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It burnt, it burns—my whole life burnt with it, 
And light, not sunlight and not torchlight, flashed 
My steps out through the slow and difficult road.


Elizabeth Barrett Browning, Aurora Leigh
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Chapter One



AN ABSENCE SHAPED LIKE FLAME


UNLIKE THE DECISION TO BEGIN LIVING, WHICH IS made for us, and which we embark upon in total ignorance and terror, the decision to keep bees, to write, or to follow Christ is usually made with a vague and incomplete idea of what will be required: a hive, a few notebooks and pens, or a hymnal and a church. Then three pounds of golden furred bodies arrive purring in their box, and it quickly becomes clear that in addition to the basic skills of building and inspecting a hive, a beekeeper ought to know woodworking, as well as how to light and stoke a fire in a smoker. The smoker, essentially a lidded tin can, allows the beekeeper to suggest that there is a wildfire about, and therefore that the bees have more important concerns than the person breaking into their home at that moment. A very bad time to discover one’s own lack of fire-making skills is when the smoker, which moments ago had been puffing smoke, ceases to smoke entirely, leaving one standing in a cloud of irritable bees.


The tree overshadowing my home drops a sufficient number of dry twigs for my smoker, but they don’t catch fire when touched to a lighter, even if one is wearing a scruff of oakmoss. Because I tend to have a church program or two lying around in my car, I tear those in half, crumple a piece, light it, and work the bellows until the slim orange line eating through the paper expands into flame. The twigs have to be laid over that, or they won’t catch, and not all at once, or the flame goes out.


Only when the fire is sufficiently fed, a crown of flames leaping out of the smoker, do I cover it with the bracken fronds and zigzag stems of salal that I’ve trimmed from around the hive, producing a cool white smoke. Too much greenery on too weak a flame, and the smoker ceases to smoke at inopportune times.


A certain degree of order, both human and natural, goes into my smoker: prayers and birthday wishes printed on twenty-pound paper, lignin and cellulose arranged into pith, cambium, xylem, and phloem, and the tracery of veins on leaves. Through pyrolysis and combustion, producing light and heat along with the smoke, that complexity is broken down into smaller, simpler particles. After the fire goes out, what remains is ashes, soot, and charred fragments. Order becomes disorder; entropy increases locally; the universe advances toward chaos.


The kind of writing I think of as incandescent, and discuss in this book, resembles this process in reverse. The writer begins with light, which is sometimes a steady white flame, sometimes no more than an ember that must be blown to brightness, and the dust and ashes left by living one’s life. Within and through the writer, this dust and that light combine to create the drafts of a book, one after another, each exhibiting an increasing internal order, like the instars of a dragonfly. If the process is carried to its final and most perfect point, a whole world emerges, richly complicated, well-ordered, and entire. The book blazes forth for as long as it has a chance of finding a reader. By reading it, we risk being set alight ourselves. But this fire does not disorder and destroy. Instead, if we let it, if we come close enough to catch fire, it burns through our preconceptions and our whole way of living, and increases the complexity, order, and richness of our lives.


This is the only sort of writing that interests me these days. It has never been common, though it shines out, here and there, from the heaps of books written for their times and left in those times.


What concerns me is that, as far as I can tell, that kind of writing has nearly vanished. For a decade, I put my head down to research, compose, revise, and eventually publish a difficult novel, in the crevices of time between full-time jobs, academic programs, other writing, and the demands of life, in the hope that I could add an affirming flame to the light thrown off by the writers I admired, whose words had lit my way. When I surfaced, after all of that, the world had changed. A light had gone out of the new books I was reading. They were sometimes entertaining, witty, competent, and comforting, and sometimes they were not, but they struck me as missing that vital flame.


In The Captive Mind, the poet Czesław Miłosz describes a reader pinned down by gunfire in the street, who observes cobblestones knocked upright by bullets hitting their edges. In that moment, he says, a great deal of celebrated poetry is revealed to that person as worthless. Only that poetry which is as real as the sight of those cobblestones will be judged worthwhile. Readers who have lived through such experiences of naked reality, Miłosz writes, are impatient with whatever is not firmly rooted in the real.1 “They are hungry—but they want bread, not hors d’oeuvres.”2


I also am hungry for the bread that Miłosz means, and too often fail to find it, unless I am looking to past decades. Christ called Himself the bread of life because He gives his followers nourishment, vitality, and the strength to do the work they are given for the day. I have found a comparable sustenance in the subset of books I have in mind, as well as much of Miłosz’ poetry, and I believe that the resemblance is because they come from the same source. Most writers today have misplaced or mistaken that source, that sacred flame, in part because we rarely speak about it. The circumstances of life in the twenty-first century are, moreover, decidedly inhospitable to writing in this way. But hunger drives people to extraordinary lengths. Because of my hunger, I have written this book.


I observed other changes as well. Many books seemed riddled with anxiety, or else anger, that did not arise within the text but warped it from without. The shape of a sentence seemed to have melted like wax. Words were being slopped around, abused and misused, with the delicacy of paint applied by mortar trowel. And underneath all these signs was that gnawing absence.


One night in Chicago, I sat down to dinner with an editor, a critic, and a teacher, all of whom had felt that same ache and vacancy, and I named the loss aloud: love.


By love I mean what Erich Fromm meant, a practice and discipline of giving of one’s own aliveness to another. A person who loves gives “of his joy, of his interest, of his understanding, of his knowledge, of his humor, of his sadness—of all expressions and manifestations of that which is alive in him.”3 I mean generous and disinterested agape rather than passionate eros or fond philia. I mean the love that created the universe, that brings order to chaos and meaning to suffering and causes growth in its proper time. Such a love comes only from a mature adult with integrity, Fromm reminds us. It is not the adoration of a dog or a child.


The books that put heart and breath into me shine with love. I think of A. S. Byatt’s Possession, devoted to poetry and its scholars; John Crowley’s Little, Big, infatuated with old houses; Marina and Sergey Dyachenko’s Vita Nostra, embracing the hammer that shapes us; Karen Russell’s Swamplandia, a valentine to the Everglades; or Kim Stanley Robinson’s Galileo’s Dream, a serenade to searchers for truth. Terry Pratchett’s love is fierce and full of laughter; Mark Twain’s is biting and full of laughter; George Eliot’s, in Middlemarch, shimmers with tears. John Steinbeck loved humanity in its wild, terrible, wonderful variety, as did G. K. Chesterton when he wrote The Man Who Was Thursday and Keri Hulme when she wrote The Bone People. Because George MacDonald loved a God who loved all, he also loved all. Chiang Yee loved foreign places.4 For some of them, that love was bitterly fought for, wrested out of darkness, lost, or regained. Nevertheless, in the books they leave us, that love shines and endures.


The books I have mentioned have one thing in common, being in every other respect inimitable. Each one produces the subjective and inward experience I described previously, that orders and renews. I sit down to the banquet that these books spread, and when I rise, I am nourished, satisfied, and changed. After I read such a book, the world shows itself differently to me. It becomes more beautiful, more bearable, more mysterious. I have received a heightened sense of life, of the holiness of all things.


It is almost impossible to find this type of book today. The world is drowning in books that seek only to entertain, to comfort with platitudes, to reassure readers of their own virtue, or to indulge the writer himself. Nor is the trouble isolated to literature. As early as 1989, Peter London observed, “Art today seems primarily in the service of decoration, innovation, or self-expression.” For him, that kind of art was fraudulent, because it did not pursue the oldest, deepest purposes of art, which are wisdom and communion with the divine.5 In the same way, writing directed toward self-expression, flattery, and sentimentality is very often a waste of time, and because readers and writers have limited lifetimes, a waste of life as well. More and more often, one can also say similar things about churchgoing and what calls itself Christianity.


The contributing factors to the situation in literature are worth examining in detail, because they illuminate those factors producing shallowness elsewhere. First and foremost, what is clear to the most casual observer is that the relationship between reader and writer has broken down. In recent years, online mobs have accused and hounded author after author, to the point where novels have been withdrawn from publication, sometimes before publication, over bad-faith interpretations of a handful of sentences or, more recently, the choice of a novel’s setting.6 At the same time, both readers and writers have lost much of what is essential to excellence. Readers must be able to read closely and well, to understand what they are reading, and to evaluate a book’s level of skill and its relationship to reality. Writers, meanwhile, must be able to live, speak, and write with courage, to accurately observe reality, and to express those observations with clarity, honesty, and a mastery of craft.


Only when the writer has the experience and grace to lead the dance, and when the reader has the experience and grace to follow, in the way that two strangers may clasp hands and waltz for the length of a song, if both know how, does a book of any depth and richness come fully alive. However graceful and skillful the leader, if his partner is deficient, something approximating a waltz may ensue, but unevenly, with much treading on toes. It will not be a true partnership of equals, and it will lack the sensation of flight. If both dancers are deficient, there will be more stumbling than dancing.


A skillful dancer pays attention to her partner’s subtle weight shifts, changes in direction and tempo, and the moments of grace and beauty made possible through the coordination and counterbalancing of two bodies. In contrast, someone who gazes at herself in a hand mirror as she waltzes cannot dance well or generously.


Many readers, however, and at least a few writers, are preoccupied with mirror work. Such readers approach books as if they were magic mirrors, not asking for transformation but for reinforcement of preexisting beliefs. Are their opinions echoed, point for point? Are they personally reflected in the book, and if so, are they represented favorably? If they are not made to feel good about themselves or told they are the fairest in the land, these readers feel entitled to punish the author. Having watched a number of witch hunts in various contexts, including the workplace, I suspect that the unconscious defense mechanism of displacement is at play. Rage and frustration at uncontrollable situations or overwhelmingly powerful opponents, whether a war or company executives, that cannot be safely directed at the true cause of that rage, may be displaced onto a weaker, more accessible scapegoat. Sometimes, especially when writers mob other writers, motivations include envy, self-interest, and spite.


Writers, in turn, sometimes construct books like mirrored funhouses, where nothing in the world of the book needs to make sense, be grounded in reality, or persist for longer than the author needs it to. These books do not tell us about the actual world or human experience, only about the writer’s passing fancies and narrative necessities, and possess neither solidity nor credibility. Some ideology or other is trumpeted, uncritically upheld by the characters designated as good, and opposed by mustache-twirling villains. Nothing is risked and nothing gained.


At the same time that this is happening, we have collectively forgotten how to talk about books in a rich, nuanced, and meaningful way. As a result of the straitened circumstances of print periodicals, including literary journals and newspapers, a once formidable class of professional critics whose primary work was reading and thinking deeply about books, history, and the world, and whose reputations were built on honesty and good judgment, is all but gone. These critics were as fallible as any other human beings, but the tenor and texture of the conversation about literature was entirely different as a result of their labors. As professional critics retired, many were replaced by underpaid graduate students, freelancers, and authors. The latter group, under the klieg lights of social media, are often anxious to be liked, and as a result, their reviews of books they considered excellent can be nearly indistinguishable from those of books they considered awful.


Outside of periodicals, readers and writers have become acclimated to Amazon’s five-star rating system. On Amazon, which distributes over half of all print books sold in the United States,7 tubs of grout, air filters, and novels of breathtaking brilliance are rated on the same scale, as if these objects were commensurable. But the smallest child who loves fairy tales knows that they are not. To rate a novel in the same crude and casual way that one rates defective poultry shears debases the novel and degrades the conversation about literature. The system is also easily weaponized. A flood of one-star ratings on a tub of grout generally indicates a defective product, but a flood of one-star ratings on a book generally indicates a social-media mobbing.8


But I remember a time when we did not rate novels on a five-point scale, or threaten, harangue, and abuse authors and pressure publishers to withdraw their books. I remember when we argued passionately for and against books because of the quality of the prose or the vividness and strangeness of the worlds therein. My friends and I shared books like dreams, like memories we wished to give each other, and we became closer for the exchange. Even now, when I share a meal and a book with others and wage spirited battle over its merits, each of us presenting and defending our generous or ungenerous interpretations, I emerge with a better and deeper appreciation of the book and of the other people present.


We honor books when we discuss them in this way: as art, as gifts, as potential acts of love, rather than as mass-produced factory products. If we are fortunate, the writer has labored to create out of love, out of the wisdom and courage that develop from living with one’s eyes open, and with the high level of craft achieved by long study and practice. Frequently, however, I notice that those necessary elements are missing.


It has become unfashionable to talk about wisdom, courage, character, and judgment. Worse, the meanings of the words have become muddled and murky, due to the postmodernist preference for performance over substance. The public playacting of these qualities by people severely lacking in them has confused most people and prevented the discernment of the real thing. Yet wisdom, courage, character, and judgment are critical to both writing and living, since by them we strike down roots into that which is imperishable and enduring, and thus add meaning and depth to our writing and our lives. Consider, for example, the following passage from George MacDonald’s 1903 novel Salted with Fire:




It is folly to suppose that such as follow most the fashions of this world are more enslaved by them than multitudes who follow them only afar off. These reverence the judgments of society in things of far greater importance than the colour or cut of a gown; often without knowing it, they judge life, and truth itself, by the falsest of all measures, namely, the judgment of others falser than themselves; they do not ask what is true or right, but what folk think and say about this or that.9





One hundred thirty years after publication, MacDonald’s criticism of those who judge life and truth not by seeking out what is true and testing it for themselves, but by following others and asking “what folk think and say about this or that,” remains as sharp and cogent today as it was when it was written. The insight that he captured and pinned to the page will be recognizable another century hence.


It is now difficult to find writers or Christians who are capable of exercising MacDonald’s degree of discernment and judgment, which I call wisdom. Those who have acquired some small amount of wisdom are often afraid to apply it, while those who do not have it tend to avoid the painful lessons through which it is acquired. But mature love joined to wisdom is nothing less than creative power itself, that light whose shining brings order out of chaos and higher life out of life.


In his 1881 novel Mary Marston, MacDonald describes a selfish young man, Tom Helmer, from the position of a loving God:




Like most men, he was so well satisfied with himself, that he saw no occasion to take trouble to be anything better than he was. Never suspecting what a noble creature he was meant to be, he never saw what a poor creature he was.10





There is no one so good that he might not see a little of himself in these lines, if he is honest, and feel both abashed and beloved. This is because MacDonald put on the power and responsibility of a creator, the Creator in fact, relative to his creation, who longs for his creation to realize what he meant it to become.


The loving promise made in this passage is that the author will provide, over the course of the novel, the trials and tribulations that will allow Tom to develop into the honorable man that he could be, if he chooses. Despite Tom’s dishonesty and baseness of character, MacDonald will not discard him like refuse, but will go to extraordinary lengths, out of love, to persuade him to grow. In so doing, the author models a higher, holier love. He imparts to the reader the hope, or rather the beginnings of an awareness, that we ourselves might be loved as much as MacDonald loves Tom, even if we have been base and dishonest. It is this awakening that C. S. Lewis refers to when he remarks that MacDonald’s writing “shocks us more fully awake than we are for most of our lives.”11 It is this gift of life, freely given, that I mean when I speak of love.


Motivations for reading books vary as widely as human beings do. Some read to escape a monotonous or unbearable life, some to kill time, some because their teachers force them to, some to obtain knowledge or skills, some to be flattered, some to feel. A few read out of hatred. But the highest, truest purpose for reading that I know is given by Annie Dillard, who suggests that when we read, we hope that “the writer will… illuminate and inspire us with wisdom, courage, and the possibility of meaningfulness, and will press upon our minds the deepest mysteries, so we may feel again their majesty and power.”12 Extending her claim further, why do we live, if not in hope that some glimpse of deeper meanings, of deeper mysteries, will sometimes flash out through the common moments of our days, and grant us the wisdom and courage to continue living?


To inspire human beings with grace, love, and wisdom—to plant a pale spark in another person’s spirit, and breathe upon it, that the soul might quicken to flame—this is and has always been the unspoken, unwritten duty of writers, artists, and God. James Baldwin, paraphrasing a friend, describes the commission in this way: if you are marked as an artist, you bear the responsibility of lightening the darkness in which many, many people live, although those people are strangers, and some may try to kill you.13 Baldwin’s friend was encouraging an actor to play a role he had been avoiding. Baldwin himself was writing to the body of true artists, who acknowledge their calling and pay the costs. But he might as well have been addressing Christ. In a very real sense, the commission is the same.


The artist’s craft is a part of the calling. For writers, craft is the skill with which they express their thought in precise and vivid language, wed meaning to syntax, and give their characters life, distinctness, motion, and motivation. This too has deteriorated in recent years. If a building is constructed from badly rusted girders, the whole structure will totter or collapse outright. So it goes with the books of authors who are lacking in craft.


Paint-by-numbers dialogue may be the most obvious symptom. Listening to any reasonably aware child, one hears, within five minutes, sentences and combinations of words that have never been spoken before. At a very early age, we inherit creative depths we could spend the rest of our lives exploring, and yet we learn to deny that birthright, both our own and others’. Although I might be able to imitate their style, I cannot accurately predict the speech of even those I have known the longest, because each person is as vast as a universe.14 No matter how much time I spend with someone, that person has private spaces that I will never know. Writing fresh, unexpected, but credible dialogue, which is a long labor of many drafts, means recognizing this wildness, this hidden creativity, in every human being, including the bit roles and bystanders. Good dialogue is an act of generosity, as well as an expression of faith in human beings. It is exceedingly rare. In much recent fiction and many studio movies, what passes for dialogue is dull and functional, if not clichéd. The latter is particularly deadening. Hearing recycled words in predictable sequences is as inspiring as drinking recycled water and breathing recycled air.


The quality of prose has also suffered. Writers who remember how to mark the stressed and unstressed feet of accentual-syllabic verse are a disappearing species, and venerable if not emeritus. Few writers still chase etymologies through dictionaries and hunt through their paper Roget’s thesauruses, opened five ways to five headings, until they strike, at last, the right word in the right place. Some do know the tricks of writing in longhand, or reading drafts aloud to listen for consonance, assonance, repetition, rhyme, and rhythm, adjusting as they go. But even then they may stop before their words are polished to clarity and leaded in place, before the architecture of their syntax is both pleasing and strong. Reading sentences by Peter S. Beagle, or Annie Dillard, one perceives structures both rugged and elegant, each varying from the next, each supporting its meaning and the work as a whole. They last through the years because of their sound construction, much as the ancient dolmans do.


The pressures of the modern world militate against such slow and enduring work. We live in a rush, distracted and off balance, separated from the natural world and the ebb and flow of sunlight, cloistered in glass and concrete, our focus shattered by a monotonically increasing volume of communication. With a handful of exceptions, full-time writers’ incomes have dropped precipitously, to a median of $20,300 in 2017 and $20,000 in 2022, even as the cost of living has grown.15 To eat, stay housed, and obtain healthcare, writers not born to wealth or supported by a spouse either work a day job and scrape writing time from the margins, or deliver manuscripts as quickly as they can. Both conditions reduce opportunities for the concentrated thought, woolgathering, and careful revision that are necessary to produce books of transcendental beauty and lasting value. For similar reasons, fewer and fewer readers have time to read, and those who do have less capacity for difficult books that demand the reader’s complete attention.


This deliquescence of concentrated attention is occurring at the same time as vigorous efforts by multiple interest groups to distort and deform language for political gain. George Orwell witnessed the latter during and after his time fighting in the Spanish Civil War,16 and later dissected examples in his 1941 essay “Politics and the English Language.” As Victor Klemperer and W. H. Auden would also do, Orwell demonstrates how prefabricated phrases cover up incoherent thinking and vicious behavior, including murder, massacre, and nuclear bombing.17 Only when many individuals put effort into thinking and writing clearly, choosing words not out of reflexive habit but out of a desire to precisely and accurately express their thoughts, will a society be capable of facing and dealing with reality.


Language is the narrow rope bridge with which we traverse the vast abysses between two people, or two cultures, or two times. When it is twisted and frayed for political purposes, those chasms become uncrossable; friendship recedes into estrangement; both familial and institutional relationships snap. Literature, having no firm footing, must cling and crawl, and cannot stand to full height. As Orwell, Klemperer, and Auden noted, in such confusion, evil passes unremarked.


Given the circumstances, the writer who holds fast to a vision of the real and sets stone upon stone, word upon word, until she has built a shelter both sturdy and satisfying, not for herself but for the rest of the world, is an absolute fool. So are the worker bees in my hive, who construct, flake by secreted flake, waxen galleries of comb, then fill them with distilled nectars from a million flowers. They do this for the sake of unborn generations, deriving little personal benefit, since a summer worker lives no more than seven weeks before dying of exhaustion. But only through such loving labors can the hive survive the winter, feeding on the sweetness gathered and concentrated by those who went before. Only through such a labor can the artist bring light into the darkness of the world. And so we hurl ourselves toward the flowers, the stones, the words.


Faith of a sort is necessary, if only faith in humanity, in a future, in the thin white hyphens of unhatched possibility anchored in their cells. Nevertheless, many of the writers I have named and will name in this book, including MacDonald, Dillard, Miłosz, Auden, and Baldwin, also acknowledge some personal experience of God, of One who surpasses understanding, whose presence is mystery and grace. I think this no coincidence. A life and a literature that does not allow space for the possibility of such a One—at this moment I am not speaking of a single belief, Christian or otherwise, but of an openness to something greater than the self—can never exceed human dimensions. And given the false and brittle conceptions that result from deifying the human mind, the result is frequently even less.


Literature, as I have mentioned, is a specific instance of a general problem. Those qualities that I have described as both vanishing and vital, including love, wisdom, grace, and light, are not only what the reader seeks in literature, however unconsciously, but also what the Christian pursues in her walk with God. At the same time that those qualities are waning in book publishing, they are waning in many churches across the world, regardless of denomination. What else but this absence can explain the dogmatic schisms, the sexual predators, the hypocrisies and vanities proclaimed at the pulpit, the dwindling congregations, and the dry and arid lives of so many churchgoers and parishioners?


I left a nondenominational church after a leader in another state boasted that COVID-19 had been God’s answer to his prayers for punishment, and none of the elders in my church, though they loved God, would gainsay him. I listened to a sermon in a Baptist church where the preacher raved against the wickedness of a hypochondriac woman who had inscribed “I told you I was sick” on her gravestone, when I had always found that line, which is on William H. Hahn Jr.’s stone in Princeton Cemetery, to be hilarious.18 I was grabbed from behind for an unwanted massage by an elder in a Presbyterian church, who then argued that because he had only done so once in three years, rather than four or five times, I should not be angry with him. And I have watched Catholic, Evangelical, and Eastern Orthodox men in my workplace gleefully accusing women who had abortions of murder, and ordering me to humble myself when I disputed their accusations.19


The problem is not new, because human nature is not new, but we have forgotten many old and worthy ways of addressing it. This should not be the case. More hopefully put, this does not have to remain the case. I would be far more discouraged if I had not also known Christians in many countries, of various denominations, whose walk in Christ is deep and true, and a God whose love is an ordering white flame, and books written by the light of that flame. Because I have encountered these things, I know they are possible, and I know a little of their inestimable worth.


My point is that, for many readers, as well as for many Christians, what is on offer in recent years of book publishing and church life is, in the main, lifeless, without love, without hope, without mystery. In 1994, Sven Birkerts predicted that corporate media and online networks would flatten and homogenize human life, eradicating depth, privacy, and individual subjectivity. His fear was that humanity would grow shallower, turning away from depth and wisdom toward “the ersatz security of a vast lateral connectedness.”20 That fear was prescient. We now live in the flattened, interconnected future that Birkerts foresaw, with the corresponding losses of wisdom, love, depth, and grace. Often, the truth is lost as well.


Because these changes and their causes are societal and structural rather than individual, they may seem as immovable and unchanging as mountains. But I believe restoration is possible, and that it must happen individually, if it will happen at all. It will be the responsibility of individual readers and writers, artists and Christians, to recover what has been lost, to remember what is of highest importance, and to coax dying embers to flame, that we might again catch fire and burn to life.
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