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The Guest House


This being human is a guest house.


Every morning a new arrival.


A joy, a depression, a meanness,


some momentary awareness comes


as an unexpected visitor.


Welcome and entertain them all!


RUMI, 1207–1273














Part I

SPIRITUALITY WITHOUT STEREOTYPES


Arguments for atheism can be divided into two main categories: those that dispute the existence of god and those that demonstrate the ill effects of religion.


CHRISTOPHER HITCHENS, 1949–2011


We have to stop saying when something like this that happened in Paris today, we have to stop saying, well, we should not insult a great religion. First of all, there are no great religions. They’re all stupid and dangerous—and we should insult them and we should be able to insult whatever we want. That is what free speech is like.


BILL MAHER, 1956–


I kind of thought it was the job of a chaplain to be insensitive to atheists.


TED CRUZ, 1970–


Look at these Christians, how they love one another.


TERTULLIAN, 160–220


Why can’t the freedom to acknowledge God be enjoyed again by children in every schoolroom across this land?


PRESIDENT RONALD REAGAN, 1911–2004


Hi I’m Ron Reagan.… lifelong atheist, not afraid of burning in hell.


RON REAGAN JR., 1958–


I do not fear Satan half so much as I fear those who fear him.


TERESA OF AVILA, 1514–1582


Believe me, if I run and I win, I will be the greatest representative of the Christians they’ve had in a long time.


DONALD TRUMP, 1946–


In heaven, all the interesting people are missing.


FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE, 1844–1900














Chapter 1


My Multifaith Moment at Marshall’s


WHEN A STRANGER STARTED TALKING to me in the long checkout line at Marshall’s, I welcomed the distraction. We commiserated about the inefficiencies of the system and both swore we wouldn’t be coming back to this store again. In other words, we exchanged pleasantries and lied to each other.


But as the time passed, both of us standing there with nothing to do, he started to talk about real things. It was one of those strangely intimate meetings. He wanted to talk, I was ready to listen, and the lady in front of us was processing a massive return from an earlier bad shopping day.


Before we started talking, I had noticed that he was wearing a turban, a sign of Sikh religion. But we weren’t talking about religion, thank God. Standing in line in the suburbs of Chicago, he told me he had been raised in India, moved to Chicago as an adult, but now most of his family lived in London. That included his favorite elderly aunt, a woman who was dearer to him than any living relative. Now she was dying, across the ocean in London, and he was trying to figure out whether to purchase an incredibly expensive airline ticket right away so that he could go to his aunt’s dying bedside before she passed away, or whether he should wait and fly to London later, for her inevitable funeral.


“What would you do?” he asked me with a catch in his throat.


His emotion and openness startled me, so I deflected by asking more questions, heading straight to the land of logistics, where I was more comfortable. Could he make two trips? What were the family’s expectations? Was his aunt alone or did she have others by her side? Had he heard about the various discount air travel websites? Why not make both trips? What exactly was his financial situation?


“Well, I’m shopping at Marshall’s!” he replied, and that made us both laugh. He knew he could not afford to go to London twice. He could barely afford to go once. Last-minute airline travel is expensive. Like most people, he was on a budget, hence his presence at an understaffed discount store. He had to make a choice.


Should he break the bank to buy the last-minute ticket that would get him to her dying bedside in twenty-four hours and say good-bye to his aunt in person? Or should he save the money and plan ahead, to go to London for the funeral, when the rest of the family would be there? He was really wrestling with this, trying to make a decision.


Once I realized I couldn’t solve his problem with obvious answers and travel tips, we talked more deeply. Knowing he could make only one trip, he was leaning toward making the trip the next day, to be in her presence, despite the enormous expense. I told him about all the times I had visited my mother when she was dying, when it felt like I was using the airplane like a bus, racking up credit card bills, never knowing if this visit would be the last. At least she and I had been in the same country. His situation was harder. But I told him I was glad I had gone.


Then, in the interest of honesty, I felt I should tell him about the other times when I had chosen not to do something. Looking back, there were plenty of things I had missed—weddings, funerals, celebrations, crises—all for good reasons like money, work, and family. Even though I had my sensible reasons for missing those things, when I look back today, I can’t remember what exactly they were. Whatever the reasons, they weren’t important enough to withstand the test of time.


What I do recall are the feelings of regret that remain with me to this day. Work deadlines and family sports schedules that seemed so urgent at the time fade, but those “big things” are the bright lights that stay turned on in our memories and remind us we were alive. I should have gone to most of them. He nodded as if he had been right there with me, and said, “I want to see my aunt while she is still alive. I want to remember.”


Suddenly a flashing light above the cashier’s head broke our connection. “I can help you down here at number five, sir,” she called, and with that, we were separated, he to his payment station and me to mine. It seemed too abrupt but we moved as instructed. My cart was full of items that looked unfamiliar to me. Why did I think I needed these things? They were useless, cold, and plastic. I was having trouble remembering why I thought I needed them in the first place. As I picked up my receipt, I knew it was time to leave, but I didn’t want to go without saying something to this man whose story hung between us. As he collected his receipt, I tapped his shoulder and said, “Hey, I’m going to pray for you, and for your aunt.”


I wish I could tell you that his eyes lit up with joy at our powerful connection but it was quite different. He pulled back almost in horror, and backed away from me. I felt terrible, as if I had poisoned this beautiful moment. But what poisoned it? I knew it was my announcement that I would pray for him. I was mad at myself. I had to introduce that religion thing, right?


Besides, I could have just prayed for him without an accompanying announcement. Prayers still work when you don’t brag about performing them. In fact, if you take Jesus’ word for it, they work better that way. I didn’t have to blow the whole moment. I made this poor man uncomfortable. My words were like a roll call at the dentist’s office; no one wants to be in line for what’s next. My prayer plans made him back away from me.


He was out in the parking lot before I was, no doubt rushing to his phone to tell someone in India that yet another obnoxious American had tried to convert him.


He probably associated the phrase “I’ll pray for you” with other Christians who had said that to him and judged him for his Sikh religion.


Was I saying, “I’ll pray for you,” because I wanted to convert him? Was I saying, “I’ll pray for you,” because I was judging him in some way? Was I praying for him in a condescending way, as if my prayers would work better than his, so he could relax now that a professional was on it? He had every right to say, “Wait a second, lady, don’t you assume that we believe the same thing.” And that could well have been true, but I didn’t care. I wanted to pray for him to let him know that I valued him and the tender story he had told me. It had nothing to do with belief in my faith or his. But clearly that hadn’t come through. I pushed my cart full of crap to my car, and clicked open the trunk, only to discover it was already full of other things I didn’t need.


Just then I heard these running steps behind me, and a screech of a grocery cart pulled to a stop, and it was him. He’d run outside after me. “I wanted to say thank you,” he said.


“I wanted to apologize,” I said.


“For what?” he asked.


“For saying I’d pray for you, for the Christian Church, for whoever said that to you in your past and didn’t mean it, or for whoever said it and did mean it but wanted to convert you. I want to apologize for all the religious whack jobs out there in the world and for the disproportionate number of them who attend church in the western suburbs of Chicago. I want to apologize for how the Sikh people have been treated. I want to apologize for the high price of air travel, for the fact that your aunt is so terribly sick, and for the long line at Marshall’s, too.”


“That’s a lot to apologize for,” he said, looking rather stunned. “So you’re responsible for all of that?” And then we laughed.














Chapter 2


Tired of Apologizing


I USED TO DO THAT, apologizing for this, that, and the other thing, in order to demonstrate I was “not that kind of Christian.” Religion bashers had nothing on me. I would beat them to the punch, giving them things the church should apologize for that they hadn’t even thought of yet.


“The Inquisition? Don’t even bring it up; I’m way ahead of you. I was mad about it before you even heard of it, that’s how open-minded I am. Salem witch trials? I know! So embarrassing. Can I hang out with you anyway? You’re too kind.”


“Religion is responsible for all the wars in history,” they would say, and I’d respond, “You’re so right. Don’t forget imperialism, capitalism, and racism. Religion invented those problems, too. You can tell that because religious people can be found at all their meetings.”


And by the way, I am a pastor. Pastors love Jesus so much we’re willing to accept a salary for it. I have been one for a couple of decades. And before that, I was a Christian, the regular kind who doesn’t get paid for it. But don’t hold it against me. I can apologize for being a pastor, too, if you like. Lord knows I’ve done it before.


Why is that?


Why do I—why do so many believers—feel that we’re inherently responsible for every single unchristian thing ever done by anyone who ever called themselves Christian? After all, Christianity is a pretty big category; in the United States alone there are more than 1,500 Christian denominations. Imagine that—one thousand five hundred groups decided they couldn’t abide their community of faith, so they started their own. Obviously these denominations don’t all believe the same things or behave the same way. So why should any Christian feel the need to apologize on behalf of strangers? Or even distant relatives?


If Christianity were a country—let’s call it France just for now—what would you think if someone told you this about his or her experience there? “I’ve been to France, and I didn’t enjoy it. In fact, I got nothing out of it. I would never go back to France. The French people, I mean… they claim to care about fashion, but I saw some of them wearing unflattering hemlines. They claim to want everyone to see Paris, but then I got there and the Parisians all ignored me. When I asked for directions, they were snooty and talked back to me in French, which is impossible to understand. Later I read about the French and how they started all these wars and had a history of not giving people directions. Don’t even get me started. I hate France and all it stands for. In fact, I’m just offended anyone would even suggest I go to France. To be honest, I’m shocked that you go to France. You seem so… not French. How can you live with yourself?”


What if they went on to say, “I will now never visit any country in the continent of Europe because I object to the behavior of its leaders, and Europeans started wars, too, no doubt influenced by the French. And I’m not making this up, I’ve been to France, and as I explained, I hated it on a personal as well as an intellectual level. And quite frankly, I can’t believe a thoughtful person like you wouldn’t object to the whole continent either…”


Why, if someone said that to you, you’d call them out on their bigotry. You would explain that the continent and its people are diverse and complex. And if you had ever lived in one of those countries and loved it, you might encourage them to try it out, too.


If somebody talked like that, you’d say, “That’s insane. You can’t talk like that about the people of France. You went one time. Give it a chance.”


“Nope.”


“But there are wonderful things in France.”


“Don’t push France down my throat.”


Gulp. “Okay, I’m sorry.”


“Stop trying to brainwash me!”


Double gulp. “Really sorry.”


“Well it’s too late to apologize because this is exactly what you French people do and this is why we hate you!”


Fair enough. But is it?


What do you say to that? It’s a crazy way of talking that we would not tolerate in any other context. That’s the talk I want to push back against these days. But where do I begin? It’s complicated.


First, I can’t speak up for all of Christianity. I can’t speak for all of high school. I can’t speak for everybody in France. There are some people in France I’m not crazy about either. I’ve had my own experiences in high school. Those arguments are exhausting and rarely fruitful.


But second, I want to speak up in some way. I am tired of saying nothing, or apologizing. And I don’t think I’m alone.


For a long time, open-minded religious people have said nothing, or very little. We tune out the ranting about religion. We hope that by saying nothing, people will see that we are not so bad after all.


But when you just heard that talk being applied to France, didn’t it get your hackles up just a bit? Didn’t you want to defend those folks?


I find that I’m more comfortable getting mad about the people of France because I am not one of them. I don’t have a vested interest in you liking France. I just know you shouldn’t stereotype a whole group of people like that.


My friend from New York City vividly describes the aftermath of 9/11 in her borough of Queens, which is, according to The Guinness Book of World Records, the most ethnically diverse place on the planet. More than 160 languages are spoken in the 109 square miles that comprise Queens. Usually a bragging point among the residents, that same diversity became a painful experience for her and for many of her neighbors.


She felt like Osama bin Laden’s Al-Qaeda singlehandedly made all Muslims “the potential enemy” in America, and especially in New York. Suddenly every person in Islamic garb was a “suspect,” even in Queens.


That had abated to some degree in New York City in the ensuing fifteen years. But then the 2016 presidential race triggered a new spate of hateful anti-Muslim behavior in an election season when Donald Trump advocated the banning of all Muslims from America “until we can sort things out.”


My New York friend, a practicing Christian and a liberal Democrat, started feeling the need to apologize to the Muslims she encountered—friends, neighbors, and even strangers—for the behavior of Christians who were supporting candidates like Trump.


It occurred to me that she isn’t the only one compelled to apologize.


How many times have you seen a Muslim man or woman on TV standing behind a podium at a news conference following some atrocity like the massacre in San Bernardino? “We’re not like them,” the Muslims would say of the shooters. “Islam is a peaceful religion. Our imams condemn violence. Really—those people are members of a group that thinks it’s Muslim, or claims it. But they’re not one of us.”


When I see Muslims having to defend themselves like that, it infuriates me as it infuriates my friend from Queens. They shouldn’t have to state their case over and against the crazies. They shouldn’t have to deal with those stereotypes.


So why do I tolerate the stereotyping of my own people, and my own community of faith? And when did I start apologizing for a church I don’t belong to? I think it grew from a spirit of wanting to make room for many paths, and wanting to live that out. It grew from good values that came to me from being a part of a religious community that followed Jesus who welcomed the outsiders.


But somewhere along the path of life in religious community, I got confused about what to say to other people, and I don’t think I’m alone. I stopped speaking honestly about what was dear to me, started apologizing and sometimes just got stuck in silence. When I look back on it today, I recall my journey like a parable, an exaggerated, comical story that makes a point or two along the way.


Many paths—a parable


I believe that there are many paths to God. I just don’t trust all the signage. But I do trust that there is more than one way to get from point A to point B. You’re more likely to get there if you don’t constantly jump from path to path. There’s value in going deeply into one path and still being glad for the other routes out there. But as we walk our paths, and notice that there is more than one path, do we simply pass one another at the intersection and wave? Sometimes people do need to switch paths, or get on one for the first time. So what if we catch someone looking curiously at our path, with questions. They might even look longingly at it. They might put out a foot and try to step onto it.


In the past, as an open-minded Christian, I felt it was my job to stop them from doing that. First, I needed to tell them what they were getting into. Then I had to apologize in advance for all the other people on the path that they would run into. And of course, I had to apologize for the path’s graduates and alumni, who give enlightened people like me a bad name.


Don’t get on this path too quick now. We’ve burned witches here. I’m sorry but it’s true. Furthermore, we’ve tortured people, from the Tower of London to megachurch infomercials, we are guilty.


Apologizing for every bad thing done in the name of religion is an exhausting task. I wasn’t always up for it. Sometimes it was easier to pretend I wasn’t on the path, so I wouldn’t have to cover all that material.


Sometimes I’d walk straight by that curious person. I’d keep my head down and my eyes on the road right under my plodding feet, and hope that by ignoring them, I’d convey how accepting I was of their nonparticipation on my path, which really was no better than any other path. Worse, maybe.


But even then, they might want more. They might run alongside me, catch up to me, and ask me why I am so intent on this particular path. I may be tired of apologizing but at least I’m not participating in false advertising. “Well, this path is no better than any other one,” I reply. And I feel good about it. I imagine the curious guy feels good about it, too. I have neglected to apologize but have demonstrated how open-minded I am.


I have conveyed that I’m not like those other types of Christians on the path that is way over there to the right, the judgmental ones. I don’t insist that you get on my path for your own salvation. I don’t even claim my path is a better one.


But I’ve gotten tired of apologizing for a church I’m not a member of. I’m tired of giving the conversation about faith over to the extremists, and letting them define me. I believe you can be an open-minded Christian, who thinks God can work out everyone’s salvation. We human beings don’t need to get all worked up on God’s behalf. God has this covered. Walk your path and enjoy the view.


That’s my path and I didn’t invent it. It’s been around for a while. There have always been strains of Christianity that denigrate other paths. And there have always been strains that delight in every alternate route, exit, and off-ramp.


You can find the same variety of paths in other religions. Paths are as diverse as the people who follow them.


It’s easy to point to the problems on someone else’s path. You’ll always find wrecks on the side of the road. That’s what happens when you open the path up to the public, otherwise known as other people.


Yes, we mess things up a lot on the Christian path. We litter, we speed, we crash our cars, and sometimes we even run over armadillos and bunnies. If you let my father on your path, he will go everywhere and do everything at 30 miles an hour: forward, reverse, left turn, right turn, all at 30 miles per hour. The path would be safer without him on it, but it’s a public thoroughfare.


So don’t point out roadkill and then tell me that “the road” has it in for bunnies, deer, and armadillos. Don’t ask me to defend transportation because there are bad drivers on the road. Don’t tell me that roads are responsible for all the wars in history. Without roads, we’d still have wars. We’d just stay at home and fight with our neighbors.














Chapter 3


Tongue-Tied in a “Spiritual but Not Religious” World


A FEW YEARS AGO, I drew some flack for a short Huffington Post piece, entitled “Spiritual but Not Religious? Please Stop Boring Me.” I explained that I was tired of spiritual but not religious people who think they are unique, daring, or interesting because they find God in the sunset. “Thank you for sharing, spiritual but not religious sunset person.” I wrote, “You are now comfortably in the norm for self-centered American culture, right smack in the bland majority of people who find ancient religions dull but find themselves uniquely fascinating.”


My take is that anyone can find God in the sunset. What is remarkable is finding God in the context of flawed human community, in a tradition bigger than you are, with people who may not reflect God back to you in your own image.


I followed that article with a much longer piece in the Christian Century Magazine that argued the point more thoroughly. It was called “You Can’t Make This Stuff Up: The Limits of Self-Made Religion.” And in it I suggested, “At some point, if you think about it at all, that person with the self-made religion will use his God-given brain and the wisdom of hard experiences, and start to ask angry and provocative questions of this spirituality of status quo, like: ‘Who are you, God of sunsets, and rainbows, and bunnies and chain e-mails about sweet friends? Who are you, cheap God of self-satisfaction and isolation? Who are you, God of the beautiful and the physically fit? Who are you, God of the spiritual and not religious? Who are you, God of the lucky, chief priest of the religion of gratitude? Who are you and are you even worth knowing? Who are you, God who I invent? Is there, could there be, a more interesting God who invented me?’”


Both articles went viral, initially sent out by folks who liked them, then responded to by people who did not. I got more hate mail over those pieces than anything I’ve ever written. Who knew so many atheists read religion blog posts? And at risk of ticking them off all over again, I decided to turn all that into a book called When “Spiritual but Not Religious” Is Not Enough: Seeing God in Surprising Places, Even the Church.


When you put “Spiritual but Not Religious” in your book title, you can’t be shocked when you start hearing from them. And I did. For the most part, these self-described SBNRs (the abbreviation for Spiritual But Not Religious) wanted to make a case for why what they were doing was based in God, community, and a tradition larger than themselves. Most of what they were doing sounded good to me. So what if they didn’t call it “religion,” even though I was often pointing out that the root of the word “religion” is just community, which they seemed to be in favor of?


I continued to disagree with the solitary SBNRs who took potshots at organized religion and I heard from them. I questioned their terminal uniqueness and pointed out that they were now in the growing majority of American culture. This elicited a howl of complaints. Say what you want about the growing numbers of SBNRs, they don’t want to hear that they are growing in number and are commonplace in their views. They want to be on the fringe and cutting edge.


Daffodils


When I was a child, my mother planned a big garden party. At the heart of her vision was that our backyard would be filled with blooming daffodils, which she had planted in anticipation of this party long before. But as the party date approached, the weather stayed cold and no daffodils were even close to blooming.


Yet on the day of the party, our lawn was filled with daffodils, just as she had dreamed. The guests marveled at the springtime beauty of our yard, especially since no garden in the neighborhood had any springtime action like that.


But then after the guests went home, the daffodils drooped and my mother went through the yard carefully removing all the cut daffodils she had bought at the florist, that she had painstakingly attached to chopsticks with wire twist ties, that she had then carefully stuck in the ground.


Those daffodils weren’t fake; they were just short-lived and flimsy, with no bulb under the earth to allow them to survive the rough weather. On the surface and for a short while, they looked like real daffodils but they didn’t have enough going on underneath to last. My mother’s daffodils were like many SBNRs’ beliefs, chosen because they are pretty blossoms that were real, but they weren’t living. They weren’t rooted; they wilted early on because there was no oxygen to sustain them. As an SBNR, you can go to the religious flower shop, and pick up a little of this and a little of that, and decorate your life with it. You can visit this religious community with its art and watch a documentary about another one with a lovely view. You can read this deep thinker and the next. You can say you believe in a thousand wise sayings and make yourself your own pretty bouquet of blossoms, all ready for the party or the picnic on a sunny day. But life is not a picnic. And the people who finally dig in and put down roots in one tradition bigger than themselves have figured that out.


Tired of decorating their life with bouquets of their own choosing, they are ready to go deeper, and even ready to put in the work that it requires. Because being a part of a religious tradition takes work.


Part of the nature of religion is that it delivers a message that is like sandpaper against our culture of narcissism. It’s not all about you. And no, you can’t make this stuff up.


Atheists say, yes, I can make this stuff up, that all religion and spirituality are made up. When we invent our own spirituality, with a flower from here and another from there, it is made up. But religious traditions created over time are bigger than anything you could do by yourself. And they are not like a prix fixe “pick two from column A, two from column B” menu.


It’s easy to play by the rules of a religion in which you write your own script. Much harder to find meaning in the words of a book we did not write for ourselves, from a very different time.


It’s easy to create God in your own image and then follow her. Much harder to work with the God who created you and did not seek your input at your own creation.


Anyone can find God alone on a picturesque mountaintop. The miracle is that we can find God in the company of other people as annoying as we are.


The fear of being judged judgmental


In response to my writing, I learned that some SBNRs took issue when I suggested that it is religious people who are on the fringe and cutting edge these days. It is profoundly countercultural to take an hour a week to worship something other than oneself. It’s even weirder to do it with other people in community and over time, in a tradition older and larger than you are.


But other than being surprised by their own growing numbers, I found that most SBNRs were pretty open to my making a case for religious community.


But there were other readers who found my writing judgmental and even dangerous. They sent me countless e-mails telling me that I was a judgmental Christian who was giving the rest of Christianity a bad name. And who were these watchdogs? They were liberal mainline Protestants, who came from the same churches that I had been raised in and served as a pastor in myself. They were upset that I had made a case for attending churches like ours, or any church for that matter, lest I appear judgmental. Did they feel personally attacked? No, they felt outrage on behalf of those they felt were being judged.


This was their logic: Christians, who are by definition judgmental, deluded hypocrites responsible for most of the conflict in the world, are supposed to be nonjudgmental. “You, Lillian Daniel, were judgmental in your piece because you are a Christian, which is why people hate Christians. Which is why people hate us. And we were just about to get all these Christian haters back into our churches when you made us look judgmental by claiming that any of this matters.”
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