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To Julie, my Beatrice




INTRODUCTION


WHY DANTE?





A Fourteenth-Century Poem for a Twenty-First-Century Life


I don’t much like poetry. Never have. Which makes what happened to me when I stumbled into Dante Alighieri’s Divine Comedy all the more miraculous.


Dante’s epic saved my life.


This medieval masterpiece, perhaps the greatest poem ever written, reached me when I thought I was unreachable, and lit the way out of a dark wood of depression, confusion, and a stress-related autoimmune disease that, had it persisted, would have dangerously degraded my health.


Dante helped me understand the mistakes and mistaken beliefs that brought me to this dead end. He showed me that I had the power to change, and revealed to me how to do so. Most important of all, the poet gave me a renewed vision of life.


Maybe you think about the Divine Comedy—if you think of it at all—as one of those great books you ought to have read but never got around to. Or maybe you did read it in high school or college and didn’t really understand what the big deal was. This was me in the summer of 2013: a middle-aged man, lost and struggling, who never imagined a fourteenth-century poem would have anything to do with his twenty-first-century life.


Little did I know that Dante Alighieri, the failed Tuscan politician beggared by exile, knew me better than I knew myself. La Divina Commedia, as his poem is called in the original Italian, is radical stuff. You will not be the same after reading it. How could you be? All of life is in there.


Dante’s tale is a fantasy about a lost man who finds his way back to life after walking through the pits of hell, climbing up the mountain of purgatory, and ascending to the heights of heaven. But it’s really a story about real life and the incredible journey of our lives, yours and mine.


The Commedia is a seven-hundred-year-old poem honored as a pinnacle of Western civilization. But it’s also a practical guide to living, one that promises rescue, restoration, and freedom. This book, How Dante Can Save Your Life, tells the story of how the treasures of wisdom buried in the Commedia’s 14,233 lines gave me a rich new life.


Though the Commedia was written by a faithful Catholic, its message is universal. You don’t have to be a Catholic, or any sort of believer, to love it and to be changed by it. And though mine is a book that’s ultimately about learning to live with God, it is not a book of religious apologetics; it is a book about finding our own true path. Like the Commedia it celebrates, this book is for believers who struggle to hold on to their faith when religious institutions have lost credibility. It’s a book for people who have lost faith in love, in other people, in the family, in politics, in their careers, and in the possibility of worldly success. Dante has been there too. He gets it.


This is a book about sin, but not sin in the clichéd, pop-culture sense of rule breaking and naughtiness. In Dante, sin is the kind of thing that keeps us from flourishing and living up to our fullest potential, and it’s also the kind of thing that savages marriages, turns neighbor against neighbor, destroys families, and ruins lives. And sin is not, at heart, a violation of a legalistic code, but rather a distortion of love. In Dante, sinners—and we are all sinners—are those who love the wrong things, or who love the right things in the wrong way. I had never thought about sin like that. This concept unlocked the door to a prison in which I had been living all my life. The cell opened from the inside, but I had not been able to see it.


This is a book about exile. What does it mean to know you can never go home? This was Dante’s dilemma—and in a different sense, it was mine. Three years ago, when I returned after nearly three decades to live in my Louisiana hometown, I thought I had ended a restless journey that had taken me all over America, searching for a place where I could be settled and content. To my shock and heartbreak, I was wrong. The most difficult journey lay ahead of me: the journey within myself. Dante showed me the way through. He can do the same for you.


Until a few years back, I had never read the Odyssey and never thought to do so, except in the eat-your-broccoli sense that all cultured Westerners must eventually read Homer. When my young son Matthew’s class took up the ancient Greek epic, I read along with him. It turned out to be one of the most thrilling intellectual adventures of my life, one that was even more pleasurable because it was a voyage I made with my son.


Matt and I talked constantly about how the challenges the hero, Odysseus, faced are like those we contend with in our own lives. When Matt and I were deep in conversation, the world of the Odyssey seemed more real than our own. Reading the Commedia was like that too. Great art speaks with wisdom and authority to what is eternal in the human condition. If we can learn to see these artworks with fresh eyes, they can help us to understand our own lives and worlds in new ways.


The Commedia is a work of awesome complexity, a labyrinth of spiritual, moral, philosophical, and psychological insight. It has inspired poets, clergy, and scholars for seven centuries. But it is also meant for common readers. Dante wrote his masterpiece not in Latin but in the language of the people, because he wanted ordinary folks to follow him on the pilgrimage out of the dark wood and into the light of the starry heavens. The Commedia is a work of the highest art, and it is also immensely practical.


For the poem to work its magic on the reader, it has to be taken up into the moral imagination in a personal way. You have to engage in dialogue with our Florentine guide along the pilgrim’s path. When I gave myself over to him, I found that Dante is not a remote figure from an alien world but a warm companion with whom I had far more in common than I could have imagined. He is simply a fellow wayfarer who has seen great things, both terrifying and glorious, along life’s way, and wants to tell you all about it.


    • • •


A caution: if you are looking for a scholarly book introducing Dante and the Commedia as a work of literature, How Dante Can Save Your Life is not for you. This is not a literary analysis, it is a personal view. It’s a self-help book for people who may not read self-help books, but who are curious and delight in journeys of self-discovery along roads not often taken. Nothing would make me happier than for you to finish this book and take up the Commedia—but it’s not strictly necessary.


I must warn you about something else before we continue. Many people lost in their own dark wood may convince themselves that the dark wood is all there is, that the journey of life is without direction, and that it can best be endured by taking one’s pleasures where one can. The world is full of those willing to dissuade you from this arduous pilgrimage to liberty, love, and happiness. And it is true: there is no easy way out.


Some people, though, know in their hearts that staying put is to surrender to slavery. They have eyes to see the sunlight through the forbidding canopy and ears to hear the voice of a trustworthy guide calling them to take the hard road to true freedom. The Commedia invites you to stand up, get moving, and become the hero of your own life. Go into the deep, find out who you are, discover who you can be, and return to your everyday life changed—maybe even saved.


It happened to me. It can happen to you too. If you want to be a hero, I say to you, as Virgil said to the pilgrim Dante, “Let us go. The long road urges us.”


Onward!
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It is well that endless be his grief


who, for love of things that do not last,


casts off a love that never dies.


—Paradiso XV:10–12




PART I





FROM THE GARDEN TO THE DARK WOOD
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THE CHILD IS FATHER TO THE MAN





My lady, therefore, who saw that I was freed


from staring upward, said: “Cast your sight below


and see how wide a circle you have traveled.”


—Paradiso XXVII:76–78


How Family and Place Shape a Life


Florence has the Arno; Starhill has the Mississippi. Aside from that, the fields and orchards of the rural Louisiana settlement where my family has lived for five generations is about as far from the Tuscan capital as any place in the Western world.


This is the story of that place, and of two men who grew up there and whose lives have been defined by its traditions: my father and me.


Ours is a southern family, and that means one steeped in history and tradition, especially among the men. My father, Ray Oliver Dreher, named his only son after himself; he and my mother, Dorothy, called me “Rod,” after my initials. Daddy wanted nothing more in this world than a son, a vessel into which he could pour all his considerable knowledge.


If there was something about the parish of West Feliciana—in Louisiana, counties are called parishes—that Ray Dreher did not know, it was probably not worth knowing. He had grown up in Starhill during the Depression in a cabin he shared with his mother, grandmother, and older brother, Murphy junior. Their father, Murphy senior, was on the road for much of Daddy’s childhood, working on highway construction crews throughout the state to send what he could back home to his young family. The Dreher boys raised livestock to keep the family fed, but some lean nights, if they hadn’t shot squirrels with their air rifles that afternoon, there was no meat in the pot.


My father never told these stories to me as a recollection of misery. To the contrary, these memories were dear to him. Daddy learned about his world through his family and through the land—woods and ponds, swamps and fields, bayous and rivers. And he loved that land. Even before he was old enough to drive, he bought a patch of Starhill farmland and a tractor and began to till the soil. This was Ray Dreher’s land, and the land was Ray Dreher. He was a high school football star, a raiser of 4-H Club champion steers, an accomplished deer hunter, and a self-taught mechanic who applied his powerful intelligence to fixing anything. He believed there was nothing he could not conquer with sufficient force of will.


Perhaps he learned that from his mother. Raising two boys and caring for a mother-in-law in rural poverty, without a husband at home, was not easy for Lorena. The Dreher boys fought constantly. Ray was younger, but barrel-chested and strong. Murphy was skinny and clever. Unable to stop their backyard scrapping, Lorena gave her boys boxing gloves one Christmas in the hope that they wouldn’t hurt each other too severely.


Murphy junior almost always started the fights; he teased the combustible Ray constantly. Ray came to think of his brother as a wily trickster who lived by his wits. But in the schoolyard, whenever Murphy junior got in a fight, even though he usually started them himself, Ray always joined the scrum in defense of his brother.


When he would tell me these stories as a boy, I couldn’t make sense of them. “Why did you fight for him?” I would ask. “He started it. And he was mean to you at home.”


“Honey, that’s what family does,” he would respond, as if I had wanted to know why water ran downhill. No matter how they treat you or you treat them, loyalty to family is the natural law.


Ray Dreher was intelligent, but he was not a scholar. He hated books, and hated to be indoors at all. He preferred to work with his hands. In the 1950s he went to Louisiana State University on the GI Bill because his mother wanted him to be the first in their family to earn a college degree. Every weekend he made the thirty-mile journey north from Baton Rouge to get back to Starhill and his land.


When he graduated, Ray came home to Starhill and began working as a state health inspector. In a rural parish like West Feliciana, that meant that he had the opportunity to help a number of poor country people bring running water into their houses. He knew all the back roads of the parish, and most of the people who lived on them. During deer season, he would take his rifle and head with his buddies into the Fancy Point swamp, along the banks of the Mississippi. When he married my mother, Dorothy, in 1964, she, like many West Feliciana women of her generation, had to accept that for weekends in the late fall and early winter, she would lose her husband to the hunting camp. That was just the way it was; the idea that anything could or should be different was scarcely conceivable.


I tell you all this because Ray Dreher brought into this world a lone son, an heir to his kingdom who was ambivalent at best about the role tradition assigned to him. I was a bookish child who preferred to get lost in my storybooks instead of the swamp. My father has said many times that he did not know how to deal with me. Most boys in the rural South could only dream of having a father like mine, one who loved sports, hunting, and fishing, who knew how to build anything, and who was loving. His father had been on the road for much of his childhood and emotionally distant when he was at home. Daddy was determined to give his son the paternal love and attention he had been denied.


When I was a boy, very little mattered as much to me as making Daddy proud. I loved my mother, but I worshiped my father. He was the center of our family’s life, and for my sister and me, he was the center of the universe. He was the sun around which Mama, my sister, Ruthie, and I orbited, and this too was a natural law of our family.


This was much easier for my sister to accept than for me. She was just like Daddy. Alas, I was a weird little kid, and Ray Dreher was not built for weird.


Before I started kindergarten, I had a habit of naming myself after characters in my favorite books. For the longest time, I would only answer to “Pedro,” the name of a burro in one of those books. My father finally had enough of this nonsense and asked me where he could find the little boy Rod that he and Mama had brought home from the hospital.


“He’s in the top of the sweet olive tree at Loisie and Mossie’s,” I said.


Daddy marched me through the pecan orchard to the antebellum cottage where Aunt Lois Simmons and her widowed sister, Aunt Hilda Moss, lived in retirement. They were ancient, wise, and well traveled: both had been born in Starhill in the final decade of the nineteenth century but had served as Red Cross nurses in France during the Great War and had lived cosmopolitan lives before returning to the country for their final years. I loved them both.


Neither woman had children, but they were revered as matriarchs of the clan. Daddy had a special affection for Loisie, who had financed his boyhood 4-H Club trips and shown him something of the world outside West Feliciana.


I adored them because they doted on their eccentric great-grandnephew and taught me about art, books, and European travel. I would sit on their red leather couch under three framed first-edition Audubon prints, reading the daily newspaper and listening to them explain faraway places—Paris, Dijon, Moscow, Tegucigalpa, New Orleans—and people with strange names like Brezhnev and Kissinger.


Daddy, on the other hand, would stand in the woods and try to teach me how to recognize the presence of a whitetail buck by antler rubbings on a sapling. But my mind was perpetually lost on the Western Front, on Esplanade Avenue in New Orleans, or in any number of magical places I visited every time I walked through the door of the old aunts’ tin-roofed cottage, nestled under the protecting canopy of a pink-blossomed Chinese rain tree. Daddy thought they were making a sissified bookworm out of me, and he fretted greatly over this.


On the afternoon Pedro was to meet his doom, Loisie and Mossie watched from their front porch as Ray stood under the sweet olive tree with me, trying to make the four-year-old kid see reality. Daddy pointed to the crown of the fragrant tree and told me to observe that no one was there.


“Rod!” I called out. “Ro-o-o-d! Come down!” Finally I said, “Daddy, he’s not coming.”


“Keep calling.”


I kept calling. At last I walked over to the base of the tree and started shaking it, trying to loosen Rod’s grip on the upper branches. My father’s face turned as fiery red as his hair. The old aunts tittered. He grabbed me by the arm and said gruffly, “Come on, we’re going home.”


In my family, that story became a legendary example of how vexing it was for Ray to deal with me. I laughed at it too for many years. And then decades later, from the bottom of my depression, I saw it in a different light. It appeared to me as a story in which my father tried with disproportionate vigor to compel me to see the world his way.


There has never been a time in my life when I have not acutely felt that I was disappointing my father. Something mysterious was turning in my depths during the Pedro era. I did a finger painting titled “For My Daddy” and signed it “Pedro.” It is dark and turbulent. My father pinned it to his bulletin board at work, where his boss, a physician with the state health department, spotted it on one of his periodic visits.


“It looks like someone lost in the woods at night, trying to find the light,” he told Daddy, and suggested taking me to a child psychiatrist. My parents did as they were told, but the visit was inconclusive. When he asked, I told the shrink that the painting was so dark because I had run out of bright colors. That’s the story my parents tell, and maybe it is true, but when I look at the painting today, I find that explanation implausible.


Fortunately for my father, Ruthie, who was born two years after me, was the son he never had. She was a strawberry-blond tomboy, a country girl who loved all the country things and, more than anything, being with her daddy. Before she was out of diapers, Ruthie would go with Daddy to mend fences in the pastures behind our place; I would stay home with my head in a book, or hide out talking with Loisie and Mossie. Ruthie excelled at sports; I floundered. Ruthie loved being with the men skinning buck deer after the hunt and poking through an animal’s guts to learn how its digestive system worked; I, with my queasy stomach and tender heart toward animals, couldn’t take it.


We were both straight-A students, but Ruthie earned her grades through hard work and grit; academics came much more easily for me. Ruthie was socially at ease and friends with everyone; I was anxious and insecure. When we were teenagers, Ruthie was all about cowboy boots and Hank Williams Jr., while I was into thrift-store paisley shirts and the Talking Heads. You see where this is going.


Despite those fault lines, ours was a close family. Mama, ever the conciliator, never played favorites. Daddy tried not to, though his personality was so strong he could not easily conceal his preferences. Our family had peace whenever our wills were aligned with Daddy’s. This was fairly easy to do, because he showered Ruthie and me with so much love and care that we wanted to do as he expected.


When I’m working till late in the evening on a deadline and hear myself telling my children no, I can’t play a game with them because I’m busy, I think of how Ruthie and I never heard that kind of thing from our dad. He built a pond on our place, and on the weekends he took us fishing there. There wasn’t a ball game of ours he missed (often he was coaching). “Hey, podna, get your glove,” he would say to me, and we would go into the backyard and toss the baseball for an hour or so.


Cooking, cleaning, and managing the household were Mama’s realm; Daddy took care of everything outside the house and on the farm. Mama drove a school bus, and no matter how cold or rainy it was outside, Daddy was awake early to get the bus warmed up, and on some mornings he’d heat buttered honey buns for Ruthie and me to eat when we padded into the kitchen.


We had wood in our fireplace because Daddy chopped it. When things broke around the house, Daddy fixed them, and he did repair work for other family members too. One gray winter day, he hung on a ladder out over the bayou, fixing a cracked water pipe for his mother and father. Daddy had told them to drip the line, but they forgot. It didn’t matter; Ray would fix it. There didn’t seem to be anything my father could not do, or would not do to help others.


When I think of the greatest gift he gave to my sister and me, I remember the many nights we would clamber into his lap as he sat in his Naugahyde-covered recliner just before bedtime. We would each claim a shoulder and snuggle close, the aroma of black coffee and tobacco and sweat from the labors of the day strong on him. He would ask us about our days, tell us about his, and talk to us about right and wrong. There was no worry we could not bring to him and no dilemma he could not resolve.


I swear Ruthie and I thought he held the world up on his big, broad shoulders. In Daddy’s arms, Ruthie and I felt safe, loved, and at home in the world.


Unsurprisingly, Ruthie and I fought a lot, and like Murphy junior a generation earlier, I was almost always the instigator. Ruthie had a sweet nature but a hot temper, and I knew exactly which buttons to push to get a reaction. She was a smart girl, but her gifts were in mathematics and science, not the language arts. I was a clever rascal and could tie Ruthie up in knots with my teasing. The goal was to make her so mad she balled up her fat little fists and lit into me. I was bigger than she was and would curl up on the ground and absorb her blows, laughing the whole time—which only made her angrier.


These incidents brought forth from my father the Murphy-and-him fight stories, the telling of which always ended with a warning that we ought to show each other more love than that. He was right, of course, but our sibling rivalry didn’t break our family’s unity; the tumult of my teenage years did that.


I was not a bad kid, just a peculiar one by the narrow standards of my outdoorsy family. To my father, that was a distinction without a difference. The world of books and the imagination was more important to me than the mundane world I actually inhabited. On Sunday afternoons in the late fall, Daddy would load the family in the car and cruise the country back roads looking for deer. “Get your head out of that book,” he would inevitably bark at me in the back seat.


To him, preferring the world of ideas to the natural world was no mere aberration on my part. It was personal, and constituted a failure to love. If I loved as I ought to love, I would desire the things he desired.


I cannot recall what issues began the cold war between my father and me, but these clashes were always fundamentally about the same thing: that I was not like him. We had intense arguments in which I would disagree with him about something—usually matters of politics, history, culture, or religion—and he would accuse me of calling him a liar.


“I’m not calling you a liar,” I would say. “I’m just disagreeing with you. This is not a matter of factual truth; it’s a matter of opinion.”


He couldn’t grasp this concept. I remember standing in the living room during one angry exchange, his face as tight as a fist, his eyes scanning me, as if he were waiting for my skin to pull back and reveal the alien underneath. “I don’t know how I got a son like you,” he spat.


Well, I thought, neither do I. It frightened me to see him like this. Aside from a handful of spankings in childhood, my father never hit me, or even threatened to. Yet he stood ten feet from me in the living room, looking like he wanted to fight or run away. I didn’t understand how calm disagreement about intellectual matters could undo him like that. His temper scared me in the moment, and later it made me furious.


It genuinely wounded Daddy to have his son question his opinion. During one of our exchanges, he eyed me uncomprehendingly and said with deep sadness in his voice, “Son, I’m your daddy. Why would I lie to you?”


The door closed firmly on my childhood one late autumn day in 1981, when I was fourteen. Daddy asked Ruthie and me to go squirrel hunting with him in the nearby fields. As usual, I did not want to go; as usual, I went. Shotgun in hand, I walked off into one field, a small and heavily wooded enclosure that resembled an enclosed garden. He and Ruthie ambled into another over the ridge. Walking the forested fencerow scanning the treetops for gray and red squirrels, I spotted a big one all but flying through the crowns of pin oaks. I raised my gun, fired, and watched not one but two bodies fall from the height of the tree.


I ran to them, and immediately saw that these were two young squirrels, not much more than babies, who had been running so close together in the treetop that they looked like a single adult. One was dead, but the other was still alive, its eyes clouding, a mist of blood spraying out its nose with each wheezing breath.


I froze in horror. I had killed many squirrels before, and some were not fully dead when they fell from the tree. I would pick them up by their tails and bash their skulls against a tree to put them out of their misery. It was unpleasant but no big thing.


This time was different. For some reason, I looked into the black beads framing the animal’s bloody nose, and I saw suffering. It was scared and in pain—and I had caused this to happen. And for what?


If I had never let my gaze meet the dying squirrel’s, I don’t know what the trajectory of my life would have been. I might have beaten the creature’s brains in as a mercy killing and would have grimaced, but only that. I did look, though, and when I grabbed the squirrel’s tail and brought its head down on my gunstock with a sickening crack, I felt something break inside me.


I threw my shotgun on the ground where the two squirrels’ bodies lay and sat down in a slough of self-loathing. Those animals had died because I lacked the courage to tell my father that I did not want to hunt. I couldn’t do this anymore. I had no moral qualms about hunting itself, but I had no stomach for it—and this filled me with shame. Daddy wanted me to be a hunter, but I was no hunter. I was a fraud. I put my head on my knees and began to cry.


Suddenly Daddy and Ruthie were standing over me. “What’s wrong?” Daddy asked. “Are you okay? Are you hurt?”


“I’m fine,” I said, looking up with a face swollen from crying. “I shot those baby squirrels. They were just babies.”


I looked up from the ground at my father and my sister. Ruthie burst into laughter. Daddy screwed his face up in disgust and growled, “You sissy.”


A thick iron gate slammed shut within me, and from behind it I regarded my father with cold contempt. He had struck me where he could do the most damage: my sense of manhood. I followed him and my sister out of the field, my face on fire, this time not with shame but with wrath. And from that moment on, I saw him not as my champion. I saw him as my adversary.


In school that fall semester, bullies had begun pushing me around; it would continue nonstop for two years. My folks were sympathetic at first, but after a while my father, who had been elected the most popular boy in his high school, began chastising me for being so weird that I surely must be setting myself up as a target for others.


Many years later, Daddy told me that he and Mama were worried at the time that I was going to kill myself. Yet he behaved as if there was nothing wrong with me that couldn’t be mended by pressing me harder with his formidable will.


Mama saved me. Desperate for escape, I applied to a new public boarding school in north Louisiana, an academy for gifted kids. The academics interested me, but above all I wanted to run away. Neither one of my parents wanted their firstborn to leave home at sixteen. Daddy was afraid he would lose control of me, but Mama fought him.


“If we don’t let him go, we’re going to lose him,” I overheard her say to him once. I don’t know what my mother said behind closed doors, but she must have taken a strong, brave stand, for while Ray Dreher did not lose arguments in his house, he lost this one.


In those days, a car ferry took motorists across the Mississippi from West Feliciana to the next parish over. On a scorching day in August 1983, I stood on the deck of the ferry with my parents, who were driving me to the school, and I watched the banks of my home parish recede in the distance. Goodbye, I thought, and for the first time in ages I was happy.


Thirty years later, after spending most of my life living away from Louisiana, but having recently moved back for good, I sat in a rheumatologist’s office in Baton Rouge, and received his verdict: if I didn’t leave this place, the anxiety churning within me, a force I could not conquer, was going to destroy my health.


I would not leave, not this time. I was through running away. Now, if I was going to be saved, I would have to go within. It had taken me three decades of moving all over the country to see this.




HOW TO STOP RUNNING AWAY


Every part of yourself—what you love, what you hate, your sense of right and wrong, your self-esteem, and all that is great and base within your character—has its beginning in the people and the places of your youth. In your childhood, you learn the stories that explain the world and how to live in it.


As you grow older, you lose that sense of primal unity and order. It’s common for people to spend the rest of their lives, one way or another, trying to return to its certainties, or to find new certainties to replace the old ones. It can’t be done. Face it: the story that made sense for you as a child no longer does, nor does any equally simple, naïve story. Stop wasting your life trying to find a state of perfection that does not exist.


You can take the geographical cure, moving far away from home as an adult in hope of putting the problems of childhood behind you, but it’s not going to work. Until you successfully complete the interior journey toward maturity, you will find that wherever you go—and whoever you marry, whatever your salary, however great your fame, whatever you drink or snort, and whatever you truly worship—there you are. The same miserable, maimed man or woman. It’s time to stop running away. The answers and the peace you seek are within you. Go there, with eyes wide open.
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THERE AND BACK AGAIN—TWICE





You shall leave behind all you most dearly love,


and that shall be the arrow


first loosed from exile’s bow.


—Paradiso XVII:55–57


North Toward Home—and Rome


Though I would stay at my parents’ house for holidays and during summer vacations, I never really lived at home again. The resentment between Daddy and me grew as I gained independence. After I left, Ruthie became her class valedictorian and the homecoming queen. She fell in love with a local boy named Mike Leming, whom she would eventually marry. Ruthie spent all her free time with Mike, fishing and hunting and doing things that made sense to our dad.


I was rarely around, and when I was, I was even more of an enigma than before I had left for boarding school. Truth to tell, I can easily imagine that I was an arrogant jerk to my family back then. With my hair hanging over my eyes, my earring, and my New Wave music, I thought I was so much cooler than them, and repaid their harsh judgment of me with plenty of scorn of my own. I’m not proud of that, but I have to own it.


Ruthie and I ended up at Louisiana State University together. We lived in neighboring dorms, but we rarely saw each other. True to form, she was the diligent student who went to all her classes, worked hard, and kept a high GPA. I was the party-hearty college journalist and philosophy geek who favored late nights at the Daily Reveille followed by drinks at the bar. I made A’s in the classes I loved, and barely passed in those I did not.


Around the same time, Daddy had tried to interest me in becoming a Freemason, as generations of men in my family had been. Sorry, I said, it’s not my thing, and then I forgot about it. I’m sure he did not, and that he took it to heart as another instance of his ungrateful son turning his back on tradition.


In college, I rejected his conservative politics and became a campus liberal activist. When my photo appeared on the front page of the Baton Rouge newspaper carrying a sign protesting U.S. policy in Central America, Daddy called and demanded that I come home to talk to him. We argued hotly, not about the merits of the issue but (once again) about how, for God’s sake, a man like him had gotten a son like me. To my dad, I wasn’t rejecting Ronald Reagan. I was rejecting Ray Dreher.


After I graduated in 1989, the Baton Rouge newspaper offered me a job, and I took it. Two years later, Ruthie, who by then had married Mike, graduated and returned to West Feliciana to teach sixth grade in the same school where we had studied as children. We knew very little about each other’s lives.


As a newly minted journalist with a paycheck that allowed me to buy imported beer for once, I was having a blast—writing by day, drinking and carousing by night. Eventually I bottomed out in my personal life and realized that if I didn’t find God, I was going to ruin my own life and maybe even the lives of others.


I had been feeling a slow, steady pull back toward the Christian faith, which as a young teenager I had set aside as something that was hard to believe and incompatible with the freedom I wanted to have. I had lost the mild, neighborly Methodism in which I was raised, and though not hostile to religion, I didn’t see it as important. However on a coach trip through Europe as a seventeen-year-old (Mama had won the vacation in a church raffle and given it to me), a visit to Chartres cathedral struck down my callow concept of faith.


I was going through an intense Hemingway phase at the time and was focused on getting to Paris. The guide annoyed me by scheduling a two-hour stop at Chartres, just outside Paris, to see its medieval cathedral.


Resentful, I followed the tour group inside. The soaring towers anchoring the façade instantly dispelled my air of sullen impiety.


I saw—no, I think the word is beheld—the most wondrous thing in the world. This church was indescribably complex and harmonious; it was like stepping into the mind of God. I was overcome by the desire to worship—a feeling I would not see as adequately articulated until many years later, when I would read Dante Alighieri’s description, in his first book, Vita nuova, of the first time he, as a child, saw Beatrice:


At that very moment, and I speak the truth, the vital spirit, the one that dwells in the most secret chamber of the heart, began to tremble so violently that even the most minute veins of my body were strangely affected; and trembling, it spoke these words: “Here is a god stronger than I who is coming to rule over me.”


(Trans. Andrew Frisardi)


I left the building eager to know more about the kind of religion that created temples like this, works of art that could connect people so profoundly with the transcendent that it was like taking hold of a live wire. Our group motored on to Paris, and to this day I cannot remember a single thing about that part of the trip.


The beauty of Chartres haunted me. I did not understand this at the time, but God set the hook in me inside that cathedral. It was there that I began an ambivalent quest for him, not really wanting to find him, but also unable to deny the power of that revelation. I could not explain how I knew that he existed—I saw him and felt him and was overawed by him at Chartres.


The presence of God radiated from the Chartres cathedral so powerfully that it even pierced the dark wood into which I had retreated to escape my father, whom I loved and hated and could not quit. I knew God was there; I had experienced him in that old church. As long as I held Chartres in my imagination, there was hope.


This was the first time God rescued me from despair through a work of art. As I discovered in the middle of the journey of my life, when I ambled into the medieval cathedral in a verse called the Commedia, it was the last. What’s more, as I would learn much later, after walking with Dante along a sorrowful way of repentance, the price he and I both paid for misunderstanding what had been revealed to us in those life-changing moments of our youth would be severe.


But all that would happen decades into the future. Eight years after Chartres shook me to the core, I reached out in prayer to the God who had spoken to me through the carved stone and stained glass of the cathedral. Eventually I found a Catholic priest in Baton Rouge to instruct me.


Shortly after we began our lessons, I received a job offer from the Washington Times newspaper in D.C. My big break, at last! Now I was truly leaving home. In the summer of 1992, I said goodbye to Mama, Daddy, and Ruthie and drove away in a U-Haul truck, headed northeast. I knew that in my father’s eyes, I wasn’t embracing Washington and a promising career as a journalist, I was rejecting Starhill, the family, and, most of all, him.


Washington was everything I hoped it would be. I had great new friends and a job I loved, and I was received into the Catholic Church. After a year of my being away, though, Ruthie and Mike had their first child, a daughter, Hannah. I thought about that kid and Starhill all the time.


Since I’d moved away, Daddy and I had quit arguing. Maybe now that was all in the past. I handed in my resignation, packed another U-Haul, and headed back south.


Slamming into the Glass Door


One Friday night, after I had been there for about six weeks, Daddy and I were out driving down a country lane. “I’m so glad you came home, son,” he said. “You finally realized that I was right.”


I didn’t say a word, afraid of what might come out. I thought about what I had given up to come home. A journalism job in the capital. Good friends. Bookstores, coffee shops, movie houses, a city life I had long dreamed of. I hid my panic for the rest of the evening, but that night in bed I tossed until I could no longer stand it. I arose, dressed, and drove my old blue Chevy pickup into Baton Rouge, where I sat in an all-night coffee shop near the LSU campus and pondered my future.


The sun came up on the Feast of the Immaculate Conception. I was the first one in the church of St. Agnes downtown for the morning mass. I knelt at the communion rail and prayed for deliverance from this mistake. After mass, I drove back to Starhill and went to Ruthie’s house, which she and Mike had recently completed in a grove across the yard from our folks’ place. I found her and baby Hannah still under the covers on that chilly morning. I sat on the edge of their bed.


“What’s wrong?” Ruthie said.


I told her, and broke down over the mess I had made of my life, trying to do right by my family. I told her I now knew I could never live around Daddy, because he could not keep himself from trying to control me.


“Why can’t he just accept me like I am?” I said.


Ruthie just shook her head and cried. She and Daddy were quite close, but she was aware of how strong-willed and demanding he was. She knew that my situation was impossible.


Two months later, I was back at my desk in Washington, grateful for a second chance. Four years later, I was newly married and a film critic at the New York Post. My wife, Julie, and I were discovering the joy of married life and falling head over heels for New York: film screenings, picnics in Central Park, the Union Square Greenmarket, mass at St. Patrick’s Cathedral, our favorite French café on Madison Avenue. This was my life now, and I thought I must be in a kind of paradise.


In retrospect, I think this is when I began to lose my sister. She was teaching math now to middle schoolers; I was going to movies for a living, interviewing Hollywood stars, and turning up on cable TV shows. When Julie and I visited Starhill, Ruthie would be polite, but she was increasingly on edge the longer we lingered. “How much did you pay for that fancy haircut?” she might say snippily. Or “I guess y’all aren’t worried at all about buying a house”—as if renting were no better than throwing our money on the sidewalk and setting it on fire.


On the first Christmas after Julie and I were married, we returned from Manhattan to spend it with my Starhill family. I phoned in advance to ask if Julie and I could make a bouillabaisse for them one night. I explained that it was a fish and shellfish stew with tomato, garlic, and onion, just like they’re used to in Louisiana. It was the first fancy dish Julie and I had learned to cook together, and we were eager to make a pot of it for them if they were game.


My folks said yes. Julie brought special stock from New York on the plane; and once down in Louisiana, we drove into Baton Rouge and spent an entire morning buying the fish, shrimp, and crabs. We cooked all afternoon, and even made the traditional roasted red pepper mayonnaise the French serve with it.


And then it was dinnertime. We set down the black iron cauldron on a trivet in the middle of the table, aromatic steam rising from the rich, saffron-tinted broth. Nobody would eat it. My father tried a couple of spoonfuls, but he was the only one who would go that far. Ruthie took the opportunity to praise a family friend for being “a good cook—a good country cook.” Mama sat quietly.


They saw this gift of love my wife and I had prepared for them as nothing more than uppity Rod inflicting his snooty cosmopolitan tastes on them.


Julie was taken aback. Within me, confusion turned into humiliation, and then to anger. I held it in. It was Christmastime, and I did not want to fight with my family. All I wanted was to get back to New York as soon as I could.


Despite occasional incidents like that, we had a good relationship with the family back in Louisiana. It was much easier to love each other if we didn’t have to be in one another’s company more than two or three times a year. Distance made it possible for all of us to believe the stories we wanted to tell ourselves about our family, and not test them against reality.


Ruthie and Mike had another daughter, Claire, and a third, Rebekah. Julie and I had our first child, Matthew—Daddy’s first grandson. I thought about how much Matt would miss by growing up far from his grandfather. That old familiar longing came over me again, but there was no moving to Starhill now, not with a wife and a child to take care of.


Although we loved New York, we knew we couldn’t afford to raise a growing family there. A year after 9/11, I landed a job at the Dallas Morning News, and we moved to Julie’s hometown. This delighted my folks, who would be seeing a lot more of us now that we were within driving distance.


Over the next six years, we had two more children, Lucas and Nora, and spent a lot more time in Starhill. Still, an uncanny distance persisted between Ruthie and me.


In the fall of 2009, not long before we were to move to Philadelphia for my new job, we were in Starhill sitting down to Sunday dinner. “Rod, you say the blessing,” Ruthie announced. “You’re so holier-than-thou.”


I chose not to respond, but after lunch I asked Daddy, with whom I was getting along well now, what Ruthie’s problem was. “I don’t know, son,” he said, “but there’s something there.”


Maybe she was feeling bad; she had developed a persistent cough. Still, I hated moving far away again with this unacknowledged hostility between us.


“Sister’s Got Cancer!”


Shortly after we arrived in Philly, we received word from my mother that doctors had discovered spots on Ruthie’s lungs. They scheduled exploratory surgery for Mardi Gras day. My mobile phone rang just past nine that morning. It was my mother. “It’s cancer!” she sobbed. “Sister’s got cancer!”


I caught the next flight out, and made it to her hospital bedside that night. Ruthie had inoperable stage IV lung cancer. It had spread to her hip and to her brain. She had never smoked. She was otherwise healthy. And she was a good person—one of the most beloved people in our town. She had done everything right. But now, at the age of forty, she had been handed what, barring a miracle, was a death sentence.


And yet that horrible week in the hospital was a triumph for her. Her hope and strength of character astonished everyone who came to see her. I know; I was there, and I saw it.


One of the young nurses who cared for Ruthie wrote her a letter saying that she had been struggling in her faith because of all the suffering she had seen in her job, but the grace with which Ruthie accepted her diagnosis had given her new hope. Over and over, things like that happened because of my sister being the same steady, sweet Ruthie she always was.


Days after her diagnosis, before I returned to Philly, I sat with her on the front porch of her home in Starhill. Through tears, I told her how sorry I was for every bad thing I had ever done to her. I asked her forgiveness and told her I wanted everything to be clear between us.


It had been well over half a lifetime ago that I had teased her so unkindly, but I knew that she harbored resentment against me still. Whatever it was, I wanted it in the past. We needed to be a strong family in the face of this cancer, and I wanted no painful memories or hard feeling to exist between us.


Ruthie hated moments like this. She burst into tears, flicked something unseen away with her right hand, and embraced me. She said nothing. I thought with that gesture she was offering me both forgiveness and her own apology for her bitter sniping at me.


Two months later, her friends threw a fund-raising concert to help cover her medical bills. In her humility, Ruthie asked them not to make a fuss over her, but they refused to listen. I flew down from Philadelphia to be a part of the event, which was held at the 4-H Club Fair Barn north of town.


David Morgan, a Starhill neighbor, and his country band performed for free that night. Well over a thousand people came, filling the big barn with dancing and merry-making. People paid for hot dogs with hundred-dollar bills, all out of love for Ruthie, who was by then bald and badly swollen from chemotherapy. I spoke to a woman who had driven six hours from Houston for the show. She and her family used to live in nearby St. Francisville, and Ruthie had taught her children.


“We love her so much,” the woman said. “She has given so much to our family. We couldn’t not be here.”


At the concert that night, Mama pointed out to me a family who were poor but who still came to give what they had to my sister, out of love. It reminded me of Daddy’s story about Calvin McKnight, the old black man who was his farmhand in the 1960s. Calvin lived in a dilapidated former slave cabin and had few worldly goods. On the day before my father was scheduled for back surgery, Calvin brought his savings, a shiny silver dollar, to my mom, a newlywed who faced the prospect that her new husband might suffer permanent paralysis.


“I want to give this here to pay for Little Boss’s operation,” Calvin said, tears running down his cheeks as he pressed the coin into my mother’s hand. In that moment, black and white mattered not, nor did social class or anything else. Only love and solidarity.


Ruthie lived for nineteen months after her diagnosis. One of the only comforts my family had was in a line Ruthie would say to buck up our faith as we saw her decline: “We just don’t know what God is going to do with this.” She was an unfussy Methodist who found peace in trusting God’s will. “I hope and pray that I make it,” she would say, “but if I don’t, I know God is in whatever happens.”


She carried that hope in her heart until the morning of her sudden death, from an embolism. She died at home in Starhill, in the arms of her beloved husband. On the night before her funeral, I sat up late writing my sister’s eulogy. I chose to open with a memory that, for me, captured the grace and mystery of Ruthie Leming. On one occasion early in our childhood together, I had done something awfully mean to Ruthie, God only knows what, but it was so bad that Daddy told me to go lie down on my bed and prepare for a spanking. That was rare, and I recall that I felt quite sure that I deserved it. Before he took off his belt, Ruthie, the victim of my nasty teasing, threw herself across my back and begged Daddy to spank her instead. He spanked no one that day. Forty years later, that was the story I told to a standing-room-only congregation of mourners so that they would know what kind of person my sister had been.


They didn’t need telling. These were the people of our town, the people who had watched her grow up and seen her marry her high school sweetheart and return home from college to teach in the town’s public school. Ruthie had taught many of their children, and because of her skill, patience, and tenderness with her students, she had become one of the most beloved teachers in the parish. I had always known my sister was good, but I didn’t know that she was also great until I began hearing stories from students and the parents of students, telling what she had meant to them.


Following Ruthie’s Little Way


Watching events in Starhill from our Philadelphia vantage point, the enormous outpouring of love, support, and community solidarity that had engulfed my Louisiana family after Ruthie’s cancer diagnosis moved Julie and me deeply. Standing under a live oak tree in front of Ruthie’s church on the night of her wake, I had an epiphany: the same tight familial and community bonds that felt so constricting to me as a teenager had held Ruthie and the others in my Louisiana family together through this terrible trial.


We buried Ruthie the next morning and afterward went to a big party thrown by her Starhill friends. It was typical of this place, and typical of my sister, that they would send one of their own off with cold beer, barbecue, and shared memories.


“No matter who you were, Ruthie made you feel like you were it,” her best friend, Abby Cochran, mused. “You were her family, you were always comfortable—‘Come in, sit down, let me fix you something to eat.’ Everybody was welcome in her house. You knew you were at home there, and everything was good.”


I thought of my life with Julie. It had been twelve years since our newlywed idyll in Manhattan. Three kids, two moves, and a Ford minivan later, this was the kind of paradise I longed for now. The family in which we argued over things like fish stew seemed to be a relic from the distant past. After the party, Julie and I gathered the kids and went back to my mom and dad’s house for a nap. As we lay in my old bedroom, I made a confession.


“I can’t believe I’m actually going to say this, but I really think we should consider moving here,” I said, cringing in anticipation of my wife’s reaction.


“That’s so funny,” she said. “I’ve been thinking the same thing. I think we need to be here.”


We wanted to be a help to Ruthie’s widower, Mike, and their three girls, and we wanted to be a support for Daddy and Mama. Whatever we had to give up in Philly, we happily would. My heart had been changed by seeing what a difference Ruthie’s lifetime of giving to and serving her school and town had accomplished. And my wife and I both understood that what had happened to Ruthie—terminal illness striking like a bolt from the clear blue sky—could happen to us too; unlike Ruthie, though, we had moved so many times for my work that we did not have deep roots to keep us anchored on solid ground amid the flood of suffering and grief we were experiencing.


The day before we were set to return to Philly, I shared the news with Mama and Daddy that we were planning to move back. They were overjoyed. It meant the world to me to be able to give them that amid their grief. They sat on their front porch beaming and telling the visiting friends gathered around them how thrilled they were.


I felt like such a good boy. But a friend of my parents motioned for me to follow him out to his pickup truck.


“I’m not sure this is a good idea,” he said. “You need to give this some time. Think it over. Y’all are in an emotional state right now. This is not the time to make big decisions.”


But the decision had already been made, and having told Mama and Daddy of our intentions, we couldn’t back out now. Nor did we want to. Not only were we going to be doing our duty by our family in their time of need, we wanted to be part of their lives. We needed to, in fact, and we needed to be part of a community like the one that had walked with Ruthie and her family on their long and grueling cancer pilgrimage. Now we were going to step out on faith.


And so love built a bridge back home for me. In late 2011, three months after Ruthie died, my family and I rolled into town in a Penske truck and a minivan, just in time for Christmas. I was so glad to be home at last. My father had written me a letter telling me how grateful he was that his only son was coming back—the thing for which he had prayed year after year.


The explosion of grace from Ruthie’s passing blasted open the vault of my heart and revealed a path to a new life for our family. The promise of healing that I had mistakenly thought would come with Hannah’s birth repeated itself with Ruthie’s death. Things would be different now. How could they not be, after what we had all lived through?


We rented a lovely old house in the historic district of St. Francisville, the parish’s only town, which is six miles north of the Starhill community. We arrived in town just in time for our cousins’ annual family Christmas Eve party, a gumbo-and-caroling extravaganza that lit up the Starhill sky with fireworks. My kids were ecstatic. They hadn’t known there were so many kids in the extended family. And they’d had no idea that you could shoot off fireworks on Christmas.


Mama gave us rocking chairs for our front porch, and before long we acquired chickens for the backyard. Lucas quickly made friends in the neighborhood and rode his bike up and down the town’s main street. Matt volunteered at the library. Outgoing and funny in that sassy way Texas women have, Julie had no trouble finding friends everywhere she turned. Before long, she was serving on the Friends of the Library board, had the kids involved in 4-H, and ran the roads to and from the sports park, where Lucas and Nora took tennis lessons.


I went down to the town’s coffee shop for grits and eggs one morning shortly after we returned. Listening to the chatter of the town—my town now—waking up made me feel like I had stepped into a southern version of a Garrison Keillor monologue. I began writing a memoir, The Little Way of Ruthie Leming, to tell the full story of my amazing sister, the gift she was to the world, and how her life and death had taught me the importance to a good life of love, and home, and family.
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