The Path to Worthiness

Written and lived by Bonnie Green

There are early photos of me in my dad’s arms, his inability to be “close” evident by the arms length in which he held me.  The same could be said of my mother. . . “arms length”.  Maybe that’s why I struggled with feelings of unworthiness.  And for me, it manifested in my need to be perfect.  

I had to have the “perfect” body.  Most students put on 10 pounds when they go to college.  Not me! My freshman year I ate one cracker with a small piece of cheese; that was my breakfast and lunch.  For dinner, a green salad with dressing.  My eating disorder actively continued through my early 30’s, resulting in late night binges and starving myself the next day and/or working out for three hours straight.  I saw a male counselor at the Indiana University Medical Center.  He sat in a chair, expressionless and began asking me how I felt about every part of my body.  And I mean EVERY part.  

“How do you feel about your eyes?”

“My eyes are fine. . . they’re brown.”

“How do you feel about your breasts?  Your nipples?”

I thought the guy was a pervert; I nearly walked out.  

“How do you feel about your stomach?”   

Now he got my attention.   “I don’t feel good about my stomach.  I wish it were flatter.  It is the one area of my body I am not satisfied with; it’s where I immediately put on my weight.”

Then he said something that stuck with me since:  “There is beauty in imperfection”.  He invited me to stand naked in front of a mirror (no, not there in his office, but when I got home. . .) looking at my body in full instead of zeroing in on my stomach (which I normally did).  To this day, I do this exercise and it shifts me into feeling gratitude for how I look; imperfections and all.   

“I don’t have crabs.”  This was my line in one of the college plays I was in.  Enter PJ, the director.   He was artistic; he was sensual.  I was 21 years old with limited sexual experience.  It wasn’t “love”, but I wanted to explore.  And boy did we explore.   One day, I felt a tingling; a burning sensation when I went to the bathroom.  I didn’t know what it was so I went to the Student Health Care Center.   

The nurse practitioner told me I had Herpes Simplex Two.  This was 30 years ago; Herpes was NOT commonplace; I had never heard of it.  “Oh, what do I take for this?”

“There is nothing you can take; you will have this for the rest of your life.  Your chances of cervical cancer have increased.  You can pass this along to future partners  You can pass this along to your unborn children. .  There is nothing you can do.”

I walked out of the office numb.  “WHO will ever want me again?  I am not good enough; I am not worthy. I remembered what my dad used to say, “The Man Who Marries you WILL have to be a saint.”

The initial outbreak was SO painful I was not able to relax enough to go to the bathroom.   For six months one outbreak would end and another would begin.   I went to the student health center; this time a male physician painted a different picture:

 “Although you are experiencing a VERY intense time, the outbreaks will taper off.  You will not pass them on to your unborn children unless you are having an outbreak during childbirth.  ..then you have a Caesarian.  You can help prevent spreading it to future passing with condoms and avoiding intercourse during outbreaks.”  

Our meeting left me with hope; I would not be “scarred” for life; someone will see me and love me for whom I am.  And that did happen.  Many times.

Eventually, I came to appreciate herpes.  I know this sounds strange.  While meditating years later I realized the outbreaks represented my feelings of unworthiness, as they typically flared up when I entered a new relationship.    I felt, deep down, as if I wasn’t worthy of him, and what better way to keep my partner “at arm’s length” than to get a herpes outbreak. 

Embracing this transformed my relationship with Herpes.  The symptoms become a sign I was not feeling self-love and to look further within and discover why.  I’m doing theater again.  I’m stepping through my characters into MY truth; my “I am worthy!”   

Today, my need to be perfect doesn’t drive me.  I am happy with my body.  I recognize I AM perfect, even in my imperfection there is beauty.  I used to feel shame when telling a new boyfriend I had herpes and here I am sharing it with YOU.  I am building a relationship with the little girl within who longed for closeness, raising her up to stand beside me in celebration of the journey, the lessons, and the worthy Goddess we are today.  

And, I never, EVER hold her at arms’ length.

(After applause)

ADDENDUM: 

BONNIE: “If you suspect you might have an eating disorder or know somebody who does, there are many campus resources and support groups that can help. You’re not alone. On the back counter you will find information for (Eating or counseling resource agency name goes here).  Plus, there is information about how to avoid sexual transmitted diseases in the back. Please take this information and pass it on. Thank you.
