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INTRODUCTION


I BEGAN MY CAREER back in 1972 as a magazine journalist. Every month I would write four or five articles on a wide variety of topics. I liked the quick pace, the vicarious thrill of leeching other lives more exciting than mine, and the sense of guilt-free writing (magazines usually get thrown away, so if I wrote something boring or stupid one month, I could try to improve on it the next).


The process of writing books required some adjustments. I had to be more careful because a book can stay in print a long time. If I made a factual error or took a controversial position, I may still be hearing about it a decade later.


I also had to learn to adjust my attention span. I read somewhere that in the early days of the Alaska Highway, tractor-trailer trucks would make deep ruts in the gravel as they carried construction equipment to boomtowns up north. Someone posted this sign at the beginning of the road: CHOOSE YOUR RUT CAREFULLY, YOU'LL BE IN IT FOR THE NEXT 200 MILES. It takes me between one and two years to write a



book, and if I don't choose carefully, that time period may well seem like an endless rut.


Perhaps because I've never outgrown the journalism instinct, I intersperse my book projects with travel and articles. For twenty years I have written a column on the back page of Christianity Today magazine, and I've made it a habit not to think about that column until the deadline day arrives. For one day a month, at least, I can keep a little spontaneity in my writing life. The next day, I rejoin the rut.
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THIS BOOK IS A bit of a hybrid because in it I have pulled together spontaneous pieces, added others, and reworked them into something that I hope takes shape as a book. I can look back over the past years' work and see the topics and trends that have caught my attention as a writer and observer.


I have watched a marked polarisation in US society. As court decisions and the general drift of culture push religion to the fringe, some Christians act more and more as if they belong to a fringe religion. Christians under duress often show a tendency to withdraw from the world, pull up the draw-bridge, and retreat behind a protective moat. I feel sad about this trend because it directly contradicts Jesus' command to act like salt in meat and light in the midst of darkness. Salt has no effect when sealed in a jar on the shelf, and a closeted lamp illuminates nothing.


The ‘castle’ into which Christians retreat is the church. That makes me sad as well, because for many people the church can be the least likely place to find God. Jesus himself looked for God not among the pious at the synagogue, but in a widow who had two pennies left to her name and in a tax collector who knew no formal prayers; he found his spiritual lessons in sparrows sold at a market, and in wheat fields and wedding banquets, and, yes, even in the observations of a mixed-race



foreigner who had five failed marriages. Jesus was a master at finding God in unexpected places.


In my own pilgrimage, I have had to look beyond church walls in order to find God. Growing up in Southern fundamentalism, my search for God was blocked by racism and fear and judgment. In the beautiful, orderly world of nature I first saw glimpses of a Creator who has lavished on us a good and grace-full world. As I began to believe, I found rumours of transcendence – the footprints of God – in places I had never before thought of looking.


Theologian John S. Dunne tells of a group of early Spanish sailors who reached the continent of South America after an arduous voyage. Their caravels sailed into the headwaters of the Amazon, an expanse of water so wide the sailors presumed it to be a continuation of the Atlantic Ocean. It never occurred to them to drink the water, since they expected it to be saline, and as a result some of these sailors died of thirst. That scene of men dying of thirst even as their ships floated on the world's largest source of freshwater has become for me a metaphor for our age. Some people starve to death spiritually while all around them manna rots.


People shake their heads in despair over the state of the world despite the fact that by many measures – literacy, nutrition, clean water, housing – things have decidedly improved in the past fifty years. Toward the end of the last century, one-third of all people on earth gained freedom from perhaps the greatest tyranny in history, with hardly a shot being fired. In Eastern Europe, a god fell to earth like an idol pulled from its pedestal, and at its base stood Christians armed with candles and the power of prayer. In South Africa, the leader of the last theologically racist party on earth led the way toward reconciliation. Why the change? F. W. de Klerk himself gave the reason: after his inauguration, in tears, he told his church that he had felt a calling from God to save all the people of South Africa, even though he knew he would be rejected by his own people. In



China, the greatest revival of faith in history broke out in an atheistic state that tried desperately to quell it.


We tend to see what we are looking for. At the time the microscope was first invented, scientists believed that sperms were little embryos, with the woman serving as an incubator. Peering through the early microscopes, they saw and drew those embryos, homunculi or ‘little men’. They saw what they expected to see. Similarly, when the great astronomer Percival Lowell got a new twenty-four-inch telescope on a mountain in Flagstaff, Arizona, he ‘saw’ a network of canals on Mars that confirmed the theories of Italian astronomers. He mapped them on a globe, and his 1908 book Mars as the Abode of Life laid out proof that these canals were built by intelligent beings.


Sometimes, like Lowell, we see things that aren't really there and sometimes, like the Spanish sailors, we fail to notice the very element we're floating in. In the world of faith, particularly, some things have to be believed to be seen.
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THE JOB OF A journalist is, simply, to see. We are professional eyes. As a Christian journalist, I have learned to look for traces of God. I have found those traces in unexpected places: among the chief propagandists of a formerly atheistic nation and refugees from a currently atheistic nation; in a storefront chapel at Ground Zero, an Atlanta slum, and even a Chicago health club; at a meeting of Amnesty International, on a weekend retreat with twenty Jews and Muslims, and on a panel addressing ‘Why Do Muslims Hate Us’; in the prisons of Peru and Chile and orphanages in South Africa and Myanmar; in the speeches of Vaclav Havel and even in the plays of Shakespeare. This book, much of it adapted from my occasional writings, is my report of what I have seen in recent years.


I have found malaise in the midst of plenty and stirring hope



in circumstances that should have produced despair. I have found evil in the most unexpected places, and also God.


This book was first published in 1995, but after 2001 the world changed so much I felt the need for a revision. In 1995 the economy was booming, the Cold War was a fast-receding memory, and the United States stood virtually unchallenged. Now everyone who goes through an airport security line or opens a suspicious-looking envelope knows that the world has changed. Fear now reigns. I removed nine chapters that seemed relevant before September 11, 2001, but less so afterward, and added fourteen new ones, including an entire section on ‘Finding God in the Rubble’.


I do not ask you to believe all that I believe, or to walk the same path I have walked. All I ask is that you keep an open mind as you look at the world through my eyes.


On a trip to South Africa, I met a remarkable woman named Joanna. She is of mixed race, part black and part white, a category known there as ‘Coloured’. As a student she agitated for change in apartheid and then saw the miracle that no one had predicted, the peaceful dismantling of that evil system. Afterward, for many hours she sat with her husband and watched live broadcasts of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission hearings.


Instead of simply exulting in her newfound freedoms, Joanna next decided to tackle the most violent prison in South Africa, a prison where Nelson Mandela had spent several years. Tattoo-covered gang members controlled the prison, strictly enforcing a rule that required new members to earn their admittance to the gang by assaulting undesirable prisoners. Prison authorities looked the other way, letting these ‘animals’ beat and even kill each other.


Alone, this attractive young woman started going each day into the bowels of that prison. She brought a simple message of forgiveness and reconciliation, trying to put into practice on smaller scale what Mandela and Bishop Tutu were trying to



effect in the nation as a whole. She organised small groups, taught trust games, got the prisoners to open up about the details of their horrific childhoods. The year before she began her visits, the prison had recorded 279 acts of violence; the next year there were two. Joanna's results were so impressive that the BBC sent a camera crew from London to produce two one-hour documentaries on her.


I met Joanna and her husband, who has since joined her in the prison work, at a restaurant on the waterfront of Cape Town. Ever the journalist, I pressed her for specifics on what had happened to transform that prison. Her fork stopped on the way to her mouth, she looked up and said, almost without thinking, ‘Well, of course, Philip, God was already present in the prison. I just had to make him visible.’


I have often thought of that line from Joanna, which would make a fine mission statement for all of us seeking to know and follow God. God is already present, in the most unexpected places. We just need to make God visible.


Philip Yancey
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CHAPTER


ONE


RUMOURS OF
ANOTHER WORLD


ACCORDING TO GREEK MYTHOLOGY, people once knew in advance their exact day of death. Everyone on earth lived with a deep sense of melancholy, for mortality hung like a sword suspended above them. All that changed when Prometheus introduced the gift of fire. Now humans could reach beyond themselves to control their destinies; they could strive to be like the gods. Caught up in excitement over these new possibilities, people soon lost the knowledge of their death day.


Have we moderns lost even more? Have we lost, in fact, the sense that we will die at all?


Although some authors argue as much (such as social theorist Ernest Becker in The Denial of Death), I have found that behind the noise of daily life, rumours of another world can still be heard. The whispers of death persist, and I have heard them, I believe, in three unlikely places: a health club, a political action group, and a hospital therapy group. I have even detected the



overtones – but only overtones – of theology in these unexpected places.
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I JOINED THE CHICAGO HEALTH Club after a foot injury forced me to find alternatives to running. It took a while to adjust to the artificiality of the place. Patrons lined up to use high-tech rowing machines, complete with video screens and animation pace boats, though Lake Michigan, a real lake requiring real oars, lay empty just four blocks away. In another room, people working out at StairMaster machines duplicated the act of climbing stairs – this in a dense patch of high-rise buildings. And I marvelled at the technology that adds computer-programmed excitement to the everyday feat of bicycling.


I marvelled, too, at the human bodies using all these machines: the gorgeous women wearing black and hot pink leotards, and the huge hunks of masculinity who clustered around the weight machines. Mirrored glass, appropriately, sheathed the walls, and a quick glance revealed dozens of eyes checking out the results of all the sweating and grunting, on themselves and on their neighbours.


The health club is a modern temple, complete with initiation rites and elaborate rituals, its objects of worship on constant and glorious display. I detected a trace of theology there, for such devotion to the human form gives evidence of the genius of a Creator who designed with aesthetic flair. The human person is worth preserving. And yet, in the end, the health club stands as a pagan temple. Its members strive to preserve only one part of the person: the body, the least enduring part of all.


Ernest Becker wrote his book and died before the exercise craze gripped America, but I imagine he would see in health clubs a blatant symptom of death-denial. Health clubs, along with cosmetic surgery, baldness retardants, skin creams, and an endless proliferation of magazines on sports, swimsuits, and dieting help



direct our attention away from death toward life. Life in this body. And if we all strive together to preserve our bodies, then perhaps science will one day achieve the unthinkable: perhaps it will conquer mortality and permit us to live forever, like Gulliver's toothless, hairless, memoryless race of Struldbruggs.


Once, as I was pedalling nowhere on a computerised bicycle, I thought of Kierkegaard's comment that the knowledge of one's own death is the essential fact that distinguishes us from animals. I looked around the exercise room wondering just how distinguished from the animals we modern humans are. The frenzied activity I was participating in at that moment – was it merely one more way of denying or postponing death? As a nation, do we grow sleek and healthy so that we do not have to think about the day our muscular bodies will be, not pumping iron, but lying stiff in a casket?


Martin Luther told his followers, ‘Even in the best of health we should have death always before our eyes [so that] we will not expect to remain on this earth forever, but will have one foot in the air, so to speak.’ His words seem quaint indeed today when most of us, pagan and Christian alike, spend our days thinking about everything but death. Even the church focuses mainly on the good that faith can offer now: physical health, inner peace, financial security, a stable marriage.


Physical training is of some value, the apostle Paul advised his protégé Timothy, but godliness has value for all things, holding promise for both the present life and the life to come. As I pedalled, straining against computer-generated hills, I had to ask myself: What is my spiritual counterpart to the Chicago Health Club? And then, more troubling: How much time and energy do I devote to each?
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FOR TWO YEARS I attended monthly meetings of a local chapter of Amnesty International. There I met good people, serious



people: students and executives and professionals who gather together because they find it intolerable blithely to go on with life while other people are being tortured and killed.


Amnesty International's local chapters use an absurdly simple technique to combat human rights abuses: they write letters. Our group adopted three prisoners of conscience: all of whom were both serving long-term sentences for ‘unpatriotic activity’. Each week we would discuss their fates and report on the letters we had written to esteemed officials in their respective countries.


As we sat in a comfortable townhouse eating brownies and fresh vegetables and sipping coffee, we tried to envision how Jorge and Ahmad and Joseph were spending their days and evenings. Letters from their families gave us agonising insight into their hardships. Despite our efforts to resist it, most of the time a vague feeling of powerlessness pervaded the room. We had received no word from Jorge in two years, and officials in his South American country no longer answered our letters. Most likely he had joined ‘the disappeared’.


The tone of earnest concern in the group reminded me of many prayer meetings I had attended. Those, too, focused group energy on specific human needs. Yet at Amnesty International no one dared pray, a fact that perhaps added to the sense of helplessness. Although the organisation was founded on Christian principles, any trace of sectarianism had long since disappeared.


Here is a strange thing, I thought one evening. A worthy organisation exists for the sole purpose of keeping people alive. Thousands of bright, dedicated people congregate in small groups centred on that singular goal. But one question is never addressed: Why should we keep people alive?


I have asked that question of Amnesty International staff members, provoking a response of quiet horror. The very phrasing of the question seemed heretical to them. Why keep people alive? The answer is self-evident, is it not? Life is good; death is bad (I presume they meant animal life is good, since we were munching vegetable life as we spoke).




These staff members missed the irony that Amnesty International came into existence because not all people in history see their equation as self-evident. To Hitler, to Stalin, to Saddam Hussein, death can be a good if it helps accomplish other goals. No ultimate value attaches to any one human life.


Amnesty International recognises the inherent worth of every human being. Unlike, say, the Chicago Health Club, AI does not elevate beautiful specimens of perfect health: the objects of our attention were mostly bruised and beaten, with missing teeth and unkempt hair and signs of malnutrition. But what makes such people worthy of our care? To put it bluntly, is it possible to honour the image of God in a human being if there is no God?


To raise such questions at an Amnesty International meeting is to invite a time of stern and awkward silence. Explanations may follow. This is not a religious organisation . . . We cannot deal with such sectarian views . . . People have differing opinions . . . The important issue is the fate of our prisoners . . .


In our strange society, it seems the questions most worth asking are the questions most ignored. The French mathematician Blaise Pascal lived during the seventeenth-century Enlightenment era when Western thinkers first began scorning belief in a soul and the afterlife, matters of doctrine that seemed to them primitive and unsophisticated. Pascal said of such people, ‘Do they profess to have delighted us by telling us that they hold our soul to be only a little wind and smoke, especially by telling us this in a haughty and self-satisfied tone of voice? Is this a thing to say gaily? Is it not, on the contrary, a thing to say sadly, as the saddest thing in the world?’


I still belong to Amnesty International and contribute money to it. I believe in their cause, but I believe in it for different reasons. Why do strangers such as Ahmad and Joseph and Jorge deserve my time and energy? I can think of only one reason: that they bear the sign of ultimate worth, the image of God.


Amnesty International teaches a more advanced theology than



the Chicago Health Club, to be sure. It points past the surface of skin and shape to the inner person. But the organisation stops short – for what makes the inner person worth preserving, unless it be a soul? And for that very reason, shouldn't Christians lead the way in such issues as human rights? According to the Bible, all humans, including Jorge and Ahmad and Joseph, are immortal beings who still bear some mark of the Creator.
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MEMBERS OF THE CHICAGO Health Club do their best to defy or at least forestall death. Amnesty International works diligently to prevent it. But another group I attended faces death head-on, once a month.


I was first invited to Make Today Count, a support group for people with life-threatening illnesses, by my neighbour Jim, who had just been diagnosed with terminal cancer. There we met other people, mostly in their thirties, who were battling such diseases as multiple sclerosis, hepatitis, muscular dystrophy, and cancer. For each member of the group, all of life had boiled down to two issues: surviving and, failing that, preparing for death.


We sat in a hospital waiting area on moulded plastic chairs of a garish orange hue (doubtless chosen to make the institution appear more cheerful). We tried to ignore the loudspeaker periodically crackling out an announcement or paging a doctor. The meeting began with each member ‘checking in’. Jim whispered to me this was the most depressing part of the meeting, because very often someone had died in the month since the last meeting. The social worker provided details of the missing member's last days and the funeral.


The members of Make Today Count confronted death because they had no choice. I had expected a mood of great sombreness, but found just the opposite. Tears flowed freely, of course, but these people spoke easily and comfortably about



disease and death. Clearly, the group was the one place they could talk openly about such issues.


Nancy showed off a new wig, purchased to cover the baldness caused by chemotherapy treatments. She joked that she had always wanted straight hair, and now her brain tumour had finally given her an excuse. Steve, a young man with Hodgkin's disease, admitted he was terrified of what lay ahead. His fiancée refused to discuss the future with him at all. How could he break through to her?


Martha talked about death. The disease ALS (‘Lou Gehrig's disease’) had already rendered her legs and arms useless. Now she breathed with great difficulty, and whenever she fell asleep at night there was a danger of death from oxygen deprivation. Martha was twenty-five years old. ‘What is it you fear about death?’ someone asked. Martha thought a minute and then said this, ‘I regret all that I'm going to miss – next year's big movies, for example, and the election results. And I fear that I will one day be forgotten. That I'll just disappear, and no one will even miss me.’


More than any other people I have met, members of the Make Today Count group concentrated on ultimate issues. They, unlike the Chicago Health Clubbers, could not deny death; their bodies bore memento mori, reminders of inevitable, premature death. Every day they were, in Saint Augustine's phrase, ‘deafened by the clanking chains of mortality’. I wanted to use them as examples for my hedonistic friends, to walk down the street and interrupt parties to announce, ‘We're all going to die. I have proof. Just around the corner is a place where you can see it for yourself. Have you thought about death?’


Yet would such awareness change anyone for more than a few minutes? As one of novelist Saul Bellow's characters put it, the living speed like birds over the surface of the water, and one will dive or plunge but not come up again and never be seen again. But life goes on. Five thousand people die in America each day.




One night Donna, a member of the Make Today Count group, told about watching a television programme on the public service station. In the programme, Elisabeth Kübler-Ross discussed a boy in Switzerland who was dying of an inoperable brain tumour. Kübler-Ross asked him to draw a picture of how he felt. He drew a large, ugly military tank, and behind the tank he drew a small house with trees, grass, sunshine, and an open window. In front of the tank, just at the end of the gun barrel, he drew a tiny figure with a red stop sign in his hand. Himself.


Donna said that picture captured her feelings precisely. Kübler-Ross had gone on to describe the five stages of grief, culminating in the stage of acceptance. And Donna knew she was supposed to work toward acceptance. But she could never get past the stage of fear. Like the little boy in front of the tank, she saw death as an enemy.


Someone brought up religious faith and belief in an afterlife, but the comment evoked the same response in Make Today Count as it had in Amnesty International: a long silence, a cleared throat, a few rolled eyes. The rest of the evening, the group focused on how Donna could overcome her fears and grow toward the acceptance stage of grief.


I left that meeting with a heavy heart. Our materialistic, undogmatic culture was asking its members to defy their deepest feelings. Donna and the small Swiss boy with the brain tumour had, by sheer primal instinct, struck upon a cornerstone of Christian theology. Death is an enemy, a grievous enemy, the last enemy to be destroyed. How could members of a group that each month saw families fall apart and bodies deteriorate before their eyes still wish for a spirit of bland acceptance? I could think of only one appropriate response to Donna's impending death: Curse you, death!


There was another aspect of Christian theology, too, the one, most sadly, that Make Today Count would not discuss. The Swiss boy had included his vision of Heaven in the background,



represented by the grass and trees and the cottage with an open window. Any feeling like ‘acceptance’ would be appropriate only if he was truly going somewhere, somewhere like home. That is why I consider the doctrine of Heaven one of the most neglected doctrines of our time.


‘I think it is very hard for secular men to die,’ said Ernest Becker, as he turned to God in the last months of his life.


[image: img_02]


IN THE PRADO MUSEUM in Madrid, Spain, there hangs a painting by Hans Baldung (d. 1545) titled The Stages of Life, with Death. It seems a deliberate parody of the classical image of The Three Graces. On the ground lies a newborn child, resting peacefully. Three pale, elongated figures stand over the child. On the left is a nearly nude woman, the archetype of classical beauty, her skin like alabaster, her figure round and smooth, her hair braided into long strands that cascade down her back. To her left stands an old hag with shrivelled, sagging breasts and a sharp, angular face. The hag has her right hand on the beautiful woman's shoulder and, with a mocking, toothless sneer, is pulling the young woman toward her.


The hag's left arm is interlocked with that of a third person, a horrid figure straight out of Hieronymus Bosch, the medieval painter with a passion for the grotesque. Man or woman, you cannot tell. Human features have melted down in a macabre, rotting corpse, with long, slender worms crawling out of its cadaver belly. The head is hairless, nearly a skull. The corpse holds an hourglass.


Hans Baldung's painting restores, visually, what humanity lost after Prometheus. The beautiful woman has regained the knowledge of the hour of death. Birth, youth, old age – we live out each stage under death's shadow.


The painting lacks one image, a vision of a resurrected body.



It is hard for us to live in awareness of death; it may be even harder to live in awareness of afterlife. We hope for recreated bodies while inhabiting aged and ailing ones. Charles Williams once admitted that the notion of immortality never seemed to stir his imagination, no matter how hard he tried. ‘Our experience on earth makes it difficult for us to apprehend a good without a catch in it somewhere,’ he said.


The apostle Paul wrote these words to people who, like us, could not quite imagine a good without a catch in it somewhere:


Though outwardly we are wasting away [despite all attempts at the Chicago Health Club to reverse entropy], yet inwardly we are being renewed day by day. For our light and momentary troubles [Light and momentary! Paul's jailings, beatings, and shipwrecks remind me of the stories of tortured prisoners I hear about at Amnesty International] are achieving for us an eternal glory that far outweighs them all. So we fix our eyes not on what is seen, but on what is unseen. For what is seen is temporary, but what is unseen is eternal.


. . . For while we are in this tent, we groan [drawn, haggard, chemotherapied faces from the Make Today Count group come to mind], and are burdened, because we do not wish to be unclothed but to be clothed with our heavenly dwelling, so that what is mortal may be swallowed up by life. Now it is God who has made us for this very purpose and has given us the Spirit as a deposit, guaranteeing what is to come. (2 Corinthians 4:16–5:5)


We need a renewed awareness of death, yes. But we need far more. We need a faith, in the midst of our groaning, that death is not the last word, but the next to last. What is mortal will be swallowed up by life. One day all whispers of death will fall silent.











CHAPTER


TWO


NOT NAKED ENOUGH


WHEN I MOVED INTO the city of Chicago from the suburbs, I was surprised to find the urban atmosphere more sexually charged. Downtown health clubs, billboards, magazine racks, porno shops, and street wear all revealed, well, more. Much more.


It seems curious that a culture advancing in sophistication and technology should heighten the emphasis on sexuality, the primal drive that humans share with all animals, but in my travels I have noticed this consistent pattern. In the Amazon jungle, sex has its place, surely, but it ranks somewhere below a successful hunt or a communal feast. In New York or Paris or Tokyo, sex is sine qua non, the Prime Mover that advertisers rely on in order to sell fine wine, computers, and dental floss.


Whenever a Christian writer turns to the subject of sex, I realise, certain defences go up. Readers expect a moralistic screed against the sex excess in modern society. I, for one, see little value in such an approach. In the first place, moralising doesn't stand much chance against the raw power of human sexual drives.




More important, I wonder whether the church has used the wrong approach toward sex entirely. Too often the church has treated sexuality as a grave threat, a rival to spirituality. If you're oversexed, why, repress your sexuality and sublimate that energy into a longing for God. Between the third and tenth centuries, church authorities issued edicts forbidding sex on Saturdays, Wednesdays, and Fridays, and also during the forty-day fast periods before Easter, Christmas, and Whitsuntide, all for religious reasons. They kept adding feast days and days of the apostles to the proscription as well as the days of female impurity until it reached the point that, as historian John Boswell has estimated, only forty-four days a year remained available for marital sex. Human nature being what it is, the church's proscriptions were enthusiastically ignored.


I question the motive behind such edicts. Can we so neatly substitute one drive (toward spiritual union) for another (toward physical union)? I doubt it. After all, in the Garden of Eden, when prelapsarian Adam had perfect spiritual communion with God, even then he felt a loneliness and longing that met no relief until God created Eve.


Rather than positioning sexuality and spirituality against each other as rivals, I see them as deeply related. The more I observe our society's obsession with sexuality, the more I sense in it a thirst for transcendence.


My urban neighbours in their condominiums and high-rises and even those in the suburbs have little transcendence left in their lives. Few of them attend church; they believe science has figured out most of the numinous mysteries of the universe, like disease and weather. Except for the New Agers among them, they tend to scoff at superstitious practices like astrology.


But sex – ah, there's a mystery to which normal principles of reductionism do not apply. Sex is not something you can ‘figure out’. Knowing about sex, even taking a degree in gynaecology, doesn't diminish its magical power. Probably the closest thing to a supernatural experience my male neighbours ever have is when



they watch Catherine Zeta-Jones in a clingy red dress, or when they pore over each microdot of the annual Sports Illustrated swimsuit issue. Is it any wonder these swimsuit models are often called ‘goddesses’?


In this view, sex is not a rival to spirituality, but rather a pointer to it. When a society so completely blocks the human thirst for transcendence, should we be surprised that such longings reroute themselves into an expression of mere physicality? Maybe the problem is not that people are getting naked, but that they aren't getting naked enough: we stop at the skin instead of going deeper, into the soul.
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I ONCE TALKED WITH THE priest Henri Nouwen just after he had returned from San Francisco. He had visited various ministries to people with AIDS and was moved with compassion by sad stories of sexual promiscuity. ‘They want love so badly, it's literally killing them,’ he said.


More and more, I see sex excess as a modern mutation of classical idolatry, a commitment of spirit to something that cannot bear its weight. When God rebuked the Israelites for their idolatry, he was not condemning their urge to worship. Nor did he disapprove of the more immediate urges that pushed them toward idols: a desire for fertility, for good weather, for military success. Rather, he condemned them for seeking those things from senseless hunks of wood and iron instead of from himself.


What the Old Testament calls idolatry, enlightened Westerners call ‘addictions’. These, too, are often good things – sex, food, work, chocolate – that outgrow their rightful place and begin to control a person's life. To a member of AA, alcohol represents an ‘idol’ in which he or she invests all hopes and dreams. The idol of alcohol, like the golden calf, cannot bear such total commitment. It always lets you down.




Tellingly, even our secularised society has found but one effective way to break the pattern of addiction: twelve-step programmes, all of which require submission to a ‘Higher Power’. In their own desperate ways, these strugglers are searching for an elixir that will quench their thirst for transcendence.


The French priest Jean Sulivan made this observation about modern society: ‘Human beings are not looking for just anything but for the absolute, even when they believe they are turning away from it, or when they unknowingly repress it in a search for material things.’ Repression of spirituality is every bit as dangerous as repression of sexuality.


I was thinking some of these thoughts as I read again the account of Jesus' conversation with a Samaritan woman who had been through five husbands and was living with yet another man. Two things struck me. First, I was reminded of Jesus' exquisite tenderness in dealing with people who had failed on some level. In those days the husband initiated divorce: this Samaritan woman had been unceremoniously dumped by five different men.


I was also struck by Jesus' skill in connecting thirst – physical, parched-throat thirst and also the thirst for intimacy – with a thirst for transcendence that only he could satisfy. ‘Everyone who drinks this water will be thirsty again, but whoever drinks the water I give him will never thirst,’ he said.


This Samaritan ‘outcast’ woman was the first person to whom Jesus openly revealed himself as the Messiah. After the conversation by a well, this same woman led a wholesale revival in her town. When her deepest thirst was quenched, a thirst she had never even recognised before Jesus named it, all other thirsts took their rightful place.











CHAPTER


THREE


THE LOST SEX SURVEY


WHILE MUCH OF THE media was buzzing about a new survey on sex in modern America released in 1994, I was thinking about a book, Sex and Culture, published in 1934. I discovered it in the windowless warrens of a large university library, and I felt like an archaeologist must feel unearthing an artefact from the catacombs.


Seeking to test the Freudian notion that civilisation is a byproduct of repressed sexuality, the scholar J. D. Unwin studied eighty-six different societies. His findings startled many scholars, above all Unwin himself, because all eighty-six demonstrated a direct tie between absolute monogamy and the ‘expansive energy’ of civilisation. In other words, sexual fidelity was the single most important predictor of a society's ascendancy.


Unwin had no religious convictions and applied no moral judgment. ‘I offer no opinion about rightness or wrongness.’ Nevertheless, he had to conclude, ‘In human records there is no instance of a society retaining its energy after a complete new



generation has inherited a tradition which does not insist on pre-nuptial and post-nuptial continence.’


For Roman, Greek, Sumerian, Moorish, Babylonian, and Anglo-Saxon civilisations, Unwin had several hundred years of history to draw on. He found with no exceptions that these societies flourished, culturally and geographically, during eras that valued sexual fidelity. Inevitably, sexual mores would loosen and the societies would subsequently decline, only to rise again when they returned to more rigid sexual standards.


Unwin seemed at a loss to explain the pattern. ‘If you ask me why this is so, I reply that I do not know. No scientist does . . . You can describe the process and observe it, but you cannot explain it.’ Yet the trend so impressed him that he proposed a special class of ‘Alpha’ citizens in Great Britain. These individuals of unusual promise would take vows of chastity before marriage and observe strict monogamy after marriage, all for the sake of the empire, which needed their talents.


Unwin died before fully developing his theory on ‘the sexual foundations of a new society’, but the incomplete results were published in another book, Hopousia, with an introduction by Aldous Huxley.


A decade before Unwin did his research, followers of Vladimir Lenin were espousing a very different ‘glass of water’ theory about sex. Sexual desire is no more mysterious or sacrosanct than the desire for food or water, they declared, and rewrote the Soviet lawbook accordingly. That theory soon collapsed and Soviet society became – on the surface at least – almost puritanical about sexual morality.


Today we hear new versions of the glass of water theory. ‘Sex can finally, after all these centuries, be separated from the all-too-serious business of reproduction,’ proclaimed Barbara Ehrenreich in a Time essay. She gets specific: ‘. . . what could be more moral than teaching that homosexuality is a viable lifestyle? Or that masturbation is harmless and normal? Or that petting, under most circumstances, makes far more sense than begetting?



The only ethic that can work in an overcrowded world is one that insists that women are free, children are loved, and sex – preferably among affectionate and consenting adults – belongs squarely in the realm of play.’


Ehrenreich's call for the ‘de-moralisation’ of sex has about it the incense smell of the 1960s, birth era of the modern sexual revolution. AIDS may have temporarily dampened enthusiasm for unrestrained lovemaking, but I hear few social commentators articulating a coherent sexual ethic. In our reductionist society, sex is viewed as a purely biological act, like drinking and eating. Once we perfect the technology of protection, we can go back to coupling.


(Strangely, though, sex resists reductionism. Jealousy still rears its ugly head and cuckolds still murder their lovers' lovers, as if sexuality involved the joining of lives and not merely genitals. And in an age of unprecedented birth control options and widespread sex education, our society produces more unwanted pregnancies than ever before.)


[image: img_02]


FRANKLY, I DO NOT know what to make of J. D. Unwin's theories about sex and culture. His books rest in the catacombs of libraries because he preached a message that few want to hear, and his moral basis for fidelity (‘Zip up for the empire!’) easily gets overwhelmed by sheer hormonal force. Moreover, his criterion of ‘expansive energy’ looks different in an age that frowns on imperialism.


Without realising it, though, Unwin may have subtly edged toward a Christian view of sexuality from which modern society has badly strayed. For the Christian, sex is not an end in itself, but rather a gift from God. Like all such gifts, it must be stewarded according to God's rules, not ours.


If we make a god of progress and destroy the planet God gave us to steward, we will destroy ourselves as well. If we worship



power and success and construct the greatest civilisation the world has ever seen – it too will fall, as Unwin's Babelic survey of history surely shows. And if we make a god of sexuality, that god will also fail, in ways that affect the whole person and perhaps the whole society.


Author Bruce Marshall once said that a man who rings the bell at the brothel is unconsciously looking for God. That statement has always reminded me of Jesus' conversation with the Samaritan woman at the well, in which he used her thirst for love to introduce her to Living Water.
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