person often cannot outweigh their weight


