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Note: This article was previously published in 
Spirituality & Health’s November-December 2007 issue. 

I know we live in a fat-obsessed culture. We all 
know it. Hollywood and the fashion industry are 
emaciated. Tabloids portray weight gain as the mark of 
fallen stardom and the ultimate disgrace of our female 
show biz icons, who then rise again through heroic 
dieting victories to become the poster children for 
weight-loss franchises. Phrases such as “low fat,” “no 
fat,” “fat-free,” and “zero calories” are associated with 
virtuous eating and moral goodness, while Americans, 
per capita, are slugging down gallons of diet soft drinks 
and pounds of hydrogenated-fat-laden processed 
foods. We are a nation standing in front of a funhouse 
mirror, but nobody’s laughing. Our body images are so 
distorted that some sort of meaningful, transformative 
intervention is in order. 

So what qualifies a skinny middle-aged guy to 
speak for the rehabilitation of our relationship with fat? 
Hard-won experience. I am someone who, through great 
personal effort, went from “fat-phobic” to “fat-philic”—
first I feared it; now I appreciate it. Though my Ph.D. is 
in theological ethics, I have spent the last dozen or so 
years teaching human anatomy workshops in cadaver 
laboratories across the U.S. and abroad. When I began 
studying human anatomy in the dissection laboratory, 
I had an inkling that there might be greater merit to 
the fatty layer of fascia just beneath our skin than was 
commonly attributed to it. That’s because in addition 
to my academic studies, I also was certified in massage 
therapy and Rolfing®. Rolfers have a keen interest in 
the body’s amazing layers of connective tissue, which 
wrap, relate, and interpenetrate all of the other tissues 
of our human form. I followed that interest straight into 
the dissection laboratory so I could see for myself what I 
was feeling in my body and in the bodies of my clients.

Seeing the Layers

When medical students dissect during their 
first year of schooling, scant attention is devoted to 
understanding the inherent complexity of superficial 
fascia, the first loose connective tissue just beneath 
the skin, commonly known as the adipose . .. or fat. 
Students are instructed to find various nerves, vessels, 
and muscles by dissecting their cadavers region by 

region. This is a bit of a treasure hunt because fatty 
deposition is always present between skin and the 
deep fibrous fascia surrounding the muscle tissue. So 
students must repeatedly remove sections of these 
superficial tissues from each area of the body, but they 
never actually see the adipose layer altogether. Time 
is at a premium and this tissue obscures what they are 
required to know for their exams. The students may 
actually get a bit impatient and even annoyed with 
the adipose after a while. Med students, like most of 
us, are pre-conditioned with all sorts of judgments 
about fat, and there it is, again and again, blocking 
their progress to the muscles, nerves, and blood 
vessels. And the curriculum places no demand upon 
them to understand it comprehensively. When I first 
encountered the fat-bearing superficial fascia of the 
cadaver, I found it rather disturbing. It turns out that’s 
because I was disturbing it! Although I knew from my 
bodywork trainings that this structure beneath our 
skin was an integral fabric, continuous from head to 
toe, I followed the standard manuals and dissected it 
region by region, just like the medical students. Lacking 
any finesse with my hands or scalpel, I obliterated the 
delicate structuring web of connective tissue in which 
those golden lipid cells are suspended. You can no more 
understand the fat layer by dissecting it this way than 
you can understand the nature of butterflies by ripping 
them to pieces. The parts will never, ever convey a 
sense of the whole. It was so profoundly disturbing to 
me to break up the adipose layer this way that I had 
nightmares, and the prospect of returning to the lab 
filled me with deep dread.

Who’s on the Table?

When you go into the human form, it’s as if you’re 
standing before the whole universe, and it’s a mirror 
that reflects your own whole self as you’ve never before 
seen it. As you delve into a human body, you find not 
only what was in that person’s form but what lives 
within your own form. It’s a chance to drop down 
through the layers, to see each and every vibration of 
your own self. Some of it you’ll love, and some of it 
you’ll hate, but hopefully, you will begin to develop 
a more mature relationship with your whole self. 
This isn’t always your intention, as a medical student 
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or a surgeon, when you do whole body dissection. 
Nevertheless, it’s what happens—it can’t help but 
happen, because it’s you there on the table. It’s an 
experience of being touched—every time you touch, you 
are touched. 

I came to believe that the regional dissection 
method sometimes does more to hide than to reveal 
the integral nature of who we all are, so when I began 
to teach, I tossed aside my dissection manuals with 
their regional approaches and their quest for discrete 
“parts.” In order to give my students an experience of 
an integrated body—the whole body—I decided that we 
would dissect the whole body simultaneously, one layer 
at a time. 

What we beheld was a rare vision of beauty: the 
entire superficial fascia of the human form as a unity—a 
glorious, shapely yellow fleece. It was obvious that we 
were looking at something elemental, an essential aspect 
of our bodily life previously under-appreciated and 
overlooked. My own “fat obsession” took on an entirely 
new character: What were the powers and importance 
of this tissue? I became obsessed with knowing the 
answers.

Appreciation Leads to Acceptance

I couldn’t find a picture in any anatomy book that 
portrayed what we were looking at, yet the adipose 
layer is one of the most basic shaping elements of every 
human body, and particularly of a woman’s body. 
We had such a different experience of this rare vision 
because we wanted to look at the adipose and observe 
its integrity. We chose to stay with the layer. We wanted 
to appreciate it, rather than get past something normally 
considered onerous, and we committed the time and 
energy to do so. Appreciation is a prerequisite for 
acceptance and real understanding. When we judge and 
compartmentalize instead of looking for what there is to 
appreciate in something or someone, neither acceptance 
nor meaningful change of outlook are likely to follow.

My change of outlook did not happen instantly, 
and it is a result of one thing: My fascination and drive 
to understand has always just outpaced my fears and 
dread. It took years of handling and exploring the tissue 
in all of its fascinating variability and complexity to 
come to the place of respect and appreciation I hold 
for it now. It took repeatedly facing and releasing layer 
upon layer of my own judgments and discomfort to find 
relief from my cultural predispositions and distorted 
emotions regarding adipose. 

I now believe that the layer of fat just beneath the 
skin is not some sort of inert baggage dragged about by 
the “living” part of our body. It’s alive, too, just like the 
rest of us! It’s not a demon to be driven out; it belongs 
there. The fat layer is a form of human expression, and it 
has a lot to say. So just as the hand cannot say to the foot, 

“I don’t need you,” likewise the head cannot say to the 
fat, “Be gone!”

The Energy of Adipose

The specific vibrational quality of each layer of 
the body—whether adipose or skin, muscle or bone—
contributes essentially to the harmony comprising an 
integrated, embodied person. In the same way that your 
eyes and ears and nose interpret particular frequencies 
of vibration, the varying composition of your skin, 
adipose, deep fascia, muscle, membranes, organs, 
bones, and nerves both emit and absorb frequencies in a 
manner characteristic of their particular structure.

I have had the privilege of observing many groups 
of professionals working intently to dissect a given 
layer. When they do, there is a distinct quality to the 
experience generated by the different tissues. Before I 
had much consciousness of the powerful charge carried 
by the adipose layer, we would remove it mainly by 
hand. The sometimes loose interface between the 
superficial and deep fascia allows for this type of blunt 
dissection, but it’s at the cost of invariably breaking it 
up. So after observing and appreciating the continuity 
and integrity of the adipose over the whole body, we 
would basically tear it apart to reveal the deep fascia 
beneath. Opening Pandora’s box should be preferred to 
this technique! 

When the tearing of the adipose began, some in 
the group would become possessed with the mission to 
see the job through, while others would be reeling from 
the pace, or need to cry, or even sense pain in their own 
adipose. After one of these experiences, a distraught 
student approached me accusingly, saying, “You created 
this madness by the way you told us to do this!” I 
replied with what I’d believed until that moment: “The 
adipose just seems to bring all this out in folks! Breaking 
it up this way carries an inherent emotional charge, and 
that charge is different for different people.” Obviously 
dissatisfied with my reply, she left me standing there to 
ponder her comments.

Over time, the truth that she’d spoken deeply 
transformed my own! I realized that because the process 
did, in fact, have this observable impact, I needed to 
be a hundred times more considerate than I had been. 
I needed to take a slower, gentler approach with the 
dissection process for the sake of all involved. Now 
when I dissect this tissue with a group, we not only 
observe its integrity while it’s on the body, but we also 
try to demonstrate that same integrity as it’s coming 
off. If we can, we remove the adipose as the continuous 
fabric that it is. Rather than provoking a frenzy, the 
process now fills us with amazement and awe. And 
there is no aftermath of nightmares. People in the class 
who are more filled out in their adipose layer gain 
conviction of the physical beauty inherent in their own 
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form, just as they are. They become better connected to 
the positive aspects of their particular endowment. 

A Different Kind of Sense Organ

The living adipose is basically liquid energy and 
raw power suspended in a web of piezoelectrically 
conductive collagen fibers. Through it are transmitted 
fields of information from our external environment to 
the depths of our bodies at all times. The adipose layer 
is replete with specialized smooth muscle cells, whereby 
the tissue tone is maintained and adjusted. It is as if 
our soft coating of fat is a living antenna of the most 
sensitive kind, receiving from without and broadcasting 
within the waves of information that surround us. Like 
the skin, it is a great sense organ, a sensual wrap. But 
I posit that rather than conducting the signals it picks 
up primarily along electrochemical pathways to the 
brain in our skull, it is primarily conducting its signals 
electromagnetically to the brain in our gut. It’s fast! 
When you feel the creepy guy on the subway platform 
staring at you from behind, you look to confirm what 
you already perceived with your adiposal antenna 
and immediately felt in your gut. The thinking brain is 
relatively late to pick up on what’s going on. You turn 
and look in response to the feeling, not the other way 
around. Cascades of hormonal release follow.

Likewise, a pregnant woman’s adipose layer grows 
not only as a resource to support and nourish her 
baby but also to heighten her sensitivity to the baby’s 
coos and cries and to any potential dangers in their 
environment. She grows her inner pillow to comfort her 
child and also to resonate more perfectly with her baby’s 
body, the lines of whose form are a delicious portrait 
of the fat beneath its skin. Babies and mommas feel 
everything! Left to their own devices, they are incredibly 
attuned. Their tissues share a common frequency, like 
two tuning forks of different octaves, momma fat and 
baby fat, singing lullabies in perfect resonance. 

When we diminish fat, we diminish all that. When 
we place it in the bucket uninspected, when we discard 
a 30- to 40+-pound organ without a thought as to its 
potential power and role in our lives, we overlook and 
miss out on something big! We undercut a feminine 
aspect and a childlike capacity present in us all. We 
leave a gift unwrapped. I pray that we all might shine 
some light on that gift, to more fully witness and 
embrace our whole selves.

The Future of Fat

I do not pretend to know all of the properties and 
potencies of the adipose layer of the human body; I 
would like to, though! Short of a lot more research, we 
are left to rank speculation. The issues that surround fat 
in our culture involve our health, politics, the balance 
of power, economics, class, race, gender, discrimination, 
and more. By studying the adipose layer as a gift rather 
than a curse, a different set of questions can emerge 
beyond “Am I thin enough?” 

“How can I lose 10 pounds?” “How can I control 
my weight?” and “How fat is too fat?” From a place of 
appreciation, we can ask and explore exactly what the 
adipose layer is, free from shame and angst. We can be 
thrilled by the inherent powers of our bodies, blessed 
by the gifts that we all share in common, and excited to 
tap into the full potential of our whole and integrated 
selves. We really can lighten up a bit around fat!

A Parable of Fat’s Creation

And creating them in Her own image and likeness, 
Goddess says, “Let there be fat.” And there is fat, to 
envelope and warm the whole bodies of the man and 
the woman. To both of them are given this great gift, 
in different measure, according to their particular 
perfections. To the woman, in greater measure is fat 
given. A mantel of sensitivity and sensuality Goddess 
grants her in this luminous fleece beneath her skin. 
The lines of her form are thus distinguished from the 
man’s, augmenting her breasts and hips and belly and 
bottom, rooting her thighs like trunks to earth’s molten 
core, rich stores of yellow sap just below her surface. 
This soft layer deep to her skin gives shape to the 
woman’s power, for here she stores her resource, here 
she draws to herself her love in sensual embraces, here 
she comforts and feeds her children, nuzzling swirls 
of pillowed mounds and fountains of nourishment for 
body and spirit. Here she finely attunes her perception 
of everything and everyone around her—the movement 
of the animals, the sounds of the night, the order of the 
stars, sun and moon, the cycling of the seasons, and the 
echo of every beating heart, rippling subtle waves of 
feeling through the delicate, wise web of listening flesh. 
Here she embeds the wisdom of “Her will be done” with 
all that she senses and knows. Adorned with her bright 
yellow dream coat, the woman dances; her form flies, 
undulates, and rolls, mapping stories in space, stirring 
the hearts and minds and bodies of all who dare move 
with every morsel of her now. 

- G.H.

Resources

GilHedley.com—for still lab images and free audios to help you appreciate the adipose through guided meditation.

cosm.org—Alex Grey’s Chapel of Sacred Mirrors, visionary anatomic art.

abcgallery.com—classic art capturing the beauty of women’s forms.


