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I SCOURGE 
THE BODY ELECTRIC

by Brian Pessaro

The light on my alarm clock says 5:30 a.m. I rub my
eyes with disbelief that I’m up at such a godforsaken
hour. I stand in front of my dresser for what seems like
eternity as I struggle against my desire to crawl back
under the covers. In the end, I conquer . . . sort of.

In the darkness of our bedroom from beneath the
comforter comes the voice of my half-asleep wife, “Don’t
even think about resetting your alarm. Go run.” I groan
and head to the bathroom to get changed. I pull on my
sweatpants and sweatshirt and don my scarf, gloves, and
wool cap. It’s about 35 degrees on this cold December
morning. Apparently, Tallahassee never got the memo
that it’s in Florida. Downstairs in the living room, I
stretch my aching muscles. When I was younger, they
would ache after my workout. Now they ache before I
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begin, as if they’re anticipating the punishment I’m
about to inflict on them.

The first mile of my run is always the slowest, but by
the second I’m warming up and finding my groove. On
the third mile I pass by the lake and shiver at the thought
of being in water that cold. By the fourth mile I’ve
increased my stride, and my kneecaps feel like they’re
about to explode. I see the final part of my route up
ahead, a long hill. I feel tempted to walk, but I resist the
urge and sprint with the last bit of energy I have. At the
top, I slow to a trot and then to a walk and catch my
breath. Despite the frosty weather, my back is drenched
in sweat. As I climb the steps to my front porch, I give
myself a pat on the back for working through the pain.

I’m sure many people, even non-joggers, could relate
to what I’ve just described. When it comes to physical
exercise, there is nothing particularly shocking about the
old adage “no pain, no gain.” What I do next, though,
probably would shock a lot of people, or at a minimum,
strike them as odd.

Back upstairs in the bathroom, I stand naked outside
the shower door. Before entering, I make the Sign of the
Cross and whisper a prayer. “Lord Jesus Christ, I offer up
to you this cold shower in penance for my sins. I also offer
it up as a prayer for . . .” I state the name of the person
and intention for which I am praying, and then I open the
door and step into the shower.

Because I’m still hot with sweat, the initial burst of
water is a shock, but I get used to it. The water isn’t so
much cold as it is cool. I have it at about 70 percent cold.
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After I finish washing, I put my hand on the handle bar
that controls the temperature. I take a deep breath and
crank it the rest of the way to 100 percent. There’s about
a two-second gap where the last of the warmer water
clears out of the pipes, and then it hits me. I gasp as the
water stings my flesh like a hundred ice-cold needles.
This final part of my ritual doesn’t last long. I say four
prayers: an Our Father, a Hail Mary, a Glory Be, and final-
ly, the prayer to St. Michael the Archangel.

Tempting though it is to rush through the words and
be done with it, I force myself to say them at a normal
pace. “St. Michael the Archangel, defend us in battle. Be
our defense against the wickedness and snares of the
devil. May God rebuke him we humbly pray. And do thou,
O prince of the heavenly host, by the power of God, cast
into hell Satan and all the evil spirits who prowl about the
world seeking the ruin of souls.” At the end of the prayer,
I turn off the water and dry off to get ready for work.

Corporal mortification received a lot of press thanks
to The Da Vinci Code. In the weeks leading up to the film’s
release, there was a cornucopia of news stories about
Opus Dei, and in almost every one of them, the topic
would eventually turn to corporal mortification.
Inevitably the story would include a picture or a demon-
stration of the cilice, a spiked metal chain worn by the
celibate members of Opus Dei around their upper thigh
for two hours a day, and/or the “discipline,” a cordlike
whip used once a week against the back or buttocks
while reciting a brief prayer. It became so commonplace
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THIS IS MY BODY
by Elizabeth Wirth

After a year of marriage, my husband and I decided to
start actively trying to have a child. I wanted one so badly,
I ached. We prayed and planned, charted and hoped. The
day I surprised my husband with a positive pregnancy
test, I couldn’t remember being happier. I bought books
on pregnancy, started taking vitamins, and looked for-
ward to a blissful nine months.

Then I got sick. Really sick.
I had to eat Cheerios from the side of the bed in the

morning before I even lifted my head off the pillow. Some
days I could barely get up for exhaustion. I couldn’t open
the refrigerator or dishwasher without vomiting. Yes, I
did go to work every day, but for three months I felt far
worse than I ever had on a “sick day.” Certainly, I knew
that many women experienced far more difficult preg-
nancies and that my suffering was relatively minor. Still,
it amazed me that women around the globe went through
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this routinely. I couldn’t understand a paradigm in which
this would be considered normal.

Of course, I loved the baby growing inside of me. I
was preparing a home for him, avoiding alcohol, soft
cheeses, and sushi, and choosing from 20,001 Baby
Names for him. I was supposed to be excited, glowing,
and anticipatory. But I had never before felt so out of
control.

Friends of mine, due the same month, giggled and
exclaimed over their babies’ first kicks. When I felt my
baby’s first kick, I felt squeamish and even a bit repulsed.
I found it frightening rather than comforting. Here I was,
growing somewhat resentful and increasingly disillu-
sioned. I had chosen this. I had asked for this. I wanted
this. Then why was it so foreign and creepy?

The fact was nothing in my life had prepared me for
pregnancy. I simply had not been taught that my body
was made for childbearing. Even as I write this, it feels
like a betrayal of my gender. How can my body be “for”
anything? I had learned that my body was my own, that
no one could decide anything about it but me. Then what
was going on?

For nine months, another person decided whether I
kept my breakfast down or not. Another was stretching
my skin, making room for himself. Another used me as
an incubator, fed from me, and kicked my organs. As I
looked and felt less and less like the person I had been, I
cried out, “This is my body! What is happening to it?”

I prayed a lot during my pregnancy. I prayed for my
baby’s health. I prayed for him to have a good life. I
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prayed to feel better. I prayed not to throw up in any
embarrassing places. I prayed that labor wouldn’t hurt
too much (I didn’t say these were the noblest prayers).
And I prayed for something to help this make sense.

My questioning only increased during Christopher’s
birth. I was fortunate in that my labor was “textbook,” as
if a textbook could encompass what it is like to give birth
to a child. He was born after eleven hours of labor, no
drugs (the anesthesiologist was “busy”), and the most
energy I’ve ever expended on anything.

But as I was reveling in the beauty of my new baby, I
marveled that my husband’s body was exactly the same
as it had been twenty-four hours before. I could barely
recognize myself. My breasts were feeding troughs, and
my stomach sagged in positions I didn’t think possible.

All my modesty had been stripped away. By the time I
delivered, I remember thinking that anyone could do just
about anything to me and I would hardly notice.

With my body at the weakest point it had ever been, I
embarked on the trial of actually raising my newborn. I
wanted to spend the first night with him, to have him
near me, to welcome him with love. But my body had
reached its physical and emotional limits.

All I could do was cry. The nurses finally asked gently
if I wanted them to take my baby out of the room so I
could sleep. Sobbing, I agreed. It was my first night and
already I felt that I had failed.

A few weeks later, as I cried along with Christopher
one sleepless night, I remembered the words of my Lord
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CONFESSIONS OF AN 
UNDERCOVER VIRGIN

by Anna Broadway

I doubt any artist who moves to New York can avoid
enduring a season of grim poverty. Mine began in May
2004, two years into my East Coast adventure (I moved
there from Arizona), when my contract for a well-paying
editing gig ended. It seemed like a good time to return to
a languishing novel, collect unemployment for a few
months, and figure out where my life was going. But
before long I found more fertile territory to explore. I
began blogging about my sex life (or lack thereof).

At first, my blog, Sexless in the City, was just a way to
negotiate the tension between my desire to serve God by
staying chaste—no matter what—and a sneaking suspi-
cion he was gypping me out of life’s good stuff by pro-
longing my search for a husband into my late twenties
(patience has never been my strong suit). But from this
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conflict an original character was born: Anna Broadway
(my nom de plume)—a Jesus freak whose romantic misad-
ventures were almost exclusively drawn from dates with
horny, freaked-by-Jesus men.

Anna’s blogging was heavy on sarcastic self-
deprecation and bawdy observations about dating and
men . . . light on Christianity. Let’s just say Anna—I—
wasn’t really “out” about my chastity or relationship
with God. After all, I wanted to hold and expand my
burgeoning audience, didn’t I? Instead, I kept the spot-
light on my stories; there were no lack of wacky,
naughty adventures to retell. And while faithful readers
could eventually guess why many men wandered
through my life but never into my bed, I stayed coy
about my status as a virgin.

Then came Jeff Sharlet—a religion journalist writing
about the “new generation of young men and women”
who were “embracing celibate life.” He featured me
prominently in his exposé. In a whirlwind two weeks—
marathon holiday-weekend interview, photo shoot, and
cover story in Rolling Stone—I was outed. Magazine cover
lines labeled me part of a “new virgin army” in which I
supplied “fire, brimstone, and brains.” The article raised
no little hoo-ha; within days page-views for Sexless had
doubled, tripled, and even quadrupled. And with the
readers came e-mails and comments about my chastity.

It was a shock. Before, I’d always been reluctant to
disclose personal facts too quickly about my lack of a sex
life. With men, it was a vulnerability best revealed on
subsequent dates (if we got that far), or when I would
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eventually explain why I couldn’t see them anymore. I’d
keep my secret, use them for a few drinks, flirtation,
and dates, then accept the inevitable parting of ways
that followed.

But after the Rolling Stone story was published, and
once I inked a book deal with Random House based on
my blog, that wasn’t an option any longer. There was no
way to talk about my life and work without disclosing my
“secret.” And that clearly destroyed my chances of giving
out my phone number or even exchanging much flirta-
tion with any secular man I’d meet.

But it wasn’t just that I couldn’t get away with an
undercover virgin’s flirtation anymore; I had to reckon
with who I was and what I claimed to stand for.

Though I’d always considered myself a girl who didn’t
play games with men, looking back I can see I was deceiv-
ing myself. Each time I dated a man who didn’t share my
faith, I wasn’t playing straight with him.

While these guys knew I was a Christian, most didn’t
assume chastity was part of being religious. And while
not all men were as crass as the one who told me, “Call me
when you wanna f—k,” none of the ones I dated were up
for a girlfriend committed to pre-marital virginity (and
not just in the “technical” sense). After I started Sexless
in the City, I began to realize this, but I still wasn’t ready
to be honest.

But the Rolling Stone article forced me to a bracing deci-
sion: Did I care more about readers’ approval and men’s
attention (both of which I thought depended on maintain-
ing shock ’n’ awe) or the approval of my Lord? Was I going


