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all of us? If He finds us beautiful, then
who are we t2 argue? At this poine,

all of us are usually laughiag, and the
giant billboard overhead is forgot-
ten, if only momentarily. Bur it will
rake more than a single, lighthearted

conversation to detox any of us.

The truch is that in spite of my first-
hand experieaces witch the sometimes
humorously conflicting standards

of beauty across different cultures, [
struggle myself to see the beaury in
my body and to recognize its inherent
goodness. I'm not sucked 'n by whiten-
ing creams, but in my own country
there are other kinds of images which
all march in Jock-step con municating
a single imag= of beauty: te maga-
zines at the grocery store check-our,
the pornograshy that sucks so many
into addiction even before they ever
anter a real sexual relationship, and che
ads that assaclt us everywhere. Fora
nation and a world populated with such
vibrantly diverse people of all shapes,
sizes, and colors, the not-quite-human
orojections which populaez this virtual
world are strikingly, monctonously
aniform. More often than not, I find
my real-life, un-airbrushed human
s0dy to be outside the bounds of what
chese images promote as beautiful.

In every era cf human history, there
1ave been absurd caregories of what
s and is not considered beauriful—
we have only to think of corsets in
che U.S. or foor-binding in China
o remind ourselves of the arbitrary
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(and opposing!) ideas of beauty thar
various societies have held over time.
Bur perhaps no othe: generation in
history has had o deal with the scale
of institutionalized szandards of beaury
that we face now. In zoday’s globa -
ized world, all the machinery is in
place to maintain the unpreceden:ed
monopoly of a single, universal idzal.
Nobody really wins m this caste-svstem
of beauzy, but Western, developed
countries exporting their view of the
body new means thac the beauty
industrial complex has also taken on
the featares of an oppressive, interna-
tional empire with all of the racist and
ethnocentric tendencies that envails,

This impossibly limited standard of
beauty is bad enougt, bur behind it
lurks an even deeper deceprion: thar our
bodies <re primarily “or looks anyway.
Before we even learn to evaluate the
appearance of our bodies and compare
them 1o orthers, we've already swal-
lowed the assumprion that our bodies
are artistic objects to be observed and
appraised. Our cultural lens reaches

us that our sexuality and our physical
appearance are the most importang part
of oursclves; they are the main thing we
have to offer, the source of our power,
or the basis of our worth. Thar puss us
in a precarious position, because ance
we have reduced our significance wo
our bodies, then falling short of the
standards our sociery has set for them is
likely ta lead us o the conclusion that
we arent worth much ac all. Popukir

calrure simulaneously over-emphasizes
and under-values the humar body,
and especially the female body.

By the time we're measuring ourselves
against these smandards, we've already
forgotten that Goxd has given us bodies
ta run, jump, play and work in rather
than to merely put on display. Our
bellies are for laughing, our voices are
far singing anc speaking truth into

the world, our arms are for cuddling
cuildren and embracing lovers and
reaching out to the lonely. Our bodies
are beautiful as they give expression

t2 our heares and the workings of our
rinds; they are beautiful as they receive
e warmth and goodness of the world
tirough touch and taste and smell.
There is certainly beauty in the physical
Hrm of our bedies, but it is sacrilege

o reduce such a complex, embodied
oul to a combination of ary number of
cesirable or uadesirable physical traits!

%o how can wz free ourselves and

our world from the stranglehold of

such a destructive way of thinking?

The range of physical acceg tability

& primarily communicated to us
through mass media in the form of
alvertisements and entertainment,

hut because we have come to believe
hem ourselves, we also repeat these
nessages to each other: mether to
daughter, husband to wife, friend to
Tiend, Encountering hundreds or even
-housands of repetitions of our culrure’s
Tessage every day is enough to cause
anyone to begin slowly intzralizing

these cultural ideals as universal truths
which spzn all cultures and centuries,

Having grown up soaking in these
messages myself, I'm still learning what
it means o grow into an acceptance

of myself that includes my body (that
same body that 1 have been raught 10
criticize, discipline, modify, and reject
in pursuit of an impossible ideal). 1
think the healing begins by speaking
the truth against the roar of the lies.
We need to hear the truth reflected
back to us from our communicy and
our Creazor as many t.mes as we've
heard the lies. We can begin disman-
tling the system by beginning to spzak
acceptanze and love over ourselves and
one another, passing cn this sense of
indestructible, God-given worth to
our mothers and daughters and sisters
and frier ds. We can begin to call out
those atczmpts to manufacture inse-
curity for profic when we see them at
the checz-out ling, or seeping into our
own thoughts and conversations,

When we decide as individuals anc
communities to affirm the goodness

of all of pur bodies. the change we
create is sure to begin slowly, on a
small-scale. That'’s how the coming of
the Kingdom usually is. But like tiny
mustard seeds growing into an untuly
plant with surprising reach, this Truch
quietly taking root in our hearts has the
power 1o grow into something which
will truly rransform the landscape of
our lives and of our world, whether or
not it ever takes over the whole ga-den.
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