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To Anne Perry, for lighting my way on this journey



Introduction


Have you ever been faced with an event so traumatic—the death of a loved one, the deception by someone you trusted, the suffering from a public humiliation—that you wondered if you would survive? Or if you wanted to? And then time passed, the pain eased, and life went on? Looking back, what was it that gave you the courage to move forward; to place one foot in front of the other; to choose action over stagnation, hope over cynicism? Was it your family? Your need to win out over adversity? Perhaps it was pride that drove you forward or the unwillingness to be viewed as a victim, prey to someone’s cruelty. Or could it be that you came through this difficult time because you believed you could, because you had faith in yourself? Or in a force—an entity—more powerful than you?

It wasn’t so long ago that I would not have asked these questions. In fact, any discussion of religion, spirituality, faith—and dare I say it: God—ran counter to everything I was taught by a mother who loathed religious doctrine. I cannot say for certain what shifted in me, what force or curiosity or awareness planted its seed in my heart and began to grow, but its presence was powerful enough to cause me to take notice. It also made me wonder if others shared my confusion, my struggle to understand.

As I contemplated this shift, thoughts of faith and what I believed increased. What role was faith playing in my life? Or did it play a role at all? And what, really, is faith? Is it religion? A belief in the goodness of humankind, in ourselves, our societies? I decided to contact a few writer friends and ask if they would be interested in writing about their faith. One writer, a friend of more than a decade and someone who I’d assumed was an atheist, informed me that she would love (emphasis hers) to write about her spiritual beliefs, while another friend, who used the name of God in much of her writing, informed me that she was a devout atheist, asking if she could write about that. Friend number three, a novelist who I’m quite certain would give up her life before giving up her faith, came back with such unbridled enthusiasm and support that I dared not turn my back on the idea. (Words like smite and eternal housecleaning came to mind!)

And now here we are, twenty-four writers opening our hearts and our minds as we share what we believe, prepared to reveal—in voices both hushed and loudly passionate—our most personal thoughts about faith.

The author and philosopher Søren Kierkegaard wrote, “The function of prayer is not to influence God, but rather to change the nature of the one who prays.”1 Must we pray to express our faith? And must faith always be tied to God?

In the process of creating this collection, I began to wonder if we redefine faith as we redefine ourselves. Perhaps ten people give it a different name yet feel it similarly. Some of the contributing authors believe in religious faith, while others do not. A good number believe in the kind of faith that comes from hope, while others eschew faith in all its definitions.

The polarization of faith is explored in this book. At one end is Malachy McCourt and his rant against all forms of religious beliefs; at the other is Anne Perry, whose faith embraces and sustains her through every step of her life. Dianne Rinehart uses the advent of advanced robotic technology to explain her concept of faith, while Rabbi Frank Smith introduces a faith-based organization of Muslims and Jews working to bring peace and balance to the Middle East. Beverly Donofrio writes about how faith saved her as she lifted her voice in prayer for the rapist who had attacked her—and was about to do so again. When he realized she was praying for his soul, he fled.

So many find their faith after decades of searching, while others discover that those beliefs drummed into them as children have lost their meaning as well as their power. David Corbett writes about shedding his faith after suffering the loss of his wife; Aviva Layton admits that she never had it, as much as she might have desired it.

In these essays, it’s fascinating to learn how the writers' beliefs—religious or otherwise—are shifting as they move through the stages of life. Who has faith now where none existed? Who once believed in some power greater than humanity and felt it slip away? In any case, what did faith mean to them? Was it belief in the goodness of people, in the power of a deity, or perhaps an indefinable sense of something existing at the edges of consciousness? The force of the universe or the belief that the sun will rise and set each day.

Whatever the impetus, whatever the exigency of your journey, I invite you to ask yourself the two questions posed to all of the contributing writers:

What do you feel?

What do you believe?



I



The day after Christmas 1985, I received a phone call that would change my life in a way I could never have predicted. It was midmorning and I was home alone, enjoying a day free of client demands and killer deadlines. Political clients were on holiday from Congress, and my Silicon Valley clients, who were experiencing out-of-control growth and the kind of unlimited budgets that made freelance marketing writers very happy, were off to Aspen or Paris.

I picked up the phone with trepidation, fearful that someone from Hewlett-Packard needed brochure copy before noon, or that the marketing manager at Apple had been struck by another brilliant idea and could I write the narration for a new video before midnight? Instead, I heard the voice of my friend Lee. Our daughters were also friends—coltish teenagers as beautiful and smart as they were mischievous. Party girls, fashionistas, and heaven only knew what they would do when old enough to drive. My Alisa was fourteen, her Lizzie was fifteen, and we commiserated (and plotted) about how to keep them safe. But this call was not about sneaking out to a party or concerns about too much eyeliner. “Lizzie’s sick,” she told me. “We’re not sure what, but we’re in emergency . . . could you come?” Of all my friends, Lee was the least melodramatic. When I heard that plea, I ran to my car and made the thirty-minute drive in less than twenty, jeopardizing my safety and that of every other driver on the freeway. By the time I arrived at the hospital, Lizzie was surrounded by her mother, stepfather, and several of her stepfather’s children. She was pale. Beyond pale. IVs were in place and pumping her with antibiotics, saline—anything to get her blood pressure to rise. We stood around her, curtain closed against the broken limbs and lacerations passing by. We stroked her and talked to her for hours, urging her to respond, reminding her of the seventy years of life that lay ahead. The monitor sounded and a young man in nurse’s scrubs suddenly appeared. He climbed onto the bed, straddled Lizzie, and worked with a passion I had never seen before—and have not seen since—to resurrect her heartbeat. After nearly a quarter hour, Lee touched his shoulder. “She’s gone. You can stop.” He continued, back bent into the frantic pressing and releasing of hands against chest, and then his shoulders sagged and he climbed off the bed. We were too stunned to speak. Lizzie was fifteen—children are not supposed to die. A bacteria had invaded this beautiful child; the flu-like symptoms she had suffered on Christmas Day killed her one day later.

This death, following too closely the suicide of a friend’s teenage son, left me angry and confused. I struggled to make sense of it—to go deep into my heart, my soul, to find some explanation, anything. But there was nothing there: no hope, no faith. Nothing. That place where hope once resided, where faith once teased and occasionally emerged, had turned into a dark space. I was empty, a conch with an echo where life had once lived.

I couldn’t make sense of these tragedies; how could I explain them to my children?

I spoke at the funeral and recited a poem I had written for the occasion. As I stood before this child’s family and friends—my lips moving, the words spilling out—I was aware of feeling nothing: my heart was numb.

Many years later, I read a poem by Frederic William Henry Myers and thought how painful it can be to desperately want to believe—to have faith in God, in any power—and to live with the fear that life could come and go without understanding what we believe.

A Last Appeal

Oh SOMEWHERE, somewhere God unknown,

Exist and be!

I am dying; I am all alone;

I must have thee!

God! God! my sense, my soul, my all,

Dies in the cry:

Saw’st thou the faint star flame and fall?

Ah! it was I.1

The writers in this book have accepted the challenge of exploring their thoughts, feelings, and beliefs, and for many, they’ve searched with more intensity and honesty than ever before. Some have seen “the faint star flame and fall”; others have not. And a few are still hoping.



A Secular Mystic


Tamim Ansary

When I was a kid growing up in Afghanistan as part of a family whose status in society derived largely from its religious credentials, God was a word I heard routinely. People didn’t say, “Tomorrow, I’ll do such and such.” They said, “If God wills it, I’ll do such and such.” But no one ever specified who or what they meant by God. In devoutly Muslim Afghanistan, it was deemed unnecessary.

One day, however, when I was about five, I was playing with our neighbor’s son, Suleiman, and he warned me not to do some naughty thing because God would grab me by the forelock, pull me up through the sky, and punish me. Evidently, the sky was a solid blue screen behind which God was always sitting, always watching, rather like those postal inspectors who watch mail sorters through one-way glass to make sure they’re not opening people’s letters.

I looked up and thought, Okay, maybe the blue-screen idea is plausible, but this other concept? Some powerful being sitting up there watching us? A being with arms that could reach, fingers that could grab, and a fanny that could sit? That, I had trouble buying.

I asked my American-born mother if it were true, and she gave me a circuitous answer about different people believing different things, and what I got from her hedging was no, it wasn’t true. Suleiman’s “God” was a myth. Only later did I have the vocabulary to understand that my mother was an atheist.

I did not grow up to be an atheist, but I didn’t grow up to be a believer either, so what does that leave? Am I an agnostic? I think not. An agnostic is someone whose uncertainty concerns the existence of God. If I had to put a label on my faith, I would say I’m a secular mystic. Secular folks have no opinion about God’s existence; they’re busy with other matters. But a secular mystic would say, “The question is not ‘Does God exist?’ It’s, rather, ‘What do we mean by God?’ ”

Suleiman’s picture felt implausible to me precisely because it was a picture—so specific, so physical. Suleiman seemed to envision God as one more creature in the universe, differing from lions, bears, and people only in being bigger, stronger, and more magically gifted—a superhero who might come to one’s aid if only one obeyed and worshipped Him.

Even at five, this picture struck me as primitive, and today, when people talk about God, it’s often this picture I get from their language. Quarterback Tim Tebow claiming that God helped him win football games made me picture God as part of the Denver team, like the coach, only higher. Yet when a columnist, jeering at Tebow’s self-important version of humility, wondered why God would help Tim Tebow instead of ending world hunger, I got the same picture again. Because why would it be instead of? Doesn’t God inherently imply omnipotence, omniscience, and ubiquity? Surely a power that cannot be here if it’s there, and cannot be working on this problem if it’s working on that problem, is not God but merely a god.

Let me go back to my neighbor Suleiman’s picture of a powerful, vigilant supercreature. After soliciting my mother’s view about this matter, I consulted my father, and he just smiled. A Muslim, he said, could not think of God as having arms or fingers, or grabbing a forelock, or sitting in some spot; these ideas were heretical. He told me about an ancestor of ours, Sheikh Sa’duddin, a Sufi mystic who wrote poetry under the pen name Turmoil of Love. “The Sheikh saw God everywhere,” my father expounded. “He believed everything is God.”

“Everything?” I gulped.

“Everything. He saw God in the trees, the clouds, the dirt—everywhere he looked, he said, ‘This is God.’ ”

An intellectual sophisticate might say, if everything is God, is anything God? As a kid, however, I didn’t parse the concept. It puzzled me but strangely thrilled me too. In the Koran, there’s a line attributed to God that says, “I am closer to you than your own jugular.” That’s the feeling I got from my ancestor’s maxim: closer than my own jugular.

I’ll admit I didn’t give it much thought after that, though, because what difference did it make to my daily life? None. If I was playing soccer, it didn’t matter that the soccer ball was God; I had to keep the dribble going.

The sheikh’s concept must have germinated in me, however. Years later, when I was going to school in America, my roommate, a voracious reader, tried to tell me about some philosopher he’d been devouring—Spinoza perhaps. He had trouble communicating the guy’s ideas, however. “It’s all One!” he finally spluttered. “Don’t you see, Ansary? It’s all One.”

It’s all One. The phrase resonated for me. It stirred up memories of my ancestor’s Everything-is-God, but this slightly different semantic take directed my attention to the issue of interconnectedness. All is One implied that every individual thing was part of the same larger something.

As it happened, around that time, I’d been mulling an intriguing scientific fact: my body was made up of cells, science said, but each of those cells was a living unit in its own right. Somehow, all those separate units added up to another single whole—me! What’s more, according to science, the cells comprising me were constantly dying and being replaced by new cells. In fact, my material self saw a complete turnover approximately every seven years; not one cell in my body had existed seven years earlier, yet I felt like some single person with a continuous existence, moving through the universe, trailing my history. Who was this I? If, as the scientists claimed, not one material iota of my self had continuity throughout my life, what was the singularity I experienced as me?

Believers might label that enduring entity the soul. For me, soul carried too much baggage. The word relationship sufficed: what endured was the pattern of relationships. Just as a river forms standing whorls and waves, even though not one single drop of water is the same from moment to moment, so my self was not some actual material thing but the standing pattern formed by the relationship among a multitude of cells washing through the reality of each moment like water in a river.

But if the pattern is what endures, where in the material realm is it located? Let me put it this way: If you put a dot on a page, you’ve got a dot on the page—a material entity. But if you put fifty dots on a page in a certain relationship to one another, you may have a circle (or the silhouette of a ship or a profile of Abraham Lincoln). In short, some new thing exists by virtue of all those dots, yet on the page there is still nothing but dots. Where, then, is the circle?

Scientific materialists would say the circle doesn’t actually exist, it’s only in one’s mind, but that just begs the question. After all, the mental image of a circle dissolves upon analysis into neurons firing in a certain order, which are no different than those dots on the page. Neurons are the only material facts, and yet the circle exists. The circle is what those neurons add up to; the circle is what they mean.

The many adding up to one is, for me, the central mystery. Any single whole consists of meaning, not material. In this sense, the whole universe consists of meaning, for those dots on the page don’t have material existence either. They, too, consist of smaller parts adding up to single wholes. It takes paper and graphite together to constitute a dot, but graphite and paper both dissolve upon scrutiny into molecules and atoms, quarks, and super strings. I exist only by virtue of my cells adding up to One, but my cells exist only by virtue of their parts adding up to One. It’s meaning, meaning, meaning all the way down.

One day, these stray thoughts turned into an experience for me. It was brief but palpable. It was also indescribable, but I’ll give it a go. I was walking along with a group of friends down a road lined with trees, beyond which were some low hills. I was noticing how my relationship to everything was changing as I moved. Then it struck me that, from my line of sight, the relationship of everything to everything was changing. At that moment, a vertiginous sense of plenitude overwhelmed me—a sense of how densely full of relationship the universe was. It contained no emptiness: everything was related to everything, and it all added up to One. And I was part of it.

After the catharsis faded, the idea remained, and I could not help but notice how perfectly it dovetailed with the proposition at the heart of Prophet Muhammad’s revelation—his passionate insistence on the oneness of God. Most Muslims read that to mean that there is one God, and then—in addition—there is everything else. I reject that reading. To me, Islam is saying there is no separation between the many and the One; it all adds up. God is the singularity. Unity is the absolute and final truth.

Do I know this for sure? Of course not. This is not a knowable sort of proposition; it’s a belief. It is my faith, if you will. My reading of the revelation of Islam differs from that of most Muslims, but it’s right in line with the way the Sufi mystics have always read it. People like my ancestor became Sufis because, at some point, they had a jolting intimation of a unified totality that included them.

What good is this concept of God, some might ask? After all, religion has its functions. If nothing else, it is supposed to make people virtuous. How does the secular mystic’s vision of God help illuminate the distinction between right and wrong? Help keep people from doing evil?

It doesn’t. That’s the secular part of a secular mystic. For me, ethical and moral questions belong strictly to the realm of human interaction. It’s meaningless to say that a storm is evil or that a volcano shouldn’t erupt. The issue of right and wrong is part of the never-ending negotiation among human beings, a conversation that can never end.

As a secular mystic, I base my quest for moral and ethical truth on loyalty to my fellow human beings, and I look to reason as my guide. I trace values back to deep principles, my conviction being that at the deepest level these principles are both rational and innate (to our species). Humans, as I see it, have two aspects: each of us is a biological organism but also a social entity, and we have imperatives related to both aspects of our nature. As biological creatures, we need to eat, procreate, stave off predators—do what’s necessary to secure our survival, health, and growth. But as social entities, we also have obligations, duties, and responsibilities to others. Neither set of imperatives cancels out the other; we must hark to both.

In any given situation, the imperatives may conflict. There is nothing wrong with eating when you’re hungry, but there may be something wrong with eating if someone you are with is starving. That’s where a biological choice becomes a moral choice.

To my mind, discriminating between right and wrong is the distinctly human mechanism by which we negotiate between our two sets of imperatives. If we didn’t have this mechanism, we would have gone extinct long ago. And the deepest underlying principle is simply this: the values we live by must enable us to live in harmony with our fellow humans, acting together as needed, while allowing each of us to fulfill our highest powers and potential. Ideally, we’re looking to live by the principles of the highest possible community—the universal community, the closest we can come to the One. But none of us can really achieve this. We all live in some particular community, historically defined and limited. Most of us, therefore, find ourselves obliged, at times, to sacrifice ultimate ideals for ones that allow us to be moral people in a more limited here and now.

But our membership in the universal community (which includes all of humanity, all of life, all of nature) has to be the North Star for our values, the unreachable reference point by which we steer. When we adapt values to fit changing times and changing circumstances, it’s not ultimate principles we’re adjusting but the working values we use to keep our daily conduct in tune with these deepest principles.

Traditional believers often argue that if right and wrong don’t trace back to an absolute authority outside the human sphere—to scripture, they mean—everyone is left free to do whatever they want, which is no moral system at all. But a secular basis for values, rationally pursued, can never ever end up as everybody does whatever they want, because that could never work as the guiding principle of any community, much less the universal one.

I think about Stephanie Strand, a member of a writing group I run. When Stephanie was about forty, she felt a vague pain in her abdomen but was too busy to see a doctor. When she finally found the time, it was too late: she had advanced uterine cancer. She did everything she could to stay alive—surgery, radiation, chemo—but nothing worked. Finally, she checked out of the hospital and went home to die.

She had a hospital bed in her room, and she got hooked up to nutrition tubes and medication tubes, but she needed someone to be with her around the clock and had no family except a young son, who had just joined the army and couldn’t come home. So our writing group rallied. Working in shifts, we made sure at least one of us was with her day and night for the last few months of her life, keeping her company and attending to her needs.

It sounds lugubrious, but it wasn’t. It was luminous, actually. Stephanie was good company to the end, and being with her put us in closer contact with one another. In her last month, Stephanie wanted to throw a good-bye party, and with the help of a friend who was a chef, she did. There we were, Stephanie in bed, hooked up to her feeding tubes, and all of us milling about, chatting, eating, drinking . . . the music played . . . the food was great—it was quite a good party, believe it or not. Afterward, Stephanie began hallucinating and a few weeks later she died.

Stephanie died young, it’s true. But who’s to say she died before her time? Most of her ambitions remained unfulfilled, nothing she wrote ever got published, and yet her death was a good one. She left the world surrounded by friends, and she managed to make none of us feel awkward or uncomfortable about the fact that she would soon be dead and we’d go on living. Also, she left us with the memory of what she had called forth in us.

I never heard any God-talk in Stephanie’s house. I never heard anything about an afterlife. I don’t know what she believed in that regard. We were not a church; we were a writing group—a secular group. But we took care of her because we’re all human after all, and in the end I think that’s what it’s about: we’re human beings—let’s take care of one another. When I say I’m a secular mystic, that’s what I mean by secular.

As for what I mean by mystic, let me try to get at this ungettable thing with one more story. Many years ago, my family and I went camping on Mount Lassen, California. My daughters were four and ten years old at the time. It was July, but winter had lasted unusually long that year, so parts of Lassen Park were closed by snow. We camped just below the snow line, on the border between summer and winter. Twenty minutes uphill from our campsite, we could ski and sled and snowboard. Twenty minutes downhill, we could swim in a warm lake drowsy with dragonflies, lily pads, and honeybees.

Next to our campground was a large pond encircled by a path, and one afternoon we decided to take a walk before dinner. Along the way, we stopped at a small cove to enjoy the view. When we were ready to move on, my four-year-old, Elina, resisted. Stoutly. She wanted to play some more right there.

I felt some impatience. I had entered upon this walk with a sense of purpose, a goal (to get back to where we started). But oh well. I told Debby and Jessamyn to keep going; I’d stay with Elina, and we’d catch up.

Elina went on squishing mud under her toes, and I sat peacefully by the water, and gradually, my impatience subsided. I relaxed about my goal. I allowed myself to just appreciate. I was grateful to Elina for making me linger. But then, at last, I had seen everything there was to see here and had done all the appreciating a man can do in one spot. Time to go.

Unbelievably, Elina was not ready. She pleaded with me to linger longer. I sighed and said, “Okay, a little longer.” She went back to the mud and I went back to the view. I thought I had exhausted what there was to see, but it turned out there was so much more—subtleties I had not noticed before: the way ripples of light caught the tips of the waves to form a single shimmering pattern . . . the composition formed by snow-capped Lassen looming above the trees . . . and the smell of the air, a moisture in which snow and pollen were mingled . . . Wow, I would never have experienced all this had I hurried on. But okay, now we were done. Now we really had used up this spot. Night would be falling soon. We had to get dinner started. I said, “Come on, Elina. Let’s go.”

“Nooooo!” she howled. “Not yet, Daddy!” This time, her resistance was downright exasperating, and I was going to put my foot down, and yet . . . for some reason . . . I succumbed to her pleading once again. Just a few more minutes, I thought. But this time, when I sat back down, it was as if I had fallen through some screen and suddenly there were layers upon layers here—such depth, so much going on. In the air between Lassen and me hovered a shape-shifting cloud of gnats. Down at the water’s edge, little water bugs with paddle-like legs were skimming the surface, busy with their tiny lives. From the branch of a bush hanging over them, a spider was constructing its web. A fish jumped in the water. The light on Lassen had changed because the sun was moving. A breeze across the waves ruffled those ripples of light. The color of the water had changed and was still changing because time was passing, night was falling, and now the gnats were dispersing . . .

How could I imagine I had exhausted this place—or any place? Every place was inexhaustible. And that’s when something popped. Until that moment, I had been living in a stream of the events that constituted my life. Before I was here, I had been at the campsite, setting up our tent. After I left this place, I would be back at our site, building a campfire. Things had happened yesterday and the day before, and on back to the beginning, and things would happen tomorrow and the next day, and on until my death. Being here was one moment in a string of moments, and the string through all these beads was me.

But this spot had an ongoing life of its own. And just as this spot was an event in my life, I was an event in its life. This spot was here before I arrived and would be here after I departed. Things had happened here earlier and things would happen here in the future. And what was true of this spot was true of every spot: the entire, everlasting everything was going on right now and would go on going on. At some point in the future, I would stop existing—but not the universe. And to the extent that I was part of it all, I would not be gone either.

That thought gives me a comfort I have never gotten and, frankly, could never get from the prospect of an afterlife in which I will go on living. I do not want to go on living as my individuated self forever, even if it’s in heaven. It pleases me to think that I will eventually be shuffled back into the deck and that new hands will be dealt. The deck is forever, and that’s good enough for me.



What Do I Believe?


Anne Perry

What do I believe? It has been a long journey of discovery. There have been hesitations and errors along the way, and no doubt will be more, because I am still learning, both about myself and about life.

I have two voices within me. In my head there is that of my father. He was an astronomer and theoretical physicist. I remember him teaching me, when I was about three, that the sun was a star like any other and about nine minutes away at the speed of light. At the same time, he also taught me that Nazis and Germans were not necessarily the same thing. That was the more important of the two, especially since we were in London and it was the darkest days of World War II. The message was clear: don’t label and don’t judge.

He believed in the immeasurable beauty of creation and the love of knowledge, but not in a God. He looked at what man had done and continues to do in the name of religion, and he found it abhorrent. To him, kindness was the great virtue.

The other voice is in my heart, and it is that of my maternal grandfather, whom I knew only through the memories of my grandmother. He was a chaplain in the trenches during World War I (and the hero of my mystery series set in that time). My grandmother told me the stories of the New Testament in her own search for the same strength he had possessed. My favorite story was about Jesus taking time from his teaching to go and visit the sick daughter of Jairus, even though he had been told it was too late; the girl was already dead. He answered that she was only sleeping, saying to her, “Maiden, arise,” and she awoke. Jesus even cared about sick little girls.

I was just such a sick little girl. On one occasion the doctor told my mother he would come back in the morning and sign the certificate of my death. But she would never give up. He returned to find my fever broken and me arisen. That story sank deeply into me, because I needed to believe that God cares for even the least significant of us.

As I grew up, I learned much of regular Christian teaching at school, and philosophy and morality at home. Perhaps most of us do. It was a time when courage, loyalty, honor, and kindness were the giants of virtue.

So what do I believe? It must make intellectual sense, even if my understanding is still incomplete. But more than that, it must make moral sense. How can I worship a God who is unfair? I cannot accept that anyone can be guilty without knowledge of both good and bad—or more likely, better and worse—and they must have the ability to choose. Blame without responsibility is inherently unjust.

Would God have created us, then told us not to seek knowledge of the difference between good and evil, and expected us to obey forever? Could anyone be so blind to human nature? And that doesn’t even address the question of why he would wish us to remain innocent when it is essentially the same as ignorant, without growth or experience. That is the same as not being born at all. It makes the whole of existence purposeless. I can’t accept that—I won’t.

Surely it makes more sense that God knew perfectly well that sooner or later we would desire knowledge so passionately that we would take it, regardless of the consequences. But with knowledge comes accountability and the beginning of growth. And since we must abide both the good and the bad of that, it has to be our own choice. To me that makes sense and is the beginning of something beautiful, a mutual trust. A picture is emerging.

Then we come to the one question that really cannot be avoided. The big one, if you like. If there is a God, why is there such tragedy and chaos in the world? If he is all-powerful, he could prevent it. Does he not love us? Or is he simply not aware, not watching anymore?

Is it blasphemous to think that perhaps he is not all-powerful? Are there laws in the universe—moral laws that cannot be broken (just as the laws of physics cannot) without the universe flying apart and dissolving into the primal soup? No matter how much you love another person, you cannot grow for them either physically or spiritually. You cannot take their pain or prevent their failure. Ask any parent. You watch your children’s stumbling steps, see them fall. But if you carry them all the time, they will never walk, let alone run or skip or dance.

Most of us struggle to explain the horrors we see or read about. Why are they allowed to happen? Does hell have to be so very deep? I wrote that question in a story once, and the response was immediate on my pen. No, it doesn’t, but if hell is less deep, then heaven is also less high. Is that what you want? There was no hesitation in the answer, No, it isn’t. That is the nearest I came to an explanation. I believe passionately that the same power that protects me from hell, in doing so, denies me heaven. There can be no glory in the light without knowledge of the darkness.

I have considered the possibility that, in a way, all beauty of sense or hunger in the heart is not so much a difference in where we are but in our ability to perceive it. I think it was George Bernard Shaw who said that heaven is like a symphony concert hall: you can let anyone in, but you cannot make them hear the music. Learning to hear the music—all of it, every note—may be the exquisite refining of the spirit that takes much time, much experience, and much courage.

We need the passion of hope, the hunger for beauty that even a glimpse of it will bring. Heart and intellect should walk together.

Do I believe in the Christ of the New Testament because I want to so much? Am I afraid of a universe in which there is nothing beyond what I can see and someone can prove? Yes, I am afraid of it, but has that anything to do with truth or only with my perception of it? That cool voice of logic again.

Maybe I also believe it because I need to—the alternative is despair. I have certainly considered that possibility, especially at three in the morning when I feel small and miserable and desperately alone. Haven’t we all?

I want companions in faith. Who wishes to walk alone? And yet I loathe hierarchy. There must be order in any organization or it falls apart and accomplishes nothing. But rank of importance suggests to me an essential inequality of existence, an unfairness.

That brings me face to face with my black dog of a word: obedience. I have no respect for disobedience nor for an instant do I advocate it. As children, we must begin by obeying. We are not safe to do anything else. But I want to move as fast as possible to the concept of learning, discovering, eventually doing the right thing because I understand it, I can see the beauty of it, and it is who I wish to be! To do something because I am told to and will be rewarded for it—or punished if I don’t, or even to please God—is not a worthy purpose. It may have to be part of the process, but my goal is to become the person who does the brave, honest, or kind thing because it is my nature. It is not what I do; rather, it is who I am.

I want to be brave, not just look like it; be honest because I have no wish to lie, above all to myself. I want to help others because I see my own pain in theirs, and I want to ease it—for them, not for me. It may be a long journey!

Recently I have given more consideration as to why the word obedience scrapes me like a knife on glass. Am I really so obstructive? I have come to think it may hark back to a very impressionable part of my childhood when the Nuremburg trials were being held and Nazi war criminals tried to excuse themselves with the argument that they were “obeying orders” and therefore not responsible for the atrocities of the Holocaust. The judges at Nuremburg found differently—orders are not an excuse for anything. We have the dignity and responsibility of being human, and all that that means. We are responsible for our own decisions, our own acts. They may be mitigated but not ignored.

Then we come to forgiveness. I have to believe it is available for everyone, without exception, but that does not mean there is no price. I have read Dante’s Inferno several times, and I find it one of the greatest philosophical works of mankind because it shows so vividly that we are not punished for our sins but by them. When we do something ugly, cruel, or dishonest, we may hurt others, but it is ourselves we diminish. We have become less than we were. In order to heal we must change, become more again. Perhaps redemption lies in understanding that, and being given the chance and the help to do it.

It is so easy to philosophize. It sounds good. Forgive, as you would be forgiven! I have a little exercise to help myself with that. I imagine a dark, windy plain and a ring of people seated around a fire, so close together that the person outside cannot find any place to come in and belong again. No one will allow it. I can’t bear it for him, whoever he is or whatever he has done. I see myself in him, and my rage goes. I can shut him out for a little while, but it can’t last.

Do I believe that if we cannot forgive, then we cannot be forgiven? Yes, I do. Without compassion and the understanding to forgive, we have stunted ourselves irreparably; in fact, we have denied both life and hope. Perhaps that is what it all comes down to: love.

That brings me to another of my difficulties, the crucifixion of Christ. I have heard it said over and over that he died for each of us. But then the reasoning voice of my father reminds me that we all die, and uncountable numbers sacrificed their lives for others, willingly and knowingly, and many of their deaths were appalling. So what was different or more meaningful about Christ’s death? Possibly nothing in the death itself. It was what happened in the Garden of Gethsemane before that is unique to him and changed eternity. Christ had a vision, taken outside time, in which he saw and experienced every guilt, grief, loneliness, and loss in the lives of all mankind, and yet, did not turn away but walked with us through each one.

I don’t want to relive my own past griefs, illnesses, or guilts, let alone stand by helplessly and watch others’. There are pictures I deliberately do not look at, individual agony and humiliation, mass atrocity I refuse to see. I find watching one animal tortured almost more than I can stand.

In Gethsemane, Christ asked three of his disciples to watch with him, and for whatever reason, they could not. They fell asleep. If my watching with anyone through such pain would lessen it, would I love them enough to do it?

The greatest commandments of Christianity are Love God and Love thy neighbor as thyself. Perhaps the latter could also be said as Watch with me. There are griefs everyone faces at one time or another when a hand holding ours in the darkness is all that gets us through, and the promise I will not leave you.

We have our three-o’clock-in-the-morning moments when it is as if we are alone in the universe. The tides are drowning us. That is when we know who or what it is we really believe. I have surprised myself with how instinctively I turn to God.

The death of my mother left me feeling as if there were no longer anyone to whom I was so intensely important, who would know my mistakes and weaknesses, and love me anyway. The fear of a painful and possible mutilating illness or the fear of failure and loss of all kinds haunts us at these times.

The story comes to my memory of the woman who had had an issue of the blood for years and no doctor could heal her. She followed Christ through the streets of Jerusalem and touched the hem of his garment, with the faith that doing so, even without his knowledge, would heal her. He felt strength leave him and turned to ask, “Who touched me?” His disciples answered that the streets were thronged with people; it was impossible to know.

The woman came forward and said that it had been she.

His response was simple, “Thy faith hath made thee whole.”

That story always moves me. I wish I had faith like hers, and I believe that if I did, I would be truly whole of spirit and soul, whatever my body did.
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