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F E AT U R E S

As I stealthily slipped the body of Christ into my pocket,  
I prayed that no one was watching.

Anorexia in the 
communion line
by Ryan Althaus
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colon cancer diagnosis stole my sense of innocence and 
security. My faith foundation at the time was flippant to 
say the least—limited to an occasional Sunday school class 
that my recovering Catholic mother would send my sister 
and me to around Easter. Since the church and the distant 
deity of the church’s coloring pages did not provide much 
in terms of support or solace, I tried to regulate the array of 
unpleasant emotions I couldn’t control by turning to things 
I could: food and exercise. 

In the five years that followed, spanning my father’s ini-
tial diagnosis and death, Ed taught me many valuable les-
sons. He taught me how to starve o! feelings of inner guilt 
by skipping meals, how to exhaust away obtrusive anxiety 
by running laps around the yard until my legs gave out, and 
how to fill the void in my soul with the Hostess snack cakes 
I kept stashed under my bed. 

D uring this same time, I was introduced to another 
intriguing individual, thanks to our school’s Young 

Life program. This was an ancient ascetic called Jesus 
whose life seemed to support my self-deprecating prac-
tices. It wasn’t his teachings, miracles, or divine identity 
that drew me in so much as his suffering. This was when 
Ed got ecclesiastical. 

I can still feel the holy sensation of emotional, spiritual, 
and physical lightness that came when I first skipped lunch 
in response to hearing of Jesus’ fast in the desert. A part 
of me still loathes the image of the White, middle-class 
boy who met me in the mirror upon reading about Christ’s 
love of the least of these—a guilt-ridden reflection of privi-
lege that poured out from our home’s overstocked pantries 
and continues to speak to me through messages of social 
justice.

Strange how Ed can turn messages of social salvation 
into messages of self-hatred. I still remember how films 
about Christ’s death on the cross motivated me to weave 
my own metaphorical crown of thorns. Suffering was 
my only means of understanding a salvation that I didn’t 
deserve. 

Unfortunately, what I failed to grasp through those sto-
ries of persecution and compassion was the concept of grace 
that Jesus’ fasting, su!ering, and selflessness represented. 
Ed wasn’t interested in grace. My calling was su!ering, not 
forgiveness. Ed was the false prophet of penitence without 
end. 

The inclination to avoid food in the name of penitence 
runs deep in the Christian tradition, from Paul’s teachings 
to the early church in Rome, through the extreme asceti-
cism of the desert tradition, right to contemporary culture’s 
resurgence in the celebration of restrictive eating. As an 
anorexic, Lent was my favorite season. It was a culturally 
sanctioned time to pursue fasting as a form of spiritual 
power.

T H E B ODY OF C H R I ST, B ROK E N F OR YOU.  My palms 
were sweating and my jaw clenched as I shu#ed 
forward, the wayfaring anorexic in a line of wor-
shipers. 

The body of Christ, broken for you. The aroma of freshly 
baked bread intensified as the ritual unfolded around me, 
teasing my starved soul and stomach while the stream of 
impervious parishioners partook in a common meal of sal-
vation. I stepped up to the plate. 

The carbohydrates of Christ, but not for you—the broken. 
These stigmatic words stabbed me like a nail in the hand that 
I then used to break o! the most minuscule possible crumb 
of Christ. It’s amazing how mental illness can manipulate a 
message.

I turned and bowed my head as I approached the next 
element of isolation—outwardly a portrayal of piety and 
prayerfulness, but inwardly an acknowledgment of my 
deep-seated inclination toward self-impoverishment and 
starvation.

The blood of Christ, shed for you. A wave of jealousy 
washed over me as the devoted disciples before me dipped 
their freshly broken bread and delighted in the taste of 
grape-flavored grace. 

The blood of Christ, shed for you. I rehearsed the move in 
my mind, knowing that the Welch’s which awaited me would 
add a layer of complexity to my communion connivery. I 
would need to stir the surface just enough to appease the 
unassuming elder but not so much as to allow the bread to 
soak up any of the blood-shaded sugar water. I stepped up 
to the cup. 

The burden of the cross, bestowed upon you. Another nail 
stabbed at my soul, causing me to cringe as I skimmed the 
surface of the juice with my bread-shielding finger. Again 
I bowed my head—praying not that I would be filled with 
the spirit of the living Christ but that no one was watch-
ing as I stealthily slipped his bloodless body into my pocket. 
Tears welled up in my eyes, and guilt—not bread nor body, 
blood nor wine—filled my forgiveness-starved stomach as I 
went back to my seat, alone and empty amid a community 
of Christians.

 

T he voice in my head that “blessed” that loaf of gluten-
ous gluttony and cup of empty calories that Sunday 

morning was not an elder, not Christ whom they quoted, but 
an old adversary I’ve come to call Ed. Ed is not any ancient 
saint, mystic, or martyr. Ed is an acronym for eating disorder, 
the personification of a long and misguided quest for piety 
through self-punishment. Despite Ed’s popularity in con-
temporary culture, his origins extend far beyond the mirrors, 
scales, and magazine photos of a superficial society and deep 
into antiquity. 

I was seven years old when I first made Ed’s acquain-
tance, roughly the same time that my father’s terminal 
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willful longing by God so that she might experience true 
union with the Divine. 

Take this as evidence to be careful what you pray for. 
Because when these favors were indeed granted, the God 
whom Julian encountered was very di!erent from the God 
she expected. Hers was a union of love, not wrath. We need 
not strive to initiate union with the Divine through starva-
tion, exertion, or any other means of self-induced su!ering, 
because divine union is a given. It always has been. The 
mystic-minded seeker must do the one thing that is often 
the most di$cult for the anorexia-inclined ascetic: enjoy 
and accept it.

Enjoyment. It is the most divine and unifying of all emo-
tions, as well as that of which the eucharistia, or thanksgiv-
ing, meal was originally intended. My palms still sweat and I 
still pause before consuming the consecrated body of Christ 
on the first Sunday of the month. However, I now do so in 
awe and gratitude, not guilt. Divine union is, indeed, a given. 
It is an experience of ine!able grandeur, readily awaiting all 
who free themselves from the ego’s false conviction that we 
must earn grace. Christ came that we might have life and 
have life in abundance.  

R YA N  A LT H A U S   is the San Jose inclusion advocate for the 
Presbyterian Church (USA) and author of From Emaciated to 
Emancipated. 

But now, in my recovery, I see Lent not only as a time to 
dwell on the brokenness of the world or on emptiness of 
spirit but also a season to reflect on our ability to mend the 
world and fill our soul with true sustenance. I see now how 
seasons of scarcity might allow us to reflect on our abun-
dance and grow in community in Christ.

But too often in the Christianity I have known as an 
anorexic, guilt leads to a sense of undeservingness, which 
leads to isolation. Religious fasting is theoretically a call to 
feast on faith—a spiritual smorgasbord that far supersedes 
any Friday evening fish fry—and religious ritual should 
encourage us to love and accept ourselves so that we might 
share in the plenty. Fasting might be about fulfillment, not 
starvation; almsgiving might be about abundance, not 
impoverishment. But unfortunately, this was not how I was 
able to see it.

W e see a fascinating trajectory in the life of medie-
val mystic Julian of Norwich. Julian’s quest for a 

divine encounter pushed her to pray for a threefold favor 
of suffering from God through which she could behold the 
crucifixion in comprehension of Christ’s suffering and 
compassion, be made deathly ill to the point that she’d 
be purged of herself and able to live fully in Christ, and 
be granted three wounds of compassion, contrition, and 

It wasn’t Jesus’ teachings, miracles, or 
divine identity that drew me in so much as his 
suffering. This was when my eating disorder 
got ecclesiastical.
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D O N N A  P U C C I A N I   is a Chicago poet whose latest book is Edges.

A children’s game, to be sure,
played on lawn, sidewalk,
or ideally in the middle of the street
when tra$c abated. The leader

called out “Green Light,”
during which a ragged group
of ten-year-olds scrambled 
to overtake each other, until
the words “Red Light” forced
a stop. Those who kept going,
hurtling on after the dictum, 
were ejected from the game.

We knew exactly when 
to run like hell across 
whatever terrain teased our feet,
shod in red Keds, ready to go.

And we knew when to stop,
to wait for the voice of It,
a god of sorts, to halt us
in our tracks. We stilled ourselves,
often balancing on one foot,
one leg rooted to the ground,
the other extended in some strange
ballet, under the wheeling dervishes
of stars in the invisible twilight 
of summer.

Red Light, Green Light
by Donna Pucciani
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If affordable housing has become a watercooler  conversation 
of our time, zoning reform is one of the next logical topics of 
interest. In their new books, Nolan Gray and Robert Ellick-
son take up the topic of zoning. Both assign the bulk of solv-
ing the broken system to the same group of people, but the 
books have quite di!erent audiences and styles.

It might be helpful to pause here and provide a dictionary 
definition of zoning. Merriam-Webster defines it as “the act 
or process of partitioning a city, town, or borough into zones 
reserved for di!erent purposes (such as residence or business); 
also : the set of ordinances by which such zones are established 
and regulated.” Why zoning was created is, perhaps surprisingly, 
a question with more than one definitive answer. There are also 
multiple answers to whether zoning is good or bad and whether 
it can be reformed. Gray’s and Ellickson’s books can help launch 
important discussions about where we started with zoning and 
where we might go as municipalities and as a country.

Gray is a professional city planner with experience in zon-
ing policy in New York City. He currently lives in Los Angeles, 
where he is completing a PhD in urban planning. Arbitrary Lines 
is written not only for city planners but for citizens like me who 
care about city planning but hold no degrees or formal training. 
I have been to just enough city council and planning and zoning 
meetings to laugh somewhat knowingly at Gray’s anecdotes and 
asides. For example, after encouraging readers to explore their 
own city’s zoning map, Gray writes, “Neither I nor Island Press 
can be held liable for any emotional distress you experience 
while trying to make heads or tails of your local zoning code!”

Arbitrary Lines has more in its favor than humor. It incorpo-
rates stories and snapshots—good and bad—from various cities 

into a compelling explanation for how we 
got here as a country. Crucial to this his-
tory is the way Gray pulls apart zoning 
from city planning; they are not synon-
ymous. Zoning is “how government reg-
ulates land uses and densities on private 
land in most US cities and suburbs.” In 
an appendix titled “What Zoning Isn’t,” 
he provides “a wonky exploration of the 
broader planning ecosystem beyond zon-
ing—which regulates everything from 
stormwater runo! to building safety.”  

More important is a thesis that Gray 
returns to throughout the book in vari-
ous ways: that “zoning is not a good insti-
tution gone bad.” Rather, Gray argues, 

“zoning is a mechanism of exclusion 
designed to inflate property values, slow 
the pace of new development, segregate 
cities by race and class, and enshrine 
the detached single-family house as the 
exclusive urban ideal—always has been.” 
While it is commonly argued that zoning 
began at a time when industrial plants 
could too easily invade a residential 
neighborhood, Gray unpacks examples 
such as Berkeley, California’s 1916 zon-
ing ordinance to show how quickly the 
intent of zoning transformed into eco-
nomic and racial segregation.

Ellickson, who taught property and 
urban law at Yale Law School, seems to 
have written America’s Frozen Neighbor-
hoods for academics and attorneys. The 
writing is fairly technical and weighed 
down with jargon. I assume that an 
expert in property law would hum along 
through the book with no problem, but 
as I plodded through it, I found myself 
a bit resentful at times. Still, I am glad 
I persisted because the book made me 
look hard at two disciplines I respect but 
do not read about regularly, zoning sta-
tistics and market economics.

Ellickson takes a geographic ap -
proach, using case studies to o!er very 
detailed tours of three areas: Silicon Val-
ley, the Greater New Haven area, and the 
northwestern portion of Greater Austin. 
Readers will appreciate learning the 
histories of these three areas, how zon-
ing was implemented, and how zoning 
shaped the areas. The middle portion of 
the book contains a rather dry narrative 

Why do we partition our 
cities?

Two new books help explain the problem of 
zoning, one of the main public policy drivers of the 
affordable housing crisis.

by Meggan Manlove

Arbitrary Lines: How 
Zoning Broke the 

American City and 
How to Fix It 

By M. Nolan Gray
(Island Press)

America’s Frozen 
Neighborhoods: The 

Abuse of Zoning 

By Robert C. Ellickson
(Yale University Press)


