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Foreword

Whenever I’m around Bob Price, I think “Thank God for him.” And then I remember that I really mean, “Thankfully, we have a Bob Price” and God probably had nothing to do with it. Bob Price is such a rare individual. He really gets it: the value of religious stories, the value of the community, camaraderie, and sense of communal spirit that religious organizations provide. He has great respect for the Bible as a repository of ancient wisdom and a source of the narratives we tell ourselves about how we came to be and how we see our struggles with nature and with each other. Bob Price isn’t just a scholar of Christianity; he often references Buddhist parables, too. He can bring up just the right story to provide a counterpoint or add emphasis to an idea. And not just Buddhism, psychology, too: he can call on Jungian theory when it’s meaningful and appropriate.


Most important, he knows bull when he hears it.


This book is not just a polemic against Rick Warren’s The Purpose-Driven Life. It’s a beautiful, inspired, insightful work in its own right. I walked around for days after reading it filled with new ideas and a better way to look at my own life’s predicaments. Then I read it again, and I got even more out of it.


For almost my entire life, I was much like some of the people Price describes in this book. I was a Christian by default, and I didn’t take it seriously enough for it to cause me any real trouble. Bob says that the most well-adjusted Christians he knows are those who don’t take it seriously. (Whether they are exactly conscious of this or not!) I think that was me. I think I was well adjusted. But that doesn’t mean that I wasn’t also stunted in my maturity by the side effects of benignly believing in the Christian stories and the childlike idea of a loving God who was pulling all the strings.


Then, there came a time when I was in crisis and I looked to my Christian faith to guide me. And it worked … at first. But then I looked closer and closer at what I professed to “believe” in and realized that if you followed the Bible’s own logic and reasoning, if you expected it to stand up to even a modicum of scrutiny, you were going to be bitterly disappointed. I began to think that even Jesus, if he existed, would have to agree that the Bible itself was a house built on sand. Ultimately, I had to discard my faith. Bob Price says that, for him, this moment was simultaneously a relief and a great disappointment. Exactly. That’s what I felt, too—maybe more disappointment than relief. But my discarding of my faith was based mostly on science and psychology and history. I didn’t take the time to go over the Christian viewpoint again and decipher what made those religious ideas so compelling, so insidious, and so seductive. I didn’t have the scholarly background or the patience to look into each seemingly harmless evangelical belief and find out where it came from and why it deserves to be thoroughly trashed! But Bob Price has that background! Which means that I especially enjoyed and learned so much from reading this book.


This past February, I attended and spoke at the annual Technology, Entertainment, and Design (TED) conference in Monterrey, California. Rick Warren was also one of the speakers. The organizers had included his book, The Purpose-Driven Life, in our packets of goodies. I read most of it the night before he was scheduled to speak. The first thing that struck me was Warren’s liberal—and really disrespectful—paraphrasing of Bible quotes and reinterpretation of Bible stories. I had recently reread the New Testament gospels myself (for my monologue “Letting Go of God”) and much of what I read in The Purpose-Driven Life seemed utterly unlike anything I had read in the Bible. In any case, I was eager to hear Pastor Warren speak.


Chris Anderson (who hosts the TED conferences) introduced Rick Warren saying that The Purpose-Driven Life “was the second-best selling nonfiction book ever, and that’s if you count the Bible as a nonfiction book, which Rick Warren certainly does.” Warren wore a Hawaiian shirt and sported a goatee; he’s likable and approachable. He began as I expected, telling us that he didn’t think we were accidents and that God planned for us to be alive and in fact even planned for us to hear his speech. But then Warren said something that surprised me. He said he thought his book was so popular because, “Most people never think it through. They don’t codify it or quantify it, and say this is what I believe and why I believe it.”


I was astonished that Rick Warren was so aware of why his book was so effective. I think he is right: most people don’t think it through. I used to be one of those people. I was handed a moral code by my culture and religion, and I was overtly and subversively not encouraged to think out my own morality. It was given to me from above, first from the sisters at the Catholic grade school I attended, then from the Jesuits who gave it the polish and feel of something intellectual, and then by my family who equated our rituals and culture with ethics and morality, and therefore questioning one part of this was tantamount to questioning all of it. Completely out of the question!


So for Rick Warren, “people who don’t think it through” means “people who haven’t accepted the fundamentalist Christian worldview based on the Bible.” Those who never ask themselves “why I believe it” are people who just don’t listen to their evangelical pastors telling them exactly what to believe and how to “serve” the church with their “gifts.”


Bob Price has the intelligence and the persistence to tackle all these contradictions. He’s spent the time looking at what Bible translations Warren uses, and Price addresses the deeper, darker side—the shadow side—of what Warren is really proposing. Price points out that encouraging people to deeply think about “why they believe what they believe” causes individualism to triumph over conformity, creativity over subservience, and empowerment over “joining the flock.” Additionally, I was delighted to read along as Price nails Warren time and time again for his ridiculous, even comical use of Bible passages and quotations (as “translated” for a “modern” audience).


So, this book you’re reading is a deeply thought out, theologically accurate, heartfelt dismantling of Rick Warren’s (and all evangelicals’) worldview. Even the ideas that seem, on the surface, to be unassailable (like Warren’s call to a life of service to others) Price takes apart, reveals each for the sham it is, with elegance and charm and disturbing accuracy.


It almost makes me glad that Rick Warren wrote The Purpose-Driven Life so that Bob Price could write The Reason-Driven Life! I look forward to having this book on my shelf and as a reference tool in the coming years. So, sit back and enjoy. And be disturbed (because you will be very disturbed). Then be inspired. As Price says, human divinity is really human potential. Human potential is what each of us has innately. We have an enormous amount of control over how we view ourselves in relation to this world and to our fellow passengers on this planet.


For added pleasure, imagine Rick Warren reading this book and really getting it. Of course, it’s highly unlikely to happen. But we can dream, can’t we?


Julia Sweeney
Saturday Night Live star and author of God Said, “Ha!” and My Beautiful Loss of Faith Story
June 6, 2006








Introduction


REMEMBRANCE OF FAITHS PAST

Rick Warren’s super, bestselling book The Purpose-Driven Life is apparently meeting a great spiritual hunger among Americans these days. People, it would seem, want purpose. He does not extol the notion of living according to some chosen purpose. He has a very particular one in mind. For Pastor Warren, the purpose of all human lives is to be a fundamentalist Christian. That, he says, is why God created you. Really, now? Pardon me for wondering if the many fans of The Purpose-Driven Life are like the Israelites rebuked by the prophet: “Why do you spend money for what is not bread, and your wages for what does not satisfy?” (Isaiah 55:2, NASB).


From 1965, when I prayed to receive Jesus Christ as my personal savior, till 1977, while a student at Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary, I did my best to live the Christian life. After that I abandoned evangelical, or “born-again,” Christianity and explored liberal Protestant theology. For a great deal of that time I was pretty much an agnostic. It was years later, during my pastorate of a liberal Baptist church, that I realized I had rejected theism altogether. Since then I have lived what I would now call “the reason-driven life,” one still under construction and filled with experiment. While a born-again Christian, I was a soul winner. I had daily “quiet time” devotions, attended church at least weekly, and studied the Bible with great zeal. I received Campus Crusade for Christ training more than once. I was chapter president for InterVarsity Christian Fellowship. By now I can look back on both of my “lives,” both “incarnations” as believer and as nonbeliever. Perhaps by comparing them you and I can both learn something.






A MIGHTY FORTRESS IS OUR MENTALITY


In my experience, the born-again Christian life is one of narrow-mindedness, and narrow-mindedness raised to the status of a virtue, not a vice. One assumes a position of invulnerable stonewalling, a case of the “true believer” described so well by Eric Hoffer. Some idea comes up and Joe Christian is told, perhaps by his own well-trained conscience, not to go speculating down that path because it can only be Satan sowing seeds of doubt. If an unsaved friend stumps one with a question, one is coached to sidestep it: “Say, that’s a good question! I’ll ask Dr. Craig for the answer and get back to you. In the meantime, why not get saved anyway?” As if any objection could budge the born-again Christian or his Jehovah’s Witness twin from his dogmatic party line. As a loyal Christian, one has no intention of giving the other guy a fair hearing. As he speaks, one is already looking for weak points on which to refute him, since one knows automatically one must be right. The Christian is automatically certain the unbeliever holds his view as a mere smokescreen to avoid repenting. While we are in that pocket universe, why can we never recognize our stance as the very essence of narrow-mindedness? Because those blinders are themselves part of the equipment of narrow-mindedness! No one has any problem recognizing narrowness as a vice in any other area of life. How can it suddenly become a virtue in this one area?





PETER PAN PIETY

Sigmund Freud spoke of religion as a neurosis and an illusion. To be religious, in his view, was a refusal to grow up and to accept certain harsh facts of life. That is probably too sweeping a generalization to apply to all forms of religion, but it does seem to me to describe quite well the born-again Christian experience as I have lived it and seen others live it. The born-again experience prolongs immaturity in at least three ways. Morally, one remains forever on the lowest rungs of character development as Eric Kohlberg and others map it out: a prisoner to dogmatic commandments that, out of fear, one dare not disobey. On the one hand, one never refines one’s own moral sense because the supposed truth is provided already, and infallibly. On the other hand, with the threat of hellfire, one can never arise to a nobler motivation for morality. One is necessarily always mindful of saving one’s butt from toasting! How could you not be?


Second, one’s intellectual growth is halted, at least when it comes to religious matters, because God is imagined as a peevish theology professor who will damn you to hell for filling in the wrong answers in your final exam book. “Sorry, Mr. Jehovah’s Witness! Tough luck, Miss Mormon! Bad break, Mahatma Gandhi! You get a big red ‘F’ for fry!” If that’s the way things are, it is safest not to question, safer to sit down and shut up. This explains why so many born-again Christians can attain sophistication in many professions and disciplines and yet retain a sealed-off nursery school of religious beliefs.


Third, born-again Christianity stunts one’s personal growth. As Eli Chesen (Religion May Be Hazardous to Your Health) said, it gives you a slate of answers before it has even occurred to you to ask the questions. 1 Embracing a party line of morals, beliefs, and opinions, you do not learn to think for yourself. You are told the only ideal to pursue is to be a “good Christian,” not a mature person, and the two aren’t the same thing (though neither is a bad thing). What else is it, in the long run, but a strategy for protracting immaturity when the Christian is told to take his problems and “leave them with the Lord,” “leave them at the altar”? Not even God can grow up for you. You have to do it, and no devotional scheme can provide a shortcut. What a relief and a disappointment it was for me the day this simple insight finally penetrated my thick skull.





JESUS CHRIST SUPERSTITION

I fear Freud was right about born-again Christianity: it is at least highly conducive of “obsessional neurosis.”2 At least it is true the more seriously you take it. Many of us have been trained in what the old preachers called “up-to-the-minute confession.” As soon as an unkind thought or lustful imagining flits into your mind, you must stop what you are doing or thinking and confess it to God lest you suffer an ever-increasing alienation from him and wind up “out of fellowship.” That will drive you to distraction in short order. Oh yes, I knew many fellow Christians who lived bright and breezy lives untroubled by such introspective scruples, but then they were blessed with not having taken any of it seriously. That disparity itself should have told me something.


And the more strict one’s pious conscience grows, the less it takes to offend it. Watchman Nee (The Normal Christian Life) offers a blueprint for misery when he suggests that anything at all that means much to you automatically becomes an idol you must smash to prove to yourself (and to God) that nothing rivals God in your life. 3 Once Nee or some like-speaking preacher poses the question, the poor pietist is caught in a vicious catch-22. His mind at once goes to some innocent amusement or relationship or possession. “If God wanted me to forsake it for his sake, would I?” In that moment, what was formerly innocent becomes an idol simply by virtue of the introspective question raised. And then it must be smashed, forsaken. And such a jealous god, really such an omnivorous conscience, begins hungrily to look around for the next potential “idol.” Soon one is left with naught but religion, little suspecting that it has become the greatest idol of all.


Christ becomes an idol, German American theologian Paul Tillich says, when the Christian is preoccupied with nothing but religion. That is too narrow a basis for personal integration, and eventually the pious Christian will be left wondering why life has passed him by. Of course being a Christian soldier provides an exciting sense of purpose—for the adolescent who sees life still in simple, storybook terms. The born-again Christian has the same tendency as the Trekkie. He needs to move out of his parents’ basement (or his church’s) and get a life! His or her own life, not the life of Jesus to be lived through the Christian.






CRYSTAL BALL BUSTER


As Christians, we called ourselves blessed because, unlike the poor unsaved wretches around us, we knew the very will of God. I used to, but now I am relieved and happy to call myself as agnostic about God’s will as Job was. Born-again Christians tell you that you must remain “in the center of God’s will,” straying neither to the right nor to the left, or the consequences will be grave: the wrong career, the wrong life partner, a life on the sidelines of Christian service. For some this means one must heed any subjective “leading” one feels, a risky matter. For others it means following a complex list of steps to divine the will of God, reminiscent of the priestly Urim and Thummim. One reads events in one’s daily life, whether a headache, a flat tire, a compliment or insult, as a sign sent from God, and it is up to you to figure out what God is trying to tell you by it. I call this divination, superstition. What does it mean for one’s daily life to be such a shadow-play filled with coded oracles and charades from a God who speaks only in the least reliable language of inner subjectivity? Are we merely rats in a Skinner box? Is one’s life merely a training program, with God as the scientist putting one through one’s paces? The fact that this God ostensibly loves us does not solve the problem. If he loves us, let him give us some breathing room. Let’s put out a restraining order on him!


And does it ever even work? How many times had we been confi-dent we had arrived at God’s will on some decision, only to have it blow up in our face later? When that happens, there is always the default mode: “How foolish of a mere mortal to think he could read the mind of God!” But we were just covering our tracks, because next time we’d be following those same steps the same way, not daring not to, lest we stray from the perfect will of God.





LACKLUSTER SALVATION

Born-again Christian writers and preachers know it will sooner or later come to this; they make evangelistic promises they know will not be fulfilled, so when it falls through, they have the hitherto-unsuspected next step ready. “Defeated Christian,” we will be solicitously told, “you have been striving to live the Christian life in the pitiful strength of the flesh! In order to live the victorious Christian life, you must cease striving and learn to rest in God’s power. Let go and let God!” How are you to do this new thing? How do you cease striving and rest, carried along in a steady stream of sanctified consciousness? Well, er, one, um, strives to rest! You are back at square one. And soon this routine is seen for what it is: another gimmick to paper over the inevitable failure of overexaggerated promises, promises that born-again Christians will live a life of power, joy, and freedom.


I remember the moment it first occurred to me: How can I witness to people about a life of glowing joy and assurance when mine is filled with guilt for not working up the guts to witness to every guy I sit by on a bus? When I am always afraid of making a misstep, or of feeling or thinking the wrong thing? Likewise, how many years could I stand suppressing the patent truth that my “personal relationship with Christ” was just subjective projection, praying to a mental image of Jesus drawn equally from scripture and from stained-glass windows, pretending he was listening. Wasn’t this Jesus construct merely an imaginary playmate that spoke with the voice of my own over-tender conscience? I finally realized I was doing no one any favors by trying to get them to embrace the same exasperating set of mind games that had kept me so immature for so long.





GOD IS MY HIJACKER

Now what of reason and the life predicated upon it? You will not have missed the pun on Rick Warren’s title. We often use the words “purpose” and “reason” pretty much as synonyms. What is the purpose of that law? What is the reason for that rule? Tell me the reason for your action, and I will tell you the purpose of mine. But there is a subtle difference. A purpose can denote a guiding aim, as it does in Warren’s The Purpose-Driven Life, but a reason-driven life denotes a life lived by means of rational thinking and choosing. As Plato and Aristotle said, the chief excellence of humanity is its rational faculty, and so if we are to fulfill ourselves as human beings, we must live by that rational faculty. We don’t absolutely have to. We could, for example, live a life of unbridled physical passion, but that wouldn’t make any sense. It wouldn’t be rational. And we would learn that too late by seeing first-hand the destructive results. One may choose among any number of purposes or goals for one’s life, but any way you cut it, a truly human life must be a reason-driven life. In the present book I am trying to lay bare the shortcomings of Rick Warren’s model of the fundamentalism-driven life. But I do not want to criticize without offering practical alternatives. I call upon my readers to rethink their commitment to the Warren-driven life and to contemplate the reason-driven life as I will set it forth.


I believe Freud was correct: maturity depends on realizing there is no Creator, no divine lawgiver, no author of destiny and meaning, and no giver of eternal life. One must come to view this humble, naked earth as one’s true home. “Imagine there’s no heaven, above us only sky.” A morally neutral universe upon which we may place our stamp, as individuals and as a race.


Let me, however, mention a major problem I have with atheism. For many it is a sterile life of negativity and denial. It is the stance of the apostate, as Max Scheler described it in his shrewd book Ressentiment. The apostate is one who has turned away from a faith he once held without genuinely or deeply turning to anything else. Otherwise we should call him “a convert to” rather than “an apostate from.” The apostate’s life is a committed struggle of mere negativity, a campaign of continuous guerrilla war against the system of faith he once espoused and now so regrets having embraced. 4 The apostate is still Hoffer’s “true believer”; he has merely switched teams in the same game. By contrast, the convert gets out of the game and leaves the stadium. He seeks another game that will satisfy him better.


I know many mere apostates, people who are for this or that reason very mad at religion and want to destroy it. Ironically, they retain many of the disadvantages of being a religious zealot. They are still burdened by an urge to save the world. They still divide the human race into the good guys and the bad guys, only they have just switched whom they put in which group. They still mark themselves out from their fellow men and women by means of bumper stickers, buttons, and T-shirts. I hope they are having fun. But the meaning of their lives seems to me parasitic upon that which they reject. If all religion were to vanish tomorrow, what would they do? If you are free from religion, I ask my atheist friends, what are you free for?





SOMETHING TO BELIEVE IN

“Atheist,” though I do not disclaim it, is not my description of first choice because it merely indicates what I no longer believe, not what else I have since come to believe. It says what I don’t stand for anymore. But I would rather be known for what I do stand for. I urge on the apostate what I urge on the born-again Christian: get a life!


I am trying to. Personally, I consider myself a humanist. I view myself as a would-be philosopher, with leanings toward Friedrich Nietzsche and Jacques Derrida. I’m not in a hurry to find a label that will fit just right. I do not hate religion. I even go to church for the rich pageantry and the moral challenge (more of this later). I am pleased, in the rural South, to live among fundamentalists and to appreciate them as people. I try to view their beliefs nonjudgmentally, as an anthropologist would. I have rejected those beliefs, but that does not compel me to view those who hold them to be my enemies. I am happy to share interests with them and, if need be, to avoid certain sensitive topics.


So I do not relish the life of the apostate, one I have overcome with difficulty. But I do relish certain aspects of the nontheist existence.





IS NOTHING SACRED?

For me, the notion of a Creator who somehow constructed this great and wonderful world is not only a false, pat answer to the question of how or why it got here; belief in creation tends to stifle the very sense of wonder that raises the question. “Huh,” we say, as when we watch some TV special on the making of our favorite special-effects movie, “that’s how they did it. Oh well.” We can file that one away, give ourselves permission henceforth to take it for granted, and fall back into our mundane coma. Again, think of the Skinner box. If we must view the wide world as a great, big stage setting put up by God, instead of an autonomous reality in its own right, we are evacuating the world and life of meaning. It is all maya, then: illusion. And I don’t think it is.


For me, the notion of a divine lawgiver is both pernicious and superfluous. Those who call on scripture to provide a full range of infallible answers turn out to be in no better position than the rest of us who make no such claims, for the simple reason that life always casts up new issues and shades of moral nuance never covered in the ancient books. How does the Bible give the biblicist any advantage at all when it comes to the maddening question of surrogate motherhood? Artificial insemination? White lies? Even abortion is never explicitly mentioned there. Christian ethicists have to debate these issues pretty much the same way their secular counterparts do. The claim to have a revelation is dangerous, though, since it can so easily function as an excuse for Reverend Bigmouth to claim that you don’t need to evaluate his opinions as opinions, just accept them by faith.


Why are moral systems basically the same in all societies? It’s just that morals and laws arise on a pragmatic basis as sets of rules that will enable people to live together most easily. We can breathe easier, no matter where we live, no matter what language we speak, no matter what totem we worship, if we can reduce theft, murder, rape, libel, and so on to a minimum. As Thomas Aquinas readily admitted, we hardly need a revelation to tell us that it is better not to do these destructive things.


I believe we live in a morally neutral universe, that the moral laws and grids of meaning through which we see it are artificial impositions by our various ancestors, for reasons I just mentioned. The universe is not rooting for things to come out any particular way. It is all the same to the Universal Void whether good or evil, as we define them, triumphs. It is the great privilege and challenge of the human race to work out the best rules we can, the best standards of good and evil we can muster, and to strive to impose them on the universe. We are settlers in a cosmic wilderness. The world was not put here for us, and not all of it will ever prove amenable to us or to our scales of meaning. But we must carve out a moral space where our culture and civilization can live. We are part of Chaos, and we begin, little by little, to impose our own order and meaning upon it. There is no already-determined meaning somewhere else, in the mind of some God viewed as a kind of heavenly Bureau of Weights and Standards. Where else could meaning be but in the eye of the beholder? And that is in you. That is in me.





PRECIOUS LITTLE

Feuerbach was right, I think: the only God is humanity, and we must not shirk the cross of our own terrible greatness by blaming gods and devils for our own works. You and I are the Creator: we face the blank canvas of our lives and decide what meaning, what artwork, we will trace thereon. Nothing less befits human dignity.


And yet, we are mortal gods. We must die in the end, and the end will come soon. Some object that human life is rendered meaningless if it must end in death. An abrupt dead end makes all before it a senseless sentence fragment. But does it? I have never been able to see how an otherwise meaningless life would suddenly become meaningful if you added an infinite amount of it. If it has any meaning at all, it ought to be discernible, now. And it is: to enjoy the world around us, to live out the familiar patterns of family life and personal growth, to do the wonderful things human beings have always done. Nothing fancy.


It won’t last forever, but that lends a bittersweetness to it, an inestimable quality that life would never have if it lasted forever. The words of Psalm 90 strike deep for the nontheist: human life is too soon over, and we must budget our days. We must strive to do something that will outlast us, that will leave a mark of our passing, of some improvement of the world. That isn’t much. But unless one harbors delusions of grandeur, thinks that life owes us an eternity, it is, I think, more than enough.


Won’t you explore with me the vast differences between the purpose-driven life of Rick Warren and the reason-driven life I advocate? I do not much care what you end up believing, partly because you should not jump to conclusions. Part of living the reason-driven life is that you no longer feel the false urgency to make up your mind right now what you believe. You realize you are not under any deadline. Nor are you likely ever to arrive at some definitive truth. Your thinking about the meaning of life will be an ongoing project, its own reward. And the conclusions you do reach will be tentative and always open to revision in light of new insights you may encounter. I would be delighted if The Reason-Driven Life helped you in that process, but your findings are none of my business. Will you be a theist? An atheist? An agnostic? A Christian? Obviously, that’s up to you. I just want to be clear: I’m not trying to get you to agree with me. That wouldn’t be rational. I merely aim to provide food for thought that you might not otherwise have considered.



[image: chpt_fig_001.png]


Though it hardly matters whether you read a chapter a day or not, I have followed The Purpose-Driven Life’s ground plan of forty brief chapters or meditations to respond more specifically to the points made there. Sometimes I address a number of points Warren makes in the corresponding chapter; other times I focus on a single issue, especially if, as sometimes happens, he is reiterating some theme from one of his previous chapters. So The Reason-Driven Life is designed as a direct rebuttal and alternative to The Purpose-Driven Life. But I think my book makes sense by itself. When you have to know what it is in Warren’s book that I am discussing, I begin by summarizing or quoting the relevant statements from The Purpose-Driven Life. Also, since Warren is merely recycling standard, one might even say stale, fundamentalist teaching, you may read my rebuttal as an answer to fundamentalism in general. If you are familiar with that, you haven’t missed much if you are not familiar with The Purpose-Driven Life. So you needn’t worry about having to make sense of half of a phone conversation.


Robert M. Price
July 9, 2005
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1
It Is about You


Man is the measure of all things: of the things that are, that they are, and of the things that are not, that they are not.

—Protagoras




If one has to choose between different authorities, not they but oneself is ultimate authority for oneself, and this means: there is no authority for him.

—Paul Tillich, ‘“By What Authority?’”




JUMPING OUT OF YOUR SKIN

In any journey, including especially one’s life journey, it matters as much where you begin as where you end up, or hope to end up. In The Purpose-Driven Life, Rick Warren is rightly adamant on this point. Yet he is wrong, in my humble opinion, as to what the proper starting point is. He assumes, and he wants you to assume, the least likely standpoint for a mortal human being, namely, a God’s-eye view. Weary of human speculations about the meaning and purpose of life, Reverend Warren urges us to jump out of our mortal skins and join the Almighty Creator, from whose side we may look down from Mt. Sinai or Olympus or Asgard and see what we could not see from a position too close to the ground: the reason we have been placed here and the goals we ought to pursue. He tells a shaggy dog story eventuating in the well-known quip, “You can’t get there from here.” You see, Reverend Warren had once gotten lost on a mountain climb and finally found someone from whom to ask directions. The man told him just how lost he was: his destination was on the other side of the range, and he would have to begin on the other side if he hoped to arrive at his destination. Presumably, like J. R. R. Tolkien’s Gandalf finding his way through the Mountains of Moria, Warren did find his way to the other side. But he doesn’t seem to catch the implications of the humorous cliché he quotes: what if you can’t get there from here? What if you can’t reach the Olympian vantage point of a god?

Warren seems to think it a simple matter for mere mortals to know the will of an invisible divinity. He is like a despairing parent on Christmas Eve, facing down a pile of parts for a complex toy for his child. He can make no sense of the mess, and so he redoubles his quest for a sheet of assembly instructions. There must be one in there somewhere! And, by golly, there is. Let’s just hope whoever wrote it had a good command of the English language. And for Warren, who despairs at making any sense of life and its purpose using his own wisdom, there must be an instruction manual for that, too, one provided by the manufacturer: the Bible. Now maybe we can stop wasting time and get with God’s program for us.

But not so fast. Warren seems hell-bent on discovering a definitive and infallible set of instructions, and this ought to give us pause for at least three reasons. First, Warren makes a colossal, and colossally dubious, assumption that there needs to be a single, uniform purpose or goal for all individual human lives. The variety of gifts and abilities and interests that characterizes the gloriously diverse human race may be a clue that different individuals have different life-purposes. Personally, I doubt very much whether one can say Albert Einstein, William Shakespeare, and Elvis Presley all had the exact same purpose in life. Granted, all of them lived to express their creativity and acted to enrich human experience. But even then, we’re talking about wide generalities, not about specific trajectories for individual persons. And then again, there is nothing to say it is incumbent on each person to be creative or to enrich human life. There is presumably a place for passive enjoyers and consumers. Nothing wrong with that, is there?

Warren speaks dismissively of self-help books. I suspect one reason is that there are so many of them, all taking different approaches, and he will be satisfied with nothing less than a single, universal Purpose. He wants to play a tune to which all may march in lockstep. I do not much care for the implicitly totalitarian echoes I hear in The Purpose-Driven Life and the old-time fundamentalism it recycles. Why not let a hundred flowers bloom?





“I TOOK JESUS AS MY SAVIOR—YOU TAKE HIM, TOO!”


My guess is that The Purpose-Driven Life appeals to readers who are afraid of taking responsibility for the direction of their lives and would therefore prefer to take someone else’s orders. They have no confidence in their own ability to look at their lives and to decide what to do with them. They look to self-help tapes or seminars for direction, but these “surefire” programs may not work for them. They look at another book or course, and that is disappointing, too. They can see some people are shaped up by Anthony Robbins or by Thomas Harris’s I’m Okay, You’re Okay, some by something else. But they are tired of looking, and they want results now. And here comes a dogmatic preacher or writer who offers a magic alternative that will work for everybody, and they know it will because it represents no mere human guesswork but the very revelation of God.

Have you ever told a pushy evangelist that his faith is fine for him, but that you prefer another way? Why do you have to go his way? The answer, the real, psychological answer, is, “It has to be the way for everybody without exception. If it’s only for some people, I won’t know if I am one of the ones it will work for!” Sometimes, like Paul who claimed to have been the chief of sinners, an evangelist will say, “If it worked for me, it can work for anybody.” But what this really means is, “Since it will work for everybody, then I can be sure, deductively, that it will work for me.” The revival chorus celebrates “All sufficient grace for even me.” I must have certainty! So for me to be sure the gospel will redeem me, I have to believe that you need it, too. Hence I cannot be satisfied thinking you might not need it. If I admit that something else might do the trick for you, I have to suspect that something else might work better for me, too. And since the much-vaunted claims that “Christ changed my life” are usually more statements of faith than accurate descriptions of experience, this suspicion would be fatal. I might then have to recognize that Christ is not living up to the advertising rhetoric and get back on the road looking for another panacea. And I’m sick of that.





NO ESCAPE FROM CHOOSING


Let me explain the two other factors I mentioned that cast severe doubt on Warren’s approach. My second ground for hesitation is that one can by no means take for granted that any particular book, much less the Protestant Bible, is a set of truths revealed by God. Few will deny (certainly I will not) that the Bible is a repository of ageless wisdom. But that is a very different thing from making the Bible as a whole and in every part a communication of propositions from God. While it’s not within the scope of this book to enter into biblical debate, I will simply stress that there is, and always has been, a very wide debate on the divine inspiration of the Bible. There are many more or less probable arguments on behalf of biblical inspiration and infallibility set forth by scholars like B. B. Warfield, René Pache, John Warwick Montgomery, Josh McDowell, and others. But there are also many other Christian understandings of the Bible that do not see it as a divinely inspired answer book. Some think the Bible’s function is to teach the good life but not to deal with matters of scientific or historical fact. Others say the Bible need only treat basic matters of salvation but otherwise need not be doctrinally uniform. Still others esteem the Bible as the product of wise Jewish and Christian writers, but not the product of special inspiration at all. Other, non-Christian views reject the authority of the Bible, period.

My point is this: every one of the fascinating theories that still circulate among serious Bible students is fully as much a product of human speculation as are the life-purpose theories that Rick Warren dismisses piteously as fallible and speculative and thus unworthy of his readers’ time. There is no way to simply jump over to the other side of the mountain, as if you had the equivalent of a Star Trek transporter. We cannot transcend human theories about things, even the issue of whether there is a word from God. You see, Warren is telling you, in effect, “Let’s escape the bewildering puzzle of which psychological approach to take, by taking refuge with the Bible!” But he’s only pushing the problem back a step, because now you have all the bewildering options for understanding the Bible to sift through and choose from. You still have to listen to all the candidates and then take your best shot. You’re only human. You have no right just to close your ears to possibilities you don’t like and then pretend you know which one is right automatically, as if you were God. Paul Tillich nailed you: “unable to stand the loneliness of deciding for ourselves, we suppress the fact that there is a split authority. We subject ourselves to a definite authority and close our eyes against all other claims.” 1 And Walter Kauffman mapped out where you are:


Those who pit commitment against reason and advise us to blind and destroy our reason before making the most crucial choice of our life are apologists for one specific set of doctrines which, to use Paul’s word, are “foolishness” to those who have not taken leave of reason. They say their doctrine is infallible and true, but ignore the fact that there is no dearth whatsoever of pretenders to infallibility and truth. They may think they chose their doctrine because it is offered to us as infallible and true; but this is plainly no sufficient reason: scores of other doctrines, scriptures and apostles, sects and parties, cranks and sages make the same claim. Those who claim to know which of the lot is justified in making such a bold claim, those who tell us that this faith or that is really infallible and true, are presupposing, in effect, whether they realize this or not, that they themselves happen to be infallible. Those who have no such exalted notion of themselves have no way of deciding between dozens of pretenders if reason is proscribed. Those who are asking us to spurn reason are in effect counseling us to trust to luck. But luck in such cases is unusual.2



My third qualm is similar to the second. Let’s assume for the moment that we do have a divinely inspired book in our hands. Reverend Warren, like all fundamentalists, plainly imagines that it is clear to all just what the Bible text means. Here please remember my analogy with the complex device Dad or Mom is desperate to assemble before Christmas morning: suppose the instructions are not clear. Maybe the factory worker who wrote them up in Hong Kong did not have the best grasp of English—you know you’ve been in that situation. Even with the instructions in hand, you may be far from out of the woods! And it is the same with the Bible. Why do you think there are thousands of Christian denominations? Sooner or later it all boils down to the ambiguity of scripture. Bible readers cannot agree on what the Bible says on many, many important points. An inspired and infallible passage whose meaning you cannot be sure of is not much more useful than an un inspired, fallible passage. In fact, I cannot see what the allegedly precious worth of such inspiration is supposed to be. I assume you know that it isn’t just a question of widely differing sects in view here, say, Plymouth Brethren versus Greek Orthodox, groups that might be expected to divide on bigger, cultural grounds. No, even born-again Christians have taken to debating among themselves over whether a true believer must accept Jesus Christ simply as “Savior” or as “Lord and Savior” in order to be saved. The text of the Bible is just not clear enough on the point. And if it is not clear enough on that one, I’m not sure one can risk citing it, like a cop citing the traffic code, to determine anyone’s direction in life.

To underscore my point, let me remind you that Rick Warren is happy to quote from no less than fifteen different translations or paraphrases of the Bible. You know what that means, don’t you? They are so different that he has a lot of shopping to do before finding one that will make the Bible appear to say what he wants it to teach. One of his favorites is an extremely loose paraphrase called The Message that makes Kenneth Taylor’s Living Bible look like the King James version by comparison.

And now we begin to discern what is really going on when a mortal like ourselves appeals authoritatively to a book, written by mortals, translated variously by mortals, and interpreted by a mortal, namely, the one quoting it to us. That mortal, in this case the well-meaning Rick Warren, is himself assuming the mantle of a divine oracle. It is his voice that is magnified through the medium of special effects, like the Great and Powerful Oz. It is Pastor Warren who, hardly realizing it, is Jacob wearing the Esau mask of “biblical authority” to persuade his old, blind father. What an irony! Fundamentalists, who denounce humanism and scorn the pathetic subjectivity of mere human opinions, have no other stock to trade in, and so they make the Bible into a ventriloquist dummy to speak with their own voice.

And thus we must ask, just whose purpose does Rick Warren want to be driving your life? God’s purpose, as best as Warren can distill it from the Bible as he reads it. It is no less a miserable human speculation than yours or mine or anyone else’s. So why not go with yours? Nothing else will be authentic.




TELL ME WHO I AM

The great danger of Warren’s approach, and that of the fundamentalist Christianity he represents, is an alien imposition of a self-concept and life agenda from without, no different in principle than the discredited Communist attempt to mint a new species of “Soviet Man.” What is “human nature”? What is your nature? Who can ultimately decide but you? Even if there is a creator God who engineered your life, how else can he expect you to discern what you are here for—except by a long, hard, and continuing look at your own life? You, like many readers of The Purpose-Driven Life, may be tired of looking and looking, but that is no excuse for choosing the next thing you find and deciding you believe in it. What if the only way to find your purpose is to study yourself, as you live your life? I daresay that you will never be satisfied with a “canned,” ready-made “purpose” handed you by another, no matter how many glowing endorsements it comes packaged with.

It’s just like Billy Graham and his fellow evangelists always say: “God has no grandchildren.” You can’t ride the coattails of another’s faith. Or, as John the Baptist told the self-complacent crowds, “Do not presume to say to yourselves, ‘We have Abraham as our father’; for I tell you, God is able from these stones to raise up children to Abraham!” (Matthew 3:9, RSV). No, you must choose your own faith, it cannot be secondhand faith, or it will not be your faith. All right, sure: the wisdom of that is plain. Why isn’t it equally obvious that you have to discover your purpose for yourself? You cannot possibly rely on someone else to do it for you, not even God, and that is because of the kind of thing a purpose is. As long as you let someone else sell you a bill of goods about how some book can tell you your purpose, you will be the puppet of that person, even if, like Rick Warren, he means only to help you. As Socrates said (Jesus, too, according to the Gospel of Thomas), “Know yourself.” There is no substitute, because otherwise you will be taking someone else’s word for who you are. According to Harvey Cox’s fascinating essay, “On Not Leaving It to the Snake,” that was the original sin: Adam and Eve wimping out and letting someone else tell them who they were and what they ought to be about.

If you have been associated with fundamentalist, evangelical, born-again Christianity for long, you will have noticed what a turnover rate there is. Not only is there a constant stream of new converts coming in, there is also a steady stream going out. You are led to believe these poor souls have just “backslid.” Just got tired of the straight and narrow life of Christian discipline. It might be so. But I suggest you try to follow up with some of them. You may find that many of us jumped ship because in the end we could no longer act out some script someone else pushed in front of us. We decided to discover for ourselves our purpose, or purposes. We decided it might be a better idea after all to start looking where we are, not where we aren’t.


Day One

Point to Ponder: It is about me.

Quote to Remember: “If you will not know yourselves, you are in poverty; indeed, you are poverty.” (The Gospel according to Thomas, saying 3)

Question to Consider: Why can’t I get it through my head that a religious self-help program, even one that quotes some Bible verses, is just as subjective and debatable as a secular one?




NOTES

1. Paul Tillich, ‘“By What Authority?’” in The New Being (New York: Scribners, 1955), p. 86.

2. Walter Kaufmann, The Faith of a Heretic (Garden City, NY: Doubleday Anchor, 1963), p. 86.
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You Are a Work of Art


The atheist believes there is no God. The superstitious man believes there is but wishes there weren’t.

—Plutarch



Fundamentalism feeds its adherents a set of mixed signals and so places them in a desperate double bind. One soon realizes the disparate elements of belief can never be synthesized, worked into a coherent system of thought. If there were an eternal and infinite divine reality, of course it would be no surprise that there might well be much more to it than poor mortals could understand. But then don’t try to map it all out. The wonderful Buddhist parable of the blind men and the elephant makes that point well. In it, six congenitally blind old men make their way to a zoo where they hope to understand the reality of a strange creature they have heard of all their lives. What on earth is this “elephant,” and how can it possibly live up to all the things told of it? So the old men circle the elephant. One grasps the tail and concludes the elephant is like a rope. The second takes hold of the trunk and announces that the elephant is like a snake. The third, feeling of the mighty leg, decides the elephant is like a tree trunk. Number four is convinced, as he fingers the beast’s ear, that the elephant is like a fan. The fifth blind man leans against the creature’s side and insists that the elephant is like a wall. The sixth, gingerly feeling the sharp tusk, dogmatizes that the elephant is like unto a spear. All are right in part, but all are wrong in their hasty generalizations, insisting there is no more to the truth than what they have personally experienced.

Now one might wish fundamentalists would keep this parable in mind when it comes to the question of other religions, for they might not be so quick to damn everyone else to hell. But they are quite quick to invoke holy paradox, blessed antinomy, when their own theology forces them into a corner. And it often does. For instance, in his second meditation, Rick Warren tells us that God not only has love but that he is love (as 1 John 4:16 tells us). All Christians will agree with this cheery sentiment, until, that is, the topic of eternal damnation comes up. At this point, they spout pious talk about how God would be unjust and remiss if he did not torture even minor sinners for eternity. How could a loving God, you ask, be worse than Hitler in eternally tormenting any body? Some will dismiss the question as a good old antinomy; others will try to get God off the hook by maintaining that sinners knew good and well what was coming and asked for it. That is so ludicrous as to require no rebuttal. But it is worth mentioning because it is a good example of how fundamentalists cannot seem to maintain their faith without a thousand self-deceptions. To protect the Truth, as they view it, they are coached to indulge in endless implausible excuses and dodges, the embrace of which thoroughly imbues them with an unnamed cynicism to the point where reason means nothing and propaganda means everything.

Reverend Warren assures us right off the bat that all that we are, in every detail, is the result of God’s conscious artistic choice. Like a designer at Disney Studios planning a new animated epic, God labors over every minute detail of a character’s appearance, voice, role, and amount of screen time. The upshot is the ancient belief, which Stoics also held, that one ought to strive to be content with the lot dealt one by Divine Reason and play the role assigned. It is an ethic of absolute duty: conformity to the will and command of the Creator. As with many aspects of fundamentalist Christianity, I want to suggest, the more seriously one takes this notion and its logical implications, the more absurd as a belief system and the more crippling as a philosophy of life the whole thing becomes.

Once one steps into the mire of predestination, the belief that all things happen in minute conformity to the design of God, one has inherited a world of trouble, created not by God (if there is one) but by fallible human theologians (the only kind there are). If you say God is the cause of every effect, then you perforce land in bed with St. Augustine and John Calvin, who clearly understood the implications: God determined beforehand that human beings should sin in order to justify sending Jesus Christ to save them. One cannot logically clear out a zone of free will so as to make sinful acts the free decisions of human sinners, with God merely “allowing” them. Theologians love to make an illusory distinction between the “decretive” and the “permissive” will of God, but Calvin saw through this dodge. It is like saying that the assassin pulled the trigger on the gun but only allowed the bullet to find its target. One cannot so easily rend the fabric of causality. Of course, Warren is not at the moment interested in that aspect of the matter. He only uses predestination to comfort his readers that, as the slogan goes, “God don’t make no junk.” He gave you every wart, and that for some good purpose. You ought to thank him for it.

But, again, this belief entails a dangerous sacrifice of the intellect. It opens a can of worms that the believer will not even bother chasing down and replacing in the can. And for neglecting to tidy things up, he or she fails to realize he or she is not really holding a belief at all, rather just a pleasant attitude reinforced with a high-sounding piece of gibberish. Let me explain.

Whether one worries about one’s ugly kisser or the various tragedies of nature, including tsunamis and earthquakes, the issue is really the same: how does the loving control of God cause these things to occur? The bottom line is always that God had a purpose. Let’s leave aside the nasty implication that for God the end justifies any means, no matter how horrifically painful or destructive. Let’s ignore the terrible implication that the ostensibly loving God is really something of a Nazi concentration camp scientist, employing the most torturous methods either to “perfect” you or to teach you a lesson. Instead, let’s cut to the chase: what sort of a “purpose” is this suffering, this ugliness, this tidal wave, supposed to be achieving? The answer is the old standby: “When we get to heaven, God will tell us.” Don’t you see what a dodge this is? Granted, it is a self-defense mechanism. It is an attempt to lick the wound, to soften the blow. But it is an admission that there is no discernible purpose at all. It is the same as saying “God knows why it happened!” In other words, no one knows. There is no answer. It is as if you had stayed up till the wee hours to see who won the Best Actor Oscar, and they handed the host an envelope, and he announced to the camera, “Well, some body won! There’s a name in there, all right! Thanks for watching, folks! Good night!” Apparently, simply believing that there is a purpose, though none is ever given, is better than the angst of believing there is no purpose, that things happen unscripted.

But is it? Is Job not comforted only when he learns from the Whirlwind’s mighty voice that no mortal can second-guess God? That Bildad and Eliphaz and Zophar are as wrong to say God is punishing Job as Job himself is to blame God for victimizing him? What a comfort to realize that misfortune just happens, and that God does not have a bullet with your name on it! What a comfort not to be hag-ridden by the superstition that God is plaguing you with a test, a trial, an ordeal! And that is precisely the superstition peddled by fundamentalist gurus like Bill Gothard, Merlin Carothers, and many others who tell us to practice the masochism of the battered wife who meekly responds to every imagined divine blow with “Thank you, sir! May I have another?”

Why are people content to comfort themselves (though it seems to me cold comfort) with these notions that an all-seeing God is subjecting you to the regimen of the experimental rat in the Skinner box? Another psychologist, Sigmund Freud, explained it pretty well, it seems to me, as a refusal to “put away childish things.” We grow accustomed to the cloying reassurances of childhood that our parents are omniscient (they seem to think so, don’t they?), fair, wise, and able to protect us. As we grow up we sooner or later come to the unpleasant realization that they are not what they were cracked up to be. We blame them for not being more than mortal parents could be. If we are unable to mature, unable to swallow hard and learn life’s lessons on our own, we will insist on believing that we were only asking the wrong parents to be infallible. We will believe in a heavenly mommy and daddy (if we are Catholics) or at least a heavenly daddy (if we are Protestants) who can provide infallible answers without our having to trouble our heads and risk getting it wrong. We believe the heavenly daddy can protect us from all harm and that if he doesn’t we must have deserved it, or that he must have been teaching us the hard way, and so on. 1 At least it’s better than looking unflinching into the Void, isn’t it?

Uh, no. No, it isn’t. It’s best of all not to be deceived, not to retreat into word games that promise answers that are never forthcoming, not to gull oneself with superstitions. But does such honesty result in a life of nihilistic despair? Is that what we’re stuck with if we don’t believe we are a coloring book page with God working the crayons? Again, no.

Okay, first, it is true that you didn’t choose the way you look, your menu of talents, or the circumstances of your birth. These things were determined, almost completely, by genetics and the plain facts of when your parents conceived you. These things, even though there were no puppet strings of predestination, even though they were random occurrences in the broad picture, did determine how you would emerge and develop. It happened according to a definite recipe, but no one sat down and planned it out. Think of the movie Back to the Future. Marty’s birth was the result of an improbable and haphazard meeting between his geek father-to-be and his racy teenager mom-to-be. No one planned it. But when he went back in time and unwittingly disturbed those very circumstances, he tipped over the house of randomly dealt cards, and he began to vanish from the family portrait. Things had to have occurred as they did, or there would have been a very different result, but nothing dictated that they happen that way. It’s the same with you. It is only in retrospect that it had to happen just as it did, to get the result that you got, not in prospect.

And this lesson contains another, a wonderful one. It means that your birth, with all your particulars, is a wildly improbable event, and hence precious. You won the sweepstakes by being born at all. Think of all the wallflower sperm and egg cells. You made it, buddy. Whew! What a staggering wonder! What a thing to rejoice in! The lottery wasn’t fixed! God didn’t rig it! You won fair and square! What a miracle!

True, you might have been prettier or more talented had you created yourself. But you didn’t, and you couldn’t. I’ve got my own Bible quote for you: “Why kick against the ox-goads?” (Acts 26:14). God didn’t design you in micro detail or in broad outline. And remember, if you want to say he did, you’ve got some explaining to do: all those birth defects; anacephalic babies; kids with no limbs; two-headed, conjoined twins. Pardon me if I’m not so politically correct as to say these are all hunky-dory. But that’s what you’re stuck with, my friend, if you want to believe everybody, including every horrific mutation, turned out just the way a loving God wanted them! I don’t have to explain them except as reproductive misfires. I, unlike you, believe there are genuine tragedies. No theology or “sensitivity” doctrine compels me to pretend otherwise.

But I say you are nonetheless a work of art. And so am I. And it makes much better sense to say so if you do not bring in the mythology of a Geppetto who made you like Pinocchio. You are not a completely blank slate. Your parents’ genes dealt you the hand you’re holding, but it’s up to you to play it. Or, to switch metaphors, you stand before the blank canvas of your life. Thanks to your parents and your position in time and space, you have a palette of particular colors in your hand. It is up to you to create the life you will live. It is up to you to create your own meaning. How could it be otherwise? Meaning and beauty are in the eye of the beholder. Where else could they be? They are anything but objective, aren’t they? Whatever something means, it means to someone! If there is a God, he may have his own opinion as to what your life ought to be used for, what it means. But your life can have no meaning for you other than what it means to you, not him. You have to create it!

I like what Albert Camus said about art and why it must be gratuitous, why it must serve no purpose, neither to educate nor to propagandize: the artistic creation is a gesture of freedom, and toward freedom. It serves no purpose, obeys no command, does not labor to convey a message. It does not promote agendas. This is why, for example, we look askance at the old Socialist Realism of the USSR. That stuff was little more than sculpted political slogans. It was not art for art’s sake. But that’s what the artwork that is your life ought to be. A wonderful splash of creative joy and freedom. Not a tool for God.

How close to the mark Rick Warren comes! He correctly sees that it would make no sense for us to say God had to create the world or the human race. That would mean God felt need, was not sufficient to himself. He cannot have created us to love because he was love-starved. No, Christian theology says he created simply to share the wonder of his love with a wider audience. Hindu theology puts it slightly differently: God created the universe as an act of play. Either way, theologians understood Camus’s point: if God were to create at all, it must be a gratuitous creative act. It must be for art’s sake.

I will not take for granted that there is a God, but I prefer coherent God concepts to incoherent ones, theologies that make some sense to those that are merely blind assertions of superstition and mythology. And whether or not there is a God, there is a creator of your life: you! You stand before the canvas with brush in hand!


Day Two

Point to Ponder: I won the sweepstakes just by being born!

Quote to Remember: “The universe was not pregnant with life, nor the biosphere with man. Our number came up in a Monte Carlo game.” (Jacques Monod)

Question to Consider: There are things about me that I don’t like. Do they really make much difference? Which are worth trying to change? Can I see my way to resigning myself, with a laugh, to the rest?




NOTE

1. Sigmund Freud, The Future of an Illusion, trans. W. D. Robson-Scott, rev. ed. by James Strachey (Garden City, NY: Doubleday Anchor, 1964), p. 35.
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One-Track Mind?


We are what we think.

All that we are arises with our thoughts.

With our thoughts we make the world.

Speak or act with a pure mind

And happiness will follow you

As your shadow, unshakable.




“Look how he abused me and beat me,

How he threw me down and robbed me.”

Live with such thoughts and you live in hate.

“Look how he abused me and beat me,

How he threw me down and robbed me.”

Abandon such thoughts, and live in love.

—Dhammapada: Sayings of the Buddha




An ass which turns a millstone did a hundred miles walking. When it was loosed, it found that it was still at the same place. There are men who make many journeys, but make no progress anywhere… . In vain did the wretches labour.

—Gospel of Philip




BACKSEAT DRIVERS

In his third meditation, “What Drives Your Life?” Pastor Warren sets forth a poison menu of things that motivate too many people, with the result that their lives never get anywhere, and they never achieve any important goal, much less happiness. With most of these diagnoses no right-thinking person will disagree. I sure don’t. Besides seconding the motion, my goal here is a modest one: to remind or inform the reader that the Bible is not the only source of wisdom when it comes to these questions. Permeating The Purpose-Driven Life is the assumption that the Bible alone holds the answers, even that it holds the Solution, singular with a capital, as if finally there is but one single Problem with a capital P. 1 That is going too far. Thankfully, nobody, no one thinker, no one religion, has a corner on the market of wisdom, and it is foolish to think otherwise. Beyond this, I want to indicate a few places where the fundamentalist piety Reverend Warren espouses actually seems to contradict or undermine the biblical wisdom he seeks to dispense.

Many poor souls are driven, or, one might say, paralyzed, by guilt. They feel, whether they think to use the term or not, that they have committed the unpardonable sin. As a result their sense of self-respect plummets, and they remain under a cloud of depression. If the offense (real or imagined) was especially traumatic, as Sigmund Freud said, the mind may “repress” any memory of the deed.2 Or it may minimize its importance by editing our memory of it. But the subconscious mind is a stomach that cannot easily digest such poison, and it will try to throw it back up, often in the form of a vague sense of guilt or anxiety whose source we cannot seem to place. Deep down, we know exactly what’s wrong, but we fear it would just hurt too much to recognize it. Psychoanalysis is a strategy for flushing out the villain, facing it down, and learning to move on. It is a path of wisdom and self-discovery. And it is well worth checking out if one is still haunted by guilt even after thinking better of what one has done (which, by the way, is what “repentance” means, the underlying Greek word being metanoia: “to change one’s mind”).

Once I had a student in a philosophy class who confided to me that he agonized over having badgered his pregnant girlfriend into getting an abortion. In retrospect he could not forgive himself. I reminded him of the Parable of the Prodigal Son (Luke 15:11–32), in which a man has disgraced himself and his family during years of squandering his fortune and sowing his wild oats. He finally slinks home, hardly daring to face his father for shame, asking only to be hired as a field hand so as not to starve. His father will have none of that and welcomes him back into the embrace of the family. The righteous older brother is none too eager to see this development, and the story closes with the father trying to reconcile the two brothers. I suggested to my student that if he considered Jesus any sort of authority in these matters, which I certainly do, he ought to see there was hope for him.

And the parable has a lot to tell us whether we are believers in the Christian God or not. What I mean is, the story, like all ancient stories of two estranged brothers, can be read as a psychological allegory for the two estranged sides of a single personality.3 It is what happens when our heart becomes divided over, oh, let’s say, guilt. Whence this division? Why are we afraid of forgiving ourselves? For a very good reason, I think. We are secretly aware of the danger that, if we wipe the slate clean, we will have gained relief at too small a cost. We will have minimized our guilt: “I guess it wasn’t so bad after all, what I did to her.” And we know that way lies moral paralysis. If we start down that path, we may find before long that it takes more and more to mortify us, less and less of a rationalization to get us off the hook of conscience. And, after a while, nothing bothers us. The news is full of people who have reached this tragic condition of total moral frostbite.

But there is a way to avoid that danger, to forgive ourselves without just blowing off what we did. It is a simple principle: we need to forgive but not to forget. We must remember what we were, and still are, capable of. We need to learn the sobering lessons of our history so as not to repeat them. Think of yourself as forgiven, not innocent.

If you have wronged someone else, of course you need to make restitution, to seek forgiveness. If you don’t, you are letting yourself off way too easily once again.

But is there anyone else whose forgiveness you need to seek? Like maybe God’s? I don’t think so. I find sociologist Emil Durkheim to have been pretty wise when he began to suspect that the sense of an ever-snooping, finger-wagging God is a handy creation of society to keep its less reflective members in line.4 The authorities can’t keep the whole population under surveillance all the time (though our society may be moving in that direction!). So we indoctrinate our kids with the best morality we know until they internalize it. They develop a conscience to do the finger wagging when we’re not around. And so far so good; if we don’t do that, you know what we get: sociopaths and psychopaths, incapable of empathizing with their intended victims and heedless of society.

But then we go further: we get kids to believe Somebody is always watching them even if they escape our notice, and this God will see to their punishment even if, in the eyes of fellow mortals, they manage to commit the perfect crime. It’s just like George Orwell’s classic 1984, in which the cowed subjects of a totalitarian regime have twoway TV screens in their rooms. Big Brother may be watching them any or all of the time. You never know when the set’s on in your direction, so you better watch out, you better not cry. However useful, the God as Big Brother idea is probably what Durkheim said it was: an internalized peer pressure gimmick. Have you ever switched churches (or any other peer group) and noticed after a while that you don’t feel self-conscious about certain things anymore, but you do feel self-conscious about a whole new set of things? It just shows how you, like everybody else, are easily affected and shaped by peer pressure. Not that that’s a bad thing! But it does suggest we don’t need belief in God to explain how morality (or forgiveness) works.

But some folks might need such a belief. It may be that their faith in the Nation of Islam is all that’s keeping them from going back to dealing drugs. Maybe the fear of an avenging God is all that’s keeping some guy from beating his wife. Well, in such cases, I welcome them to keep right on believing. I think they are making a logic jump, but I’m planning to keep that little opinion to myself. In fact, if this is you, why don’t you just put away this annoying book right now!

Mixing up God with the issue of forgiveness only muddies the water. How very strange it sounds when preachers tell you how you cannot be forgiven unless you believe all the orthodox affirmations in the Nicene Creed. I know, that’s not how they put it, but Reverend Warren closes his chapter by reminding the reader that one day he/she will face God’s judgment bar, and a failure to acknowledge the truth of evangelical Christianity will send one down the shoot to a boiling hell. How can fundamentalists fail to see how wild a swerve they have made? What does believing in Jesus Christ as the divine savior, sacrificed on the cross, or any other religious belief, have to do with the psychological and emotional business of forgiving oneself or others? Believers in some other religion have no right to feel forgiven if they don’t convert to fundamentalism? Again, I know Warren would never put it that way. He would and does retreat directly into the theological realm, as if he were an astronomer pointing out constellations to the uninformed. It’s not denominational affiliation that allows entrance into heaven. It is acceptance of the atoning death of the Son of God, since that deed was the only means of atoning for sin. But that is just mystification. That is like a politician wrapping himself and his demagoguery in the flag, so you will not think to question whether good Americanism is automatic agreement with him. Gee, wouldn’t you think such a forgiving deity could see his way to forgiving your theological mistakes?

Resentment is the favorite poison of other miserable folk. They cannot get over what others have done to them. They cannot forgive others. But they must. Matthew’s Parable of the Unmerciful Servant (Matthew 18:23–35) isn’t very helpful here, I’m afraid. In fact, it puts us in a maddening double bind by telling us that, unless we manage to forgive our sinning brother from our heart, God will hand us over to the torturers (most English translators are afraid of that word and soften it to “jailors” or some such euphemism). Do you see the paradox here? I hope you are reading your Bible carefully enough not to speed by this logical train wreck without noticing. This time, do some rubbernecking, okay? It is a case of what Paul Watzlawick calls the “Be Spontaneous” paradox.5 Can spontaneous behavior be commanded? Can unrehearsed behavior be prescribed? Can off-the-cuff actions be scripted? No, obviously they cannot. And for precisely this reason one cannot (even God cannot) command and obtain sincere forgiveness under threat of torture and damnation. Can I forgive from my heart, motivated by threats? It is as if a man approached a woman and asked for a declaration of love while pointing a revolver at her face. What’s she going to say? Sure, but is she going to mean it? She better hope the guy is stupid enough to believe her. But is God so stupid? Are you?

You see, the whole idea of forgiveness, whether divine or human, is essentially one of grace. No one owes you forgiveness. You don’t owe it to them. The guilty party has burned the bridge. The offended party is under no obligation to take the trouble to rebuild it from his side, even if the offender has rebuilt his half. If you have to forgive whenever someone asks you, you are vulnerable to manipulation. No, like choosing the one you love, your decision must be an act of free choice, of grace. That is why it means so much once granted. We are used to hearing that God was under no obligation to forgive the human race. Right! And neither are you! Forgiveness is the kind of thing that cannot be required and commanded, or it is not forgiveness.

But on the other hand, it is stupid and self-destructive not to forgive, because, as Pastor Warren says, you will only be hurting yourself. You just have to forgive and put the past where it belongs: out to the curb. “But don’t I have the right not to forgive? The right to nurse the grudge?” Sure you do. And you also have every right to refuse life-saving surgery, but I don’t know why you’d want to.

But it is not so simple, is it? Some preachers tell you that if you do decide to forgive, you will immediately feel different. I have tried that, only to be frustrated and disappointed—and still bitter. Finally I learned that such emotional miracles are as rare as real physical healings at an Ernest Angley rally. It takes time to heal such wounds, just like physical ones. You do have to take your stand and decide by force of will that you will forgive the offender, love the unlovable. And eventually your emotions will realign themselves. It will speed the process if you can reestablish contact and make yourself go through the open-handed motions of friendship. Your feelings and attitudes will eventually accommodate themselves to what they see you doing. And finally you will feel you have forgiven. It will feel great!

Fear drives most of us at one time or another, some people most of the time. I wholeheartedly agree with Rick Warren’s entreaty that the slaves of fear throw off their shackles. They/we need to get straight one simple fact: the future need not be a replay of the past. It will be so only as long as we guarantee it by our fear that it will be so. In fact, that is the only factor mighty enough to cause the past to replace the future. Otherwise, there is only change: you change, your circumstances and opportunities change. If you let them, your experiences will change you, and the more you open up to experience, the more it will change you. It is a simple fact. Just stop carrying the past like a chip on your shoulder. The free dawning of the future is natural; your blockage of it is what is unnatural. That’s the thing you have to go to the trouble to make happen. The future will happen by itself. So let it!
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