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  Introduction


  Defleshing the Human Experience


  In the near future we’ll only be able to communicate

  through devices. Actual human contact will be

  outlawed by the Apple iCourt.


  JIM CARREY
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  It might seem odd to start a book about incarnation with a description of its opposite—excarnation—but bear with me. In order to understand the urgent need for incarnational living, an awareness of the excarnated nature of contemporary life is necessary. Technically, excarnation, also known as defleshing, refers to the ancient practice of removing the flesh and organs of the dead, leaving only the bones. In some cultures excarnation is conducted by natural means, which involves leaving a body exposed for animals to scavenge. In others it is purposefully undertaken by defleshing the corpse by hand, which can leave scraping marks on the bones, a telltale sign for archaeologists.


  Excarnation was common practice in the late British Neolithic period, and usually performed by natural means. On Orkney, Scotland, the Isbister Tomb contains the skeletons of 340 people. The skeletons were disarticulated and incomplete, the bones bleached and weathered, making it very probable that the bodies had been laid out once on mortuary platforms, exposed to the elements and birds of prey, before ultimate interment. Isbister is also known as the “Tomb of the Eagles,” because they found the talons and bones of sea eagles with the human bones. Anthropologists have surmised that the sea eagle would have been a totem for these people, as it represents flight and travel, symbols which are boldly associated with the journey to an afterlife.


  On the other hand, defleshing manually was not uncommon in medieval Europe, where the flesh from the bodies of deceased monarchs and military commanders was removed so that the bones could be transported hygienically from distant lands back home. Originally a Germanic practice, it was called mos Teutonicus (literally in English “the German custom”) and led to the veneration of various bits and pieces of kings and saints right across Christendom.


  Further afield, precontact Hawaiians ritually defleshed the bones of high-ranking nobles (ali‘i) so that they could be interred in reliquaries for later veneration. The famous British explorer Captain Cook, who the Hawaiians had first believed to be the god Lono, met this fate after he was killed in Hawaii in a fight with the locals during his third exploratory voyage in the Pacific in 1779.


  I mention all this not merely to highlight an archaic custom but to suggest that while the defleshing of corpses is no longer in vogue, we currently find ourselves in a time in history where another kind of excarnation occurs, an existential kind in which we are being convinced to embrace an increasing disembodied presence in our world. This kind of excarnation is based on a body-spirit dualism wherein less value and influence is placed on the physical and enormous importance is accrued to the spiritual. What we do with our bodies is of lesser interest to us than what we do with our spirits, an increasingly pervasive stance in Western society and one that is exacerbated by a Platonic form of Christianity.


  Historically, excarnation was a means by which the dead were honored: the dust-to-dust association of leaving the body to be defleshed by animals, the hygienic transportation of military dead for proper mourning, the ritual defleshing of Hawaiian nobles. These were carefully chosen acts, sacramental occasions, that made meaning for death and reflected the cultural values of the living. Compare that with the kind of excarnation we’re observing today: the neglect of our embodiedness, the denial of aging and death, the strategic defleshing of our opponents on virtual fields of battle. What was intended to honor the dead has become the unconscious habit of the living. Practicing excarnation on the dead gives meaning to life; practicing excarnation among the living is destructive, violent, death-bringing.


  In his incendiary 1906 novel The Jungle, about life in the meatpacking plants of the Chicago stockyard, Upton Sinclair revealed that meat packers had developed the first industrial assembly line long before Henry Ford adapted it to automobile production. It could have been more accurately termed a disassembly line, requiring nearly eighty separate jobs, from killing an animal to processing its meat for sale. “Killing gangs” held jobs like “knockers,” “rippers,” “leg breakers” and “gutters.” The animal carcasses moved continuously on hooks until processed into fresh, smoked, salted, pickled and canned meats. The organs, bones, fat and other scraps ended up as lard, soap and fertilizer. Sinclair quipped that the workers said that the meat-packing companies “used everything but the squeal.”1


  In this book we will look at the ways contemporary society has defleshed the human experience, disembodying others by treating people as objects or ideas. Like the disassembly line described by Sinclair, contemporary life is drawing us further and further along the process of excarnation, as evidenced by cruel and ruthless ideological debates on television, as well as the use of blogs, Facebook, Twitter and other social media, to attack our opponents, and worse. We will explore the disembodiment of morality, including the effects of pornography, online gaming, zombie and vampire movies, and more. We will examine the disconnect many feel from their sense of place, which has led to the spiritual homelessness described by Peter Berger, where modern people belong everywhere but nowhere.


  From a Christian perspective we also will look at how the trend toward excarnation has influenced the church and led to a disembodying of our faith, the transfer of our religious life out of bodily forms of ritual, worship and practice, so that it comes more and more to reside “in the head” and results in the loss of liturgy and sacred time. Behind this, of course, lies the excarnation of our theology, the exaltation of disengaged reason as the road to knowledge, the emergence of disenchantment as the mother of “causal laws,” leading to us perceiving the world as mechanistic, which in turn raises questions about how we’re to read Scripture. Ultimately, all this has resulted in a disembodied approach to the mission of the church, a drift toward nonincarnational expressions, where disembodied advocacy is preferable to the dirt and worms and compost of localized service. We see this in the preference for short-term mission trips and “treasure hunting” approaches to evangelism, where we are expected to minister to strangers we’ll never see again.


  I believe that in a time of disengagement and excarnation, the body of Christ is required all the more to embrace a more thoroughly embodied faith, a truly placed way of living that mirrors the incarnational lifestyle of Jesus. Now, more than ever, it seems, such a call to incarnational living needs to be heeded.


  In his wrenching vision of American moral life, Lost Memory of Skin, novelist Russell Banks takes to task the plugged-in, tuned-out Internet culture lost in the misty zone between reality and imagery, no longer able to tell the difference, and explores the terrible, dehumanizing consequences of choosing to live this way. Banks’s story is about the Kid, a sex offender and online porn addict, living in a makeshift camp on the uninhabitable outskirts of an airport, under a causeway, far from civil society. All the other residents are also sex offenders. The Kid’s only real friend is his pet iguana, Iggy. He is estranged from his mother, who subjected him to a parade of disinterested boyfriends and then abandoned him once he was convicted of his crime. Throughout the course of the story we come to see how dreadfully damaging the Kid’s addiction to pornography has been. The title, Lost Memory of Skin, refers to the way real flesh has been supplanted by the virtual kind. The Kid is still a virgin and knows more about the touch of iguana skin, and the lousy acting of porn stars, than he does about anything actually human.


  There is a disconnect between the imagination and the flesh, a disconnect that is serving to produce the most perilous and creepy repercussions for contemporary society. We bring the most human impulses to the least human means of expressing them, and we may not see the damage we do until it becomes irrevocable. This disconnect is just one of many of the central human experiences—sexuality, politics, religion and more—that are taking place not in our bodies but entirely in our heads. We are, in a word, becoming dangerously excarnate.


  Ultimately, it’s my grave concern that the excarnate nature of the Christian faith in the West today means we are creating new generations of believers who know more than they choose, who understand things they never act upon, who discern ideas they never use. Like the Kid, they are like virgins who have seen everything but only know the touch of an iguana’s skin.


  1


  Rootless, Disengaged and Screen Addicted


  I have no connections here;

  only gusty collisions, rootless seedlings

  forced into bloom, that collapse.


  MARGE PIERCY
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  The core idea of the Christian faith is the incarnation: God took on flesh and dwelled among us. To other religions such an idea is considered odd or, worse, inconceivable or, even worse, blasphemous. And yet as centrally as we hold the idea of the incarnation, there is a grave danger that we are leaving the implications of great idea behind us. Whereas Jesus Christ was God incarnate and his church was called to an incarnational lifestyle, today we find ourselves drifting toward excarnation—the defleshing of our faith. We have been moving through a disembodying process that has left us feeling rootless and disengaged, connected to our world more and more through screens rather than face to face.


  Cultural commentator Richard Sennett has claimed that the primary architectural emblem of contemporary life is the airport departure lounge.1 It’s a telling symbol and reveals something of the excarnate nature of things. The departure lounge is full of people who don’t belong where they currently find themselves and whose interactions with others are fleeting, perfunctory and trivial. Airport lounges are highly depersonalized spaces. Even those of us who travel a lot have difficulty telling one airport lounge from another. They are bland, liminal places, and their lack of specificity makes us yearn for somewhere real, for our destination. Nobody belongs in an airport lounge. Most people make the experience bearable by focusing on their mobile devices, thanks to the recent innovation of airports providing free Wi-Fi access (even airports don’t want you to belong in their lounges). Travelers’ heads are elsewhere, checking email or social media, listening to music or watching films or television programs on tablets or phones.


  There is also a very obvious, yet unspoken, etiquette in airport lounges. There’s no yelling and screaming, even when passengers become frustrated with airline service. No one even talks loudly. There is a quiet order to the environment. But none of this behavior is enforced by signs that say “Don’t talk too loudly,” “Don’t move the chairs,” “Don’t occupy more than one seat.” These things happen due to an invisible hand of design. The environment has been manipulated to elicit certain behavior. The seats are arranged so that people talk to those who are close, and they don’t shout across the room. This makes the departure lounge a nonworld of individual choice and endless mobility, and we reach it by undertaking an arduous assembly-line process of check-ins, security screenings, moving walkways and internal skyrail trips.


  In a sense the airport departure lounge is the end point in our disassembly line, as we move endlessly, lining up in zigzagged queues, each stage stripping back our sense of belonging, our sense of rootedness in place and culture. This is even symbolized in the removal of various items of clothing, wristwatches and laptops during security screening. By the time we reach our gate lounge we have become less truly present in our own space. But of course, I speak of this not merely as a problem for air travelers. Richard Sennett sees the gate lounge as a symbol for all contemporary life. So too does the Polish sociologist Zygmunt Bauman, who considers tourism as a primary metaphor for modern living.2 Like tourists, the lives of liberated Westerners are marked by mobility and impermanence, a looseness of ties to place and people. This, Bauman contends, gives way to “grazing behavior,” an endless sampling of experience that shies away from strict commitment to any one style, ideology or belief.3


  In an excarnate world there is a discernible lack of commitment or loyalty to any one worldview. Ever seen tourists returning from a vacation in India sporting red bindis between their eyebrows, and wearing beer-stained T-shirts from Planet Hollywood Mumbai? Why do you think airports are crammed with faux-regional restaurants like Bubba Gump’s Shrimp Co. or On the Border Cantina? We know we’re not on the bayou or in Tijuana, but, like tourists, we’re willing to sample a little hyper-real cuisine while we belong nowhere and have no sense of attachment to our surroundings. In fact, the next time you’re sitting on a fake Brentwood chair in an airport TGI Friday’s under a red-and-white candy-striped awning, surrounded by brass rails and fake stained glass, your meal lit by faux Tiffany lamps, your server wearing a red-and-white striped soccer shirt, remind yourself you’re not actually anywhere right now. Your body might be in the airport lounge, but your mind is somewhere else—on social media, playing online games, watching Fox News on the airport screens, dreaming of somewhere else. You’ve realized your primary status in contemporary society as a disembodied one, free to roam, free to stray, free to be, well, free.


  All this is captured brilliantly and with wit and humanity in the film Up in the Air (2009). Directed by Jason Reitman and cowritten by Reitman and Sheldon Turner, based on the 2001 novel of the same name by Walter Kirn, Up in the Air is about a corporate downsizer Ryan Bingham (George Clooney) and his business travels across America. Set mainly in airports and offices in St Louis, Detroit, Omaha, Las Vegas and Miami, the film follows Bingham’s isolated life and the warped philosophies he has developed to justify himself. Reitman captures America’s current anxieties and touches on larger themes of mass unemployment, cultural alienation and technology as a crutch. But ultimately, it’s really an expertly done character study that’s as eloquent about today’s executive culture as Billy Wilder’s The Apartment was in 1960. It is a brutal, desolate film, and a superb existential lesson in contemporary socioeconomics. It might well have been written and directed by Zygmunt Bauman, so perfectly does it illustrate his thesis regarding the grazing mentality of contemporary culture.


  Ryan Bingham keeps himself “on the road,” in the old parlance; literally “up in the air,” as he constantly travels from one corporate meeting to the next (where he routinely fires staff from downsizing companies). He justifies it this way:


  The slower we move the faster we die. Make no mistake, moving is living. Some animals were meant to carry each other, to live symbiotically over a lifetime. Star crossed lovers, monogamous swans. We are not swans. We are sharks.4 


  While training a new assistant, Natalie Keener (Anna Kendrick), on the most expedient way through airport security, he counsels her, “Never get behind old people. Their bodies are littered with hidden metal and they never seem to appreciate how little time they have left. Bingo, Asians. They pack light, travel efficiently, and they have a thing for slipon shoes. Gotta love ’em.”


  When Natalie tells him he’s being racist, he replies, “I’m like my mother, I stereotype. It’s faster.” The irony of claiming his relationship with his mother as the basis for treating people as objects is sharp. What really matters to Bingham is speed. At one point he tells Natalie that checking luggage is a pointless time waster: “You know how much time you lose by checking in? Thirty five minutes a flight. I travel 270 days a year. That’s 157 hours. That makes seven days. You’re willing to throw away an entire week on that?” 


  As we discover, Bingham has very little on which to spend that time he saves in airports. He has no family, no friends, no commitments. He launches into a convenient sexual relationship with an equally driven executive, with no emotional strings attached. Ryan Bingham is totally excarnated, a disembodied soul who navigates his way through airports and sleeps in impersonal hotel rooms while championing the virtues of temporariness and mobility. He is grazing on experience, committing to none. In one telling conversation with Natalie he reveals that his life’s goal is to earn ten million miles on his airline’s mileage program. He’s not saving his miles for a vacation in Hawaii or the south of France. He just wants to crack the elusive ten million: “I’d be the seventh person to do it. More people have walked on the moon. You get lifetime executive status. You get to meet the chief pilot, Maynard Finch. And they put your name on the side of a plane.”


  We know this sounds pathetic, but I suspect that our great fear as we listen to Ryan Bingham is that he might represent all of us in some way. Sure, he’s an extreme version, but those of us who find our lives shaped by freeways and airports, hotel rooms and dormitory suburbs, who have no time, who never belong (truly belong) anywhere or to anyone, have been through the disassembly line too. Our culture’s obsession with so-called freedom and mobility has stripped our flesh away and we can no longer feel the elements or touch our surroundings. This was epitomized by celebrity tweeter Nicole Richie recently when she commented that her husband, Good Charlotte front man Joel Madden, would pay more attention to her if she dressed up as a smart phone. People like Madden are present but not available to those around them. They pay more attention to their phones. I recently attended a concert where one of the backing singers was filming the whole performance, including himself, on his phone and Facebooking the experience to the band’s fans. Present but not available. Excarnate!


  Disengagement and Objectification


  The second expression of the excarnate experience of contemporary life is our disengagement from society and our capacity for the objectification of others. As long ago as the seventeenth century, modernism gave people the intellectual capacity to control their world by disengaging from it, via the process of objectification. To objectify something is to deprive it of its normative force for us, or at least to bracket the force it has for us in our lives. In other words, if we take an aspect of life that once had defined meanings or set standards for us, and we now take a neutral stance toward it, without meaning or normative force, we can speak of objectifying it. Charles Taylor says,


  The ideal of disengagement defines a certain—typically modern—notion of freedom, as the ability to act on one’s own, without interference or subordination to outside authority. . . . The great attraction of these ideals, all the more powerful in that this understanding of the agent is woven into a host of modern practices—economic, scientific, technological, psycho-therapeutic, and so on—lends great weight and credence to the disengaged image of the self.5


  Modernism gave us the ability to disengage from our world, objectify it and gain mastery over it. But, as postmodern philosophers argued, this arrogant lust for disengagement and objectification has also been our undoing. Now, the most commonly experienced form of such disengagement is not our objectification of nature or science as such, but that of other people. When we wish to control others we disengage from them and objectify them as concrete and separate objects. You see this in how commonly we turn people into things by talking about them in the third person or using stereotypes to describe them (He’s one of them. She’s just an unthinking Arminian. Well, you Baptists would think that!). We also use nominalization—the turning of verbs into nouns, by adding “ion.” Thus, we say to friends and allies, “Let’s act!” But to those from whom we’ve disengaged we say, “Action will be required.” It’s difficult not to feel objectified when someone tells you, “Consideration of this would be appreciated,” rather than, “Would you please consider this?” More than that, note how often people turn ideas into symbols and metaphors, and then treat them like things. For example, Calvinism can be an objectified thing by those who don’t subscribe to it, and you can hear them speak of it as a metaphoric object so they can then discuss it at arm’s length more easily.


  Objectifying creates distance, separating us from the person and their ideas. It allows us to discuss them and use extensions of the metaphoric world to scrutinize them objectively. It also allows us to distance ourselves from culpable actions or unfair caricatures. Such objectification depersonalizes them and almost always leads to discounting, downplaying, victimization and bullying. I could quote certain scholars’ discussion of the emerging church here. Or various pastors’ caricature of female church leaders. Or any number of theological or ecclesial debates and controversies. Or any number of Facebook threads for that matter. As we will see later, when leaders are anxious about the times they live in, they resort to them-and-us thinking.


  In late 2012 the fast-food chain Chick-fil-A became the center of controversy following comments made by chief operating officer Dan Cathy opposing same-sex marriage. This followed reports that Chick-fil-A’s charitable arm had contributed millions in donations to political organizations that oppose LGBT rights. In response LGBT rights activists called for protests and boycotts of the chain, while conservative Christians rallied in support by eating at the restaurants on an appointed “Chick-fil-A Appreciation Day.” The media storm that surrounded this controversy ensured that eating a chicken sandwich (or not) had become a political act.


  What was not known at the time but was revealed the following year was that in the heat of the dispute, Dan Cathy made a surprise call to Shane Windmeyer, a nationally recognized LGBT leader and the executive director of Campus Pride. Windmeyer disclosed what happened next in his article “Dan and Me: My Coming Out as a Friend of Dan Cathy and Chick-fil-A.” Assuming Cathy had rung him to give him a piece of his mind, Windmeyer was cautious at first, but after an hour on the phone he began to relax. Cathy was calling because he genuinely wanted to understand the arguments behind the LGBT case. This call led to others and then a number of in-person meetings. Dan Cathy had never before had such dialogue with any member of the LGBT community. Windmeyer said it was awkward at times, but Cathy was always genuine and kind. Windmeyer wrote,


  It is not often that people with deeply held and completely opposing viewpoints actually risk sitting down and listening to one another. We see this failure to listen and learn in our government, in our communities and in our own families. Dan Cathy and I would, together, try to do better than each of us had experienced before.6


  To his credit, never once did Dan or anyone from Chick-fil-A ask for Campus Pride to stop protesting Chick-fil-A. On the contrary, the phone calls and meetings were a sincere attempt at listening and understanding. Cathy confessed that he had been naive to the issues at hand and the unintended impact of his company’s actions. And he directed his staff to provide Windmeyer with access to internal documents related to the funding of anti-LGBT groups. Windmeyer continued,


  Through all this, Dan and I shared respectful, enduring communication and built trust. His demeanor has always been one of kindness and openness. Even when I continued to directly question his public actions and the funding decisions, Dan embraced the opportunity to have dialogue and hear my perspective. He and I were committed to a better understanding of one another. Our mutual hope was to find common ground if possible, and to build respect no matter what. We learned about each other as people with opposing views, not as opposing people.7


  Ultimately, Dan Cathy and Chick-fil-A changed their policies for funding charitable organizations, but he also found a new friend, and in doing so showed us what the refusal to give in to stereotyping and objectification looks like. It is generous, warm, hospitable and gracious.


  Screen Culture and Virtual Reality


  To compound all this subordination of the body, the rise of the influence of the Internet has contributed radically to the increasingly excarnate experience of life today. This is the third broad expression of excarnate culture. We debate or mock those with whom we disagree on blogs and in social media without ever engaging them face to face. We refer to people who have connected with us on Facebook as our “friends” without necessarily having ever met them. In fact, nothing is more subversively excarnate than the pressure to objectify a stranger as a “friend.”


  Many teens recognize that they and their friends and family are increasingly tethered to their electronic gadgets, and a substantial number express a desire to disconnect sometimes. A recent study found that 41 percent of teens describe themselves as “addicted” to their phones.8 Forty-three percent of teens wish that they could “unplug,” and more than a third wish they could go back to a time when there was no Facebook. Some teens get frustrated by how attached their friends and parents are to their own devices. For example, 28 percent of those whose parents have a mobile device say they consider their parents addicted to their gadgets, and 21 percent of all teens say they wish their parents spent less time with their cell phones and other devices. Nearly half (45%) of teens say they sometimes get frustrated with their friends for texting, surfing the Internet or checking their social networking sites while they’re hanging out together.


  A more insidious example of the impact of screen time and virtual reality is the effect that sexual addiction fueled by online pornography has on its sufferers. In his provocative ebook The Demise of Guys: Why Boys Are Struggling and What We Can Do About It, psychologist Philip Zimbardo says that an addiction to video games and online porn have created a generation of shy, socially awkward, emotionally removed and risk-averse young men who are unable (and unwilling) to navigate the complexities and risks inherent to real-life relationships, school and employment. Zimbardo believes young men today are suffering from a new form of “arousal addiction” that has led to a general loss of motivation and put negative pressure on their capacity for meaningful social and romantic attachment:


  The most popular answers from our 20,000-person survey was that widespread hardcore Internet porn is wreaking havoc on relationships. Women said it’s made guys emotionally unavailable, and guys said it made them less interested in pursuing a relationship in the first place.9


  This is the excarnate world we live in. And for every fictional example, like Ryan Bingham, Philip Zimbardo can introduce us to a host of real-life examples. If excarnate culture has led to us living life “up in the air,” struggling with the “lost memory of skin,” then it has also given us televangelist scandals and tawdry tales of the behind-the-scenes world of TBN or the Crystal Cathedral. It has seeped into our everyday thinking in the church as well. We drive our SUVs across town to churches in neighborhoods we don’t live in (and don’t want to). We send SMSs and check Twitter during the sermon, and then we download our favorite celebrity preacher’s sermon as a podcast to listen to during the week. We engage in online discussions by posting smug and condescending remarks about those unseen, unknown folks with whom we disagree. We sign petitions and change our Facebook profile picture to show our support for various causes without any thought of getting involved personally. We are outraged by those who manipulate child soldiers in Africa or who traffic sex workers from Central Europe, but we don’t open our homes to our own neighbors, let alone those with no home at all. And this isn’t to even mention the prevalence of online porn usage by churchgoing men, including male clergy.


  These days even some church leaders themselves are intentionally excarnate, appearing only on screen via satellite links, beamed in from the mother church, multiplied and digitized for a consumer audience. It’s as though the pastor now becomes the new icon in the Protestant worship service, and if that’s true, it’s hard to see how the video-based multisite church can’t tend toward idolatry, pride and self-promotion—even where the ambition of spreading the gospel is genuine.  In 1986 I remember watching a scene in Peter Weir’s film The Mosquito Coast where a creepy missionary forces the native villagers to sit in church and watch him preaching via simulcast on television sets in the place of the pulpit. His screen-based omnipresence left the villagers in awe of him, but it rightly evoked contempt from movie audiences in the 1980s. I thought it was ludicrous. Little did we know (including Paul Theroux and Paul Schrader, who wrote the novel and the screenplay respectively) that this would one day be a common practice in churches across America. Theroux and Schrader only imagined it working with gape-jawed Central American natives mesmerized by the new technology. How would they explain it working in Seattle or Los Angeles today?


  Like the Honolulu Gardens


  In his book Living Holiness John Thomson points out that the Christian faith in the United States has become totally abstracted and disembodied. He says that rather than embodying God’s story of grace and the good life, the church “has been severely diminished due to a preoccupation with ideas and abstractions at the expense of such embodiment.”10 I’m inclined to agree, and yet, as Stanley Hauerwas says, “The story [of God] is not merely told but embodied in a people’s habits that form and are formed in worship, governance, and morality.”11 Here’s where I think the church can be the alternative and the antidote to the excarnational impulses in society today. Rather than mirroring these impulses and tendencies, the Christian community could reveal to the world around us what a truly earthed, communal, relational, embodied experience of life can be like.


  On a stopover from Sydney to Los Angeles, I found myself biding time in transit in Honolulu International Airport. It is, to my amazement, set among a series of lush gardens, designed, as I later discovered, by Richard Tongg in 1962. Three cultural gardens display the influence of the Hawaiian, Chinese and Japanese heritages on the state of Hawaii and are connected by meandering pathways, bridges and stepping stones. Goldfish splash about in lakes amid lotus and lily pads in the Chinese garden. Pine and bamboo trees along with other native Chinese flowering trees are strategically placed among craggy rock formations. The Japanese section features a zigzag bridge (which keeps away evil) under which colorful carp create patterns in the ponds surrounded by sculptured pine and weeping willow trees. In the Hawaiian gardens, there are quiet lagoons filled with koi, gurgling springs and waterfalls cascading down lava walls. In the tropical setting, banana, coconut, hala (pandanus) and kukui (candlenut) trees shade ti plants, exotic ferns, such as the lauae and monstera, and eye-catching flowers, white ginger, red torch ginger and bird of paradise. At night, luau torches illuminate the garden where glass ball floats hang from the huge branches of the monkeypod trees. 


  All this is visible from the windows of the concourse, which is otherwise like any other airport in the world. As my fellow travelers played Angry Birds on their iPads or stared aimlessly into space, I was unable to take my eyes from the gorgeous verdant gardens outside. Real birds flittered about. The movement of fish sent ripples across the ponds. Willow branches swayed in the breeze. A gardener was clipping a pine tree. The grass was tropically green, the soil volcanic black. From my vantage point in the sterile environment of an airport concourse, Richard Tongg’s gardens were like metaphoric oxygen to my soul. Even though I couldn’t smell them or breathe them through the security-glazed and insulated airport windows, the gardens outside were the perfect antidote to the air-conditioned, culturally nonspecific interior of my departure lounge.


  Those gardens made me yearn for dirt and worms and compost. They made me hunger for place. They reminded me that the grazing life of the tourist is no metaphor for real living, that bouncing across the top of faux Hawaiian culture (or any such culture for that matter) is meaningless. Those little gardens surrounded by a veritable sea of concrete runways and metallic hangars were islands that cried out to me that embodied truth and faithful habits, and liturgy and enacted morality, and face-to-face relationship were the real stuff.


  Like the gardens at Honolulu International Airport, the church is to be just that—dirt and worms and compost compared to the sterility of the departure lounges of the excarnate life. We are to embody faith and life in the company of those who’ve fallen for rootlessness and grazing behavior, for disengagement and objectification, for screen culture and virtual reality. If we are to be like the Japanese gardens in the Honolulu airport, it will require a recommitment to embodied forms of witness bolstered by a profoundly incarnational theology. If we can do this we might just become salt and light in a bland and darkened world.


  2


  The Schizophrenic Sense of Self


  In the last analysis, faith is not the sum of our beliefs

  or a way of speaking or a way of thinking; it is a way of living

  and can be articulated only in a living practice.


  BRENNAN MANNING
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  Naomi Shihab Nye is a Palestinian-American poet based in San Antonio. In her beautiful story “Gate A-4” (better known as “Wandering Around an Albuquerque Airport Terminal”), she describes her encounter with an older woman in full traditional Palestinian dress crumpled on the floor of a gate lounge in the Albuquerque airport, wailing loudly. The distressed woman’s plane had been delayed, but given her limited English she thought the flight had been canceled entirely.


  She needed to be in El Paso for some major medical treatment the following day and was afraid she would miss it. Nye explained in Arabic that everything would be okay. The plane would be late, but they would still get to El Paso. The story then describes the charming scene that played out in the otherwise sterile environment of the gate lounge. Naomi Shihab Nye allowed the older woman to use her cell phone to call the woman’s son, who was meeting her in El Paso. Then, just for fun, they called her other sons. Then Nye called her Palestinian-born father, and he and the older woman had a conversation in Arabic and discovered they had ten friends in common. Then the woman pulled out a bag of homemade mamool cookies, which Nye describes as “little powdered-sugar crumbly mounds stuffed with dates and nuts,” and began offering them to all the women at the gate. Everyone took one, and soon they were all covered in powdered sugar and smiling and laughing. Nye concludes,


  And I noticed my new best friend—by now we were holding hands—had a potted plant poking out of her bag, some medicinal thing, with green furry leaves. Such an old country tradition. Always carry a plant. Always stay rooted to somewhere.


  And I looked around that gate of late and weary ones and thought, This is the world I want to live in. The shared world. Not a single person in that gate—once the crying of confusion stopped—seemed apprehensive about any other person. They took the cookies. I wanted to hug all those other women, too.


  This can still happen anywhere. Not everything is lost.1


  This can still happen. Even in the nowhereness of the Albuquerque airport, embodied community, generosity, laughter, culture, food and family can burst forth like green shoots through the cracks in the concrete. But it’s rare. And that’s the problem. The drift toward rootlessness and disengagement seems relentless, and the church, sadly, is finding itself drawn in the same direction.


  You see this drift in your own life when you consider highly personalized, private times with God are of a supremely higher spiritual order than anything you could encounter in community in the physical world. Furthermore, when your understanding of Christian worship is that it takes place primarily in your imagination stimulated by the singing of intensely emotional songs, rather than in embodied liturgy and practice, you might be enjoying an excarnate faith.


  You know you are living an excarnate form of religion when your adoration of the God you encounter in the place of rigorous theological study has superseded anything you could experience in the service of others or the place of real physical connection with the poor or the lost.


  You know excarnation is taking a hold on you when your most stimulating interactions with others are the brief comments you make or receive on social media rather than the more challenging face-to-face conversations you have with friends over a meal.


  You know you are living an increasingly excarnate life when knowledge that you once carried in deeply meaningful bodily forms lies more and more in the “head” or the “heart.” Then you are literally defleshing your Christian experience, excarnating your spirituality of any corporeal or active expression. In all, I suggest Christianity has become an out-of-body experience—personalized, privatized, customized—and it is being dished up to us by a clergy increasingly disconnected from an incarnational expression of faith. And yet, as Canadian philosopher Charles Taylor pointedly remarks, this is contrary to the very nature of our faith: “Christianity, as the faith of the Incarnate God, is denying something essential to itself as long as it remains wedded to forms which excarnate.”2


  We need look no further than the Sunday services of many churches to find evidence of increasingly excarnate Christianity. I find myself astonished at times to observe the intensity with which some Christians sing the indecipherable lyrics of some contemporary worship songs. A currently popular church song, The Stand, includes the verse,


  
    So I’ll walk upon salvation


    Your spirit alive in me


    This life to declare your promise


    My soul now to stand.

  


  Whenever I’m in church when it’s being sung, I always turn to the person next to me and ask him or her what “my soul now to stand” actually means. No one can tell me. They just close their eyes and keep singing.


  I’m not intending to ridicule this song, but because I don’t know what the words mean I find it difficult to sing it with much gusto. Interestingly, several enthusiastic worshipers have told me that they don’t think much about the meaning of the lyrics, allowing themselves to be caught up in enthusiasm for the God it is directed toward. They are more moved by the cadence and rhythm of song and the feelings they evoke than any lyrical content. This is an extremely excarnate form of worship. When the worship of God happens only in our heads, with no bodily involvement, we are heading in a disconcerting direction. As British author, Nick Page says,
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