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Preface

This book tells a story of how American evangelicals see their bodies in light of the
Bible. It emerged from an initial bedazzlement at how lightly and naturally evangelicals in the United States seem to merge their striving for a perfect body with
their deep religious beliefs. Over the course of four years, from 2010 to 2014, I
delved into this topic; read through books, Internet forums, and blogs; watched
Christian television and fitness DVDs; and attended Christian diet groups and fitness classes only to realize that, strange as they might seem, these activities have a
specific place within Christians’ lifeworlds and are shaped by the contemporary
American environment. It is this interplay of an inherent Christian logic and the
impact of a secular society that I want to focus on in this book.
In July 2014, when I completed my dissertation at the Philosophical Faculty of
the Westfälische Wilhelms-University in Münster, Germany, many people had supported me along the way.
First and foremost, I want to express my gratitude to the people I met and talked
to during my fieldwork and who generously offered their time and shared their
knowledge about how they combined their spirituality with their physical health.
While I realize that my rendering and analysis of their accounts may not always
agree with their own understanding, I hope that this book will reflect my serious
respect for the personal accounts and religious convictions I encountered and
recorded. It should be clear from the outset that it is not my intention to judge these
programs from a medical perspective or to find out if and how they work in terms of
losing weight, becoming fit, or growing spiritually. I can and will, however, analyze
them from the perspective of the study of religions.
I am greatly indebted to my academic advisors, Annette Wilke and Courtney
Bender, for sharing their experience and insights. With their perspicacious thinking
and prudent comments, both have enabled me to complete this project. I am especially grateful to Annette Wilke for offering me the opportunity to enroll in a fast-
track PhD program at Münster University and for accompanying and encouraging
my studies over the last years. I express my heartfelt gratitude to Courtney Bender
for the many times we met and discussed various issues relating to my research
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d uring a stay at Columbia University, New York City—and for attending to this
project diligently and knowledgeably ever since.
To colleagues and friends at Münster University and Columbia University and
those I met at various conferences and colloquia over the last years, I am thankful
for their support and help. Special thanks go to Judith Stander, Klaus Brand, Ann-
Kristin Beinlich, Melanie Möller, Sebastian Schüler, Andres Wischnath, and
Bertram Giele. Also the members of the working group “Evangelical, Pentecostal,
and Charismatic Movements” in the German Association for the Study of Religions
(DVRW) have given valuable feedback on various occasions. Corina Delman eliminated manifold affronts to the English prose and cleared out improper Germanisms.
I also thank two anonymous reviewers for helpful comments on the penultimate
version of this book. While all of these people inspired my thinking in many ways
and supported me in different steps of the project, I naturally remain accountable for
flaws and inaccuracies of every kind.
Finally, my family has made this project possible in the first place and has followed it with interest and encouragement through its various stages. Special thanks
to Eva, whose concise revision of the bibliography is only the smallest part of her
contribution to this project.
Münster, Germany

Martin Radermacher
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