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For Kim, whose patience, gentleness and

compassion I seek every day to emulate

and whose love saved me




And the people stood afar off, while

Moses drew near to the thick

darkness where God was.

—Exodus 20:21
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The 10 Commandments



You shall have no other gods before me.

You shall not make for yourself a graven image, or any likeness of anything that is in heaven above, or that is in the earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth; you shall not bow down to them, or serve them.

You shall not take the name of the Lord your God in vain.

Remember the sabbath day, to keep it holy.

Honor your father and your mother.

You shall not kill.

You shall not commit adultery.

You shall not steal.

You shall not bear false witness against your neighbor.

You shall not covet your neighbor’s house.







Prologue



The commandments are a list of religious edicts, according to passages in Exodus and Deuteronomy, given to Moses by God on Mount Sinai. The first four are designed to guide the believer toward a proper relationship with God. The remaining six deal with our relations with others. It is these final six commands that are given the negative form of “You Shall Not….” Only two of the commandments, the prohibitions against stealing and murder, are incorporated into our legal code. Protestants, Catholics and Jews have compiled slightly different lists, but the core demands of the commandments remain the same. Muslims, while they do not list the commandments in the Koran, honor the laws of Moses, whom they see as a prophet.

The commandments are one of the earliest attempts to lay down rules and guidelines to sustain community. The commandments include the most severe violations and moral dilemmas in human life, although these violations often lie beyond the scope of the law. They were for the ancients, and are for us, the rules that, when honored, hold us together and when dishonored lead to alienation, discord and violence.

The commandments choose us. We are rarely able to choose them. We do not, however hard we work to insulate ourselves, ultimately control our fate. We cannot save ourselves from betrayal, theft, envy, greed, deception and murder, nor always from the impulses that propel us to commit these acts. These violations, often committed without warning, can leave deep, lifelong wounds. Most of us wrestle profoundly with at least one of these violations.

My renewed fascination with the depth and breadth of the commandments came shortly after I returned to New York City after nearly two decades as a foreign correspondent who covered conflicts in Latin America, Africa, the Middle East and the former Yugoslavia. I was unsure of where I was headed. I had lost the emotional and physical resiliency that allowed me to cope in war. I was plagued by memories I wanted to forget, waking suddenly in the middle of the night, my sleep shattered by visions of gunfire and death. I felt alienated from those around me, unaccustomed to the common language and images imposed by popular culture, unable to communicate the pain and suffering I had witnessed, not much interested in building a career.

We lived in a tiny apartment in Manhattan. My son and daughter shared a bedroom. The monthly mortgage payments plunged me into debt. I had, in the past, rarely seen or spoken with editors, who were hundreds or thousands of miles away. I was uncomfortable in the newsroom. My solace came in walking the streets of the city after taking my son and daughter to school. I started early one morning at the very bottom of Manhattan. I walked eighty blocks uptown, peering into some shops, ignoring others, brushing past the mix of races and nationalities, listening to the variety of languages and the din of the streets. These mosaics comforted me. There are too many differences in New York to force iron conformity. I had reported from over fifty countries. The narrow definitions of race, religion and nation had been broadened and erased by friendship and experience, by the recognition that those we sometimes find alien and strange often reflect back to us parts of ourselves we do not understand.

The Brooklyn Academy of Music was showing a ten-part series called The Decalogue. “The Decalogue” is the classical name of the 10 Commandments. “Deka-,” in Greek, means ten. “Logos” means saying or speech. The director, I read in the announcement, was the Polish filmmaker Krzysztof Kieslowski who had made a trilogy called White, Blue and Red. The Decalogue films, each about an hour and based on one of the commandments, were to be shown two at a time over five consecutive weeks. I saw them on Sunday nights, taking the subway to Brooklyn, its cars rocking and screeching along the tracks in the darkened tunnels. The theater was rarely more than half full.

The films were quiet, subtle and often opaque. It was sometimes hard to tell which commandment was being addressed. The characters never spoke about the commandments directly. They were too busy, as we all are, coping with the duress of life. The stories presented the lives of ordinary people confronted by extraordinary events. All lived in a Warsaw housing complex, many of them neighbors, reinforcing the notion of our being on a common voyage, yet also out of touch with the pain and dislocation of those around us. The commandments, Kieslowski understood, were not dusty relics of another age, but spoke in important ways to the human predicament.

He dealt with the core violations raised by the commandments. He freed the commandments from the clutter of piety. The promiscuous woman portrayed in the film about adultery was not married. She had a series of carnal relationships. Adultery, for the director, was at its deepest level sex without love. The father in the film about honoring our parents was not the biological father. Yet the biological mother was absent in the daughter’s life. Parenting, Kieslowski understood, is not defined by blood or birth or gender. It is defined by commitment, fidelity and love.

I knew the commandments. I had learned them at Sunday school, listened to sermons based on the commandments from my father’s pulpit and studied them as a seminarian. But watching Kieslowski turn them into living, breathing entities gave them a new resonance.

“For 6,000 years these rules have been unquestionably right,” Kieslowski said of the commandments. “And yet we break them every day. We know what we should do, and yet we fail to live as we should. People feel that something is wrong in life. There is some kind of atmosphere that makes people turn now to other values. They want to contemplate the basic questions of life, and that is probably the real reason for wanting to tell these stories.”1

In eight of the films there was a brief appearance by a young man, solemn and silent. Kieslowski said he did not know who he was. Perhaps he was an angel or Christ. Perhaps he represented the divine presence who observed with profound sadness the tragedy and folly we humans commit against others and ourselves.

“He’s not very pleased with us,” the director said.2

When our lives are shattered by tragedy, suffering and pain, or when we express or feel the ethereal and overwhelming power of love, we confront the mystery of good and evil. Voices across time and cultures have struggled to transmit and pay homage to this mystery, what it means for our lives and our place in the cosmos. No human being, no nation, no religion, has been chosen by God to be the sole interpreter of mystery. All cultures struggle to give words to the experience of the transcendent. This is the most powerful testament to the reality of God. It is a reminder that all of us find God not in what we know, but in what we cannot comprehend and cannot see.

These voices, whether in the teachings of the Buddha, the writings of Latin poets or the pages of the Koran, are part of our common struggle as human beings to acknowledge the eternal and the sacred. Nearly every religion has set down an ethical and moral code that is strikingly similar to the 10 Commandments. The Eightfold Path, known within Buddhism as the Wheel of Law, forbids murder, unchastity, theft, falsehood and, especially, covetous desire. The sacred syllable “Om” for Hindus, said or sung before and after prayers, ends with a fourth sound beyond the range of human hearing. This sound is called the “sound of silence.” It is also called “the sound of the universe.” It is in the repetition of the Sacred Syllable that Hindus try to go beyond thought, to reach the stillness and silence that constitutes God. These are all constructs that the biblical writers would have recognized.

The more we listen to the voices of others, voices unlike our own, the more we remain open to the transcendent forces that save us from idolatry. The more we listen to ourselves, the more we create God in our own image until God becomes a tawdry idol that looks and speaks like us. The power of the commandments is found not in the writings of theologians, although I read and admire some, but in the pathos of human life, including lives that are very unlike our own. All states and nations work to pervert religions into civic religions, ones where the goals of the state become the goals of the divine. This is increasingly true in the United States. But once we believe we understand the will of God and can act as agents of God we become dangerous, a menace to others and a menace to ourselves. We forget that we do not understand. We forget to listen.

In 1983, I was in a United Nations camp for Guatemalan refugees in Honduras. Those in the camp had fled fighting. Most had seen family members killed. The refugees, when I arrived on a dreary January afternoon, were decorating the tents and wooden warehouses with colored paper. They told me they would celebrate the flight of Mary, Joseph and the infant Jesus to Egypt to escape the slaughter ordered by Herod of the children.

Why, I asked one of the peasants, was this an important day?

“It was on this day that Christ became a refugee,” he answered.

I knew this Bible passage by heart. I had heard my father read it every year. But until that moment, standing in a muddy refugee camp with a man who may not have been able to read, I did not understand it. This passage meant one thing to me and another to parents who had swept children into their arms and fled to escape death. The commandments can only be understood in moments when they are no longer abstractions. Scholarship, especially biblical scholarship, divorced from experience is narrow, self-absorbed and frequently irrelevant. I learned more about this passage from a Salvadoran farmer than I ever could have from a theologian.

This book is about the lives of people, including myself, who have struggled on a deep and visceral level with one of the commandments. It came out of a series I wrote for The New York Times. Some of the stories in the series made it into the book, some did not. Those I write about, from Bishop George Packard, the former platoon leader in Vietnam, to R. Foster Winans, who went to prison for insider trading, cope with lives that have been turned upside down by an intense and overpowering experience with one of the commandments. There is nothing abstract about the commandments to those who know the sting of their violation or have neglected their call. It is this power I want to impart.

The commandments guide us toward relationships built on trust rather than fear. Only through trust can there be love. Those who ignore the commandments diminish the possibility of love, the single force that keeps us connected, whole and saved from physical and psychological torment. A life where the commandments are routinely dishonored becomes a life of solitude, guilt, anger and remorse. The wars I covered from Central America to Yugoslavia were places where the sanctity and respect for human life, that which the commandments protect, were ignored. Bosnia, with its rape camps, genocide, looting, razing of villages, its heady intoxication with violence, power and death, illustrated, like all wars, what happens when societies thrust the commandments aside.

The commandments do not protect us from evil. They protect us from committing evil. The commandments are designed to check our darker impulses, warning us that pandering to impulses can have terrible consequences. “If you would enter life,” the Gospel of Matthew reads, “keep the commandments” (Matthew 19:17). The commandments hold community together. It is community that gives our lives, even in pain and grief, a healing solidarity. It is fealty to community that frees us from the dictates of our idols, idols that promise us fulfillment through the destructive impulses of constant self-gratification. The commandments call us to reject and defy powerful forces that can rule our lives and to live instead for others, even if this costs us status and prestige and wealth. The commandments show us how to avoid being enslaved, how to save us from ourselves. They lead us to love, the essence of life.

The German philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein said, “Tell me ‘how’ you seek and I will tell you ‘what’ you are seeking.”3 We are all seekers, even if we do not always know what we are looking to find. We are all seekers, even if we do not always know how to frame the questions. This is what the commandments do for us. In those questions, even more than the answers, we find hope in the strange and contradictory fragments of our lives.

Chris Hedges

Princeton, New Jersey








Decalogue I

Mystery



You shall have no other gods before me.



I stand across from the Mission Main and Mission Extension Housing Project in Roxbury on a muggy July night. Scattered streetlights cast out dim yellow arcs on Parker Street. The remaining slate-gray metal poles, with their lamps shattered by rocks, leave the strip of asphalt gap-toothed, with lonely outposts of pale spotlights and long stretches of darkness. The unlit stretches are uncharted oceans of fear. They are filled with dangers imagined and real. At night, in the ghetto, I cling to light.

Parker Street is rutted and potholed. It rises and falls with the scars of old frost heaves. Newspapers, broken beer bottles, pieces of cardboard and plastic bags line the gutters. The triple-decker houses, cut into overcrowded apartments, are inhabited mostly with families from the Dominican Republic. The noise of people crushed together in small spaces, the shouts, the crying of children, the smell of fried food spill out into the street. Music with a Caribbean beat plays through several of the open windows.

The pale specter of television sets, the great Leviathan of modernity, the tool that teaches us to speak and think and cuts us off from our neighbors, sends out flickering images that reflect in the window panes. At night, striding up Mission Hill, it is often all I see, window after window, as if we are infected with a plague.

This has been my world for over two years. It will be my world no more. I am leaving, leaving not only Roxbury but seminary, leaving the church. I am turning on all that has formed me. I have buckled under its weight. No more will I preach the Sunday sermons, sitting up late Saturday night as I write my words on yellow legal sheets. No more will I help carry in the coffins of those I buried, lifting the thin strip of paper from the faces of the dead when I open the box for viewing. No more will I ride the subway to Cambridge to sit through seminars on theology or the psalms or the Bible. No more will I divide up passages in the Hebrew Bible with colored flares into the various sources identified by scholars, the academic evisceration of the word. All this is over.

I heave an empty bottle against the wooden doors of the Gloucester Memorial Presbyterian Church in Roxbury. The bottle splinters. I have watched children break bottle after bottle against walls and pavement. Destruction is the way these children affirm themselves, fight back against the forces above them. These are weak, symbolic protests born of rage and pain. They destroy. I sweep up. This is the pattern.

The long slow drip of oppression and abuse, which strips human beings of dignity, was unknown to me until I moved to the ghetto. I sympathize on this night with the rock throwers. I sympathize although I spend hours every week removing the signs of their pathetic protests. I know most will lose. I know the ghetto will win. I know most of those born poor stay poor. And I know I will protect myself if they turn on me. I can easily cross the barrier that hems them in like sheep. I can turn to the instruments of control and oppression—the police, the courts, the probation officers—for protection when I am afraid. I am not one of them. I will never be one of them. I am the enemy.

I look at the shards of broken glass. I look at the hulking, dimly lit red brick church. I look at the desolate holes of darkness in the street, which always fill me with dread. All my dreams of being an inner-city minister, all my illusions about myself, the one who comes to save and care for others, the one who will be blessed and loved and honored for goodness, lie in little pieces on the ground. I have seen, through their eyes, the image of myself. It is not an attractive sight. It is not who I thought I was. It is not who I want to be.

“Now,” I say softly, “I am on your side.”

It is an act of apostasy. It is meant to mark my switch from the side of those who attend my church to those whom my tiny, dysfunctional congregation, although mostly African-American, look at with open disdain, those whom they dismiss as “the animals.” It is meant to mark my break from institutions that overtly or subtly mete out oppression, including the various religious institutions that formed me. The breaking of the bottle is meant to be an ending, a final conclusion to a life spent in the powerful and claustrophobic embrace of the church. It is meant to be a break from God. But you trade one god for another. This is how life works. We all have gods.

 

Life is not lineal. We circle back to our origin, if not to embrace it then to understand how it shaped us, to examine with less heat and anger our marks and scars. As we age we pick through the disjointed shards and fragments of our existence. We try to piece them together into a coherent whole, these fragments of memory and identity, of happiness, of pain, of grief, of careers, of plans, of goals, of meaning, of relationships and of disillusionment, all these strange bits of colored glass, that make a life. We have been many people. When we examine the pieces, our own pieces, they seem odd to us, foreign to us as we hold them up into the light and try to puzzle out who we are and what we have become. We struggle to give them a coherency they do not possess.

We are a candle on a piece of polished steel. The steel, with its minute scratches, throws out graceful concentric, purposeful circles in the flickering light. These circles are an illusion, for no matter where we move the candle the patterns always spread outward from the point of light. We delude ourselves with these patterns, as if our little flame is the center of something large and important, as if the universe circles back to us, as if we are not small and lost and confused.

These circles let us dream that we are especially blessed and loved, that we deserve more than others and should cater to our desires. We begin to give significance to things and experiences that are no more significant than a countertop of random scratches. But few of us want to shatter the illusion, to keep moving the candle until we see the artificial monuments we build to ourselves. I feel small tonight on this street. I feel foolish for giving myself a purpose and place I had no right to envision. The universe suddenly seems large and cavernous. I wonder if it knows or cares I am here.

Insight in life comes through suffering, but suffering alone does not bring insight. Many who suffer are trapped in the venom of their own hate. They cannot forgive. They turn it back on a world they despise. The hatred spawned by the abuser can spread, without forgiveness, like a virus. It can leave the victims imitating the brutality and intolerance. I see this in the ghetto. Men, belittled and humiliated, return to the projects and mercilessly beat their wives and children. Domestic abuse is widespread in my neighborhood. I have no romantic notions about the poor. I have seen what abuse does to us. The belief that because I have suffered I have a right to inflict suffering, is the plague of the ghetto. There are few who rise above it, but those who do have a nobility and dignity that sets them free. They do not give in to the base impulses around them. They live by another code, a code that places compassion before revenge, a code embodied in the commandments.

I arrived in Roxbury six days after graduating from Colgate University. I had two heavy suitcases, packed with books, including a heavily underlined copy of Fyodor Dostoyevsky’s The Brothers Karamazov. The novel, dog-eared from rereading, helped send me into the ghetto. The talks and homilies of the Elder Zosima, as well as the discourse by the Grand Inquisitor, helped me ask the fundamental questions about the mystery of good and evil. The novel chronicles the spiritual death of those who dedicate their lives to the insatiable idols embodied in possessions and power, as well as intellectual and moral superiority.

For the world says: “You have needs, therefore satisfy them, for you have the same rights as the noblest and richest men. Do not be afraid to satisfy them, but even increase them”—this is the current teaching of the world. And in this they see freedom. But what comes of this right to increase one’s needs? For the rich, isolation and spiritual suicide; for the poor, envy and murder, for they have been given rights, but have not yet been shown any way of satisfying their needs. We are assured that the world is becoming more and more united, is being formed into brotherly communion, by the shortening of distances, by the transmitting of thoughts through the air. Alas, do not believe in such a union of people. Taking freedom to mean the increase and prompt satisfaction of needs, they distort their own nature, for they generate many meaningless and foolish desires, habits, and the most absurd fancies in themselves. They live only for mutual envy, for pleasure-seeking and self-display. To have dinners, horses, carriages, rank, and slaves to serve them is now considered such a necessity that for the sake of it, to satisfy it, they will sacrifice life, honor, the love of mankind, and will even kill themselves if they are unable to satisfy it. We see the same thing in those who are not rich, while the poor, so far, simply drown their unsatisfied needs and envy in drink. But soon they will get drunk on blood instead of wine, they are being led to that. I ask you: is such a man free?1


I lugged my suitcases down the steps to the subway station after getting off the bus, the moist heat dampening my white, pressed shirt. The sights and noises of the city were unfamiliar and disorienting. I boarded the Green Line and sat with the suitcases between my legs. I clutched a paper with the directions to the church.

“Why do you want to get off here?” the subway driver asked as I descended the steps onto Parker Street. He glanced warily toward the flat-roofed housing projects.

I did not have an answer. I muttered something vague about a job. I dragged the suitcases up Parker Street, which sliced through the center of the projects. I could have gotten off at the next stop, on Tremont, and avoided the sprawling projects, but did not know the landscape. Half moons of sweat formed under my armpits. The plastic handles of the suitcases bit into my fingers. I had to stop, leaving the suitcases flanking me, and then pick them up to move slowly forward. Men sat on the stoops and watched passively. The thin smoke from their cigarettes, held in their dark, nicotine-stained fingers, curled upward. Heat rose up from the concrete.

How curious it looked. A young man in a white button-down shirt, weighted down by two impossibly heavy suitcases, fighting his way up the middle of projects most white people did not enter. The eyes of the men followed me, silent, weary.

I found the manse behind the church. It lay between Parker and Gore Street. Gore Street was lined with vacant brick breweries, body shops, a wholesale Chinese fish warehouse and a few run-down houses. Gore Street was ill lit at night and largely deserted. It had the highest number of homicides in the city. Many buildings, blackened by fire, were boarded up, including the blue triple-decker building across the street. On one of the boarded-up windows were the words “fuck U” in spray paint.

The back windows in the manse were broken. The porch on the house, the roof covered with red asphalt shingles, looked as if it was about to collapse in the street, which it later did. The rosebushes had been dug up and stolen. Around the manse were small pits left by the thieves. The gates on the church playground, next to the house, had been removed. The basketball poles had been sawed down. Thieves had entered the church a few days earlier and stolen the cross, the baptismal font and the candlesticks.

I went to the corner bodega and called one of the deacons. I read, sitting on the steps of the manse in the sun, until he arrived. He pulled up in an Impala about two hours later. I closed my book, got up, introduced myself and was given a key.

The manse was musty. It had been abandoned for six months. The mold in the refrigerator was overpowering. I held my breath to clean it. Shattered glass and a few rocks the size of baseballs lay on the floors in the empty rooms. Most of the windows had holes in them. The plaster was cracked and had gaping holes. The ceiling paint lay in large flakes on the floor. When I touched the woodwork it was black with dirt.

The first night I slept fitfully on a lumpy mattress in a second-floor room. The noises of the city, along with the groans of the barren eight-room house, kept me on edge. I got up at dawn, sun streaming in through the windows. I began to clean. I cleaned for four days. I had little money. I ate peanut butter on bread for breakfast, lunch and dinner. It was three weeks before I was paid.

I was hired by the church to work with inner-city youth. The program was funded by the regional offices of the Presbyterian Church. I was expected to preach most Sundays. I could not perform the sacraments of communion and marriage as a seminarian, but I could do most else, including funerals. I would bury seven people. But the congregation, which numbered no more than 15 or 20 people each Sunday, saw my chief role as protecting the property and warding off the neighborhood kids who had come close to stripping the buildings. The chairman of the trustee board—it seemed everyone in the congregation had a title and expected me to use it—arrived periodically to check my oversight. When the trash and broken windows outstripped my ability to clean and fix them he would tell me: “We let you live here for free. The least you could do is clean the place up.”

Bricks were missing from the sidewalk in front of the church. Weeds pushed up through the cracks and rectangular spots of dirt. The sanctuary was in need of paint. Plaster had peeled off the wall and left huge, discolored patches. There were flakes of paint and plaster on the floor, as if the building was constantly shedding. There were holes in the stained glass windows where rocks had been thrown in from the street. A few of the windows, especially those along the street, had been covered with heavy plastic and plywood boards. Pigeons roosted on the high perches of the windows in the church. One of the deacons, to get rid of them, spent an afternoon playing his trumpet until the birds flew through the open windows to the street. The faded blue carpet was worn thin and had holes in the fabric. The pews were covered with dust.

The treasurer of the church was a portly woman in her mid-fifties. She ran the church like a fiefdom. She would bellow out to the congregation, moments after I had said the benediction, “No one leave your seats,” and stride to the front of the church for “announcements.” Her announcements could go on for half an hour, longer than my sermons.

I attended weekly church meetings that took up large chunks of my evenings in the hall next to the church. It was a low, two-story structure that had an open area with long tables, metal folding chairs and a large kitchen with a huge cast-iron black stove. The hall had been ransacked with repeated break-ins. Nearly everything, from Bibles to games to pots and pans, had been stolen.

Plans and programs were drawn up around a church that was, or would soon be, the focus of the community. Not long after I arrived it was decided that we would start a Sunday school. We had only one boy who attended church, and this on rare Sundays, with his grandmother. The lack of eligible children for a Sunday school, along with the fact that those who lived around us did not speak English, were Catholic or evangelicals, or more commonly had no interest in church at all, was not raised as an impediment.

We began a lengthy discussion about who would head the Sunday school, what books would be read, what time it would meet and whether the children would sit through part or all of the service.

“Should we look into bus service to pick the children up and then drop them off?” one of the deacons asked.

I looked at my watch. I had a mountain of work. If this did not finish soon I would be up past midnight. One of the deacons was told to draw up a cost estimate. I was told by the treasurer it was my job to find the kids and get them to come to church.

“We do a lot for these kids,” the treasurer said. “The least they can do is come to the service. You work with them. Bring them to church.”

I managed to get a few kids to come that Sunday. They sat bored and restless in the pew. They never came again. I could not blame them. There was nothing in the service that spoke to their reality or even acknowledged it.

On Christmas the treasurer brought a birthday cake to church. She paraded with the cake, topped with burning candles, down the aisle as those in the pews sang “Happy Birthday” to Jesus. She blew out the candles on Jesus’ behalf. It was a ritual that caught me off guard the first year. I dreaded it the next. By the third year I was gone.

Hope and dignity, I soon saw, were stamped out by a complex web of city agencies and institutions that regarded the poor as vermin. I spent my first few weeks in despair. A boy about ten came to my door one morning and asked me to help his mother. We walked to her building, climbed the stairs that smelled of urine and pushed open the metal door of the apartment. The woman was lying on a couch. Her arm was raw with blood and her flesh torn from rat bites. She had fallen drunk on her floor and become a meal for rodents. The wounds were untended. She did not respond as I spoke to her. The child implored me to do something. I found dish towels in the kitchen, which was filled with dirty plates and filth, and wrapped them around the bites. I lifted her onto the couch and left her, breathing heavily and smelling of alcohol. I took her child to a neighbor.

A few weeks later, realizing how paltry my efforts would be, I visited the Reverend Coleman Brown, the chaplain at Colgate. I again sat in his corner office, the afternoon light slanting in through the window, casting a golden hue over the cases of books, books that had become familiar during my years as an undergraduate. I asked Coleman, who had been a minister in East Harlem and Chicago, if we were created to suffer.

“Is there any love that isn’t?” he answered.

I remembered Dostoevsky asking “What is hell?” And his answering “The suffering of being no longer able to love.”2

 

I grew up in a manse in Schoharie, a farm town in upstate New York. It was a drafty white clapboard house built in 1801. It stood on Main Street next to the red brick Presbyterian Church where my father was the minister. I woke early on Sundays and traveled with my father to churches in the outlying towns to hear him preach. He would preach three times each Sunday to single or consolidated congregations. We would discuss the sermon in the car. The biblical stories shaped the way I saw the world. The poetry of the King James Bible gave me the cadences, rhythm and images that fertilized my writing and my imagination. The Bible with its stories of wickedness and magic, its great beasts, man-swallowing whales, galloping horsemen, dead rising again to life, is a work, to a boy, of startling surrealism.

The church was part of my daily rhythm. I look at the world through the eyes it gave me. I spent evenings in church halls and basements, eating potluck suppers prepared by elderly women who flocked to the church and fussed over my father, my sister, my brother and me. I folded bulletins on Saturday night and sometimes rapidly on Sunday morning. But I also knew the church’s dark side, its self-righteous smugness, its crushing piety, the way it used religion to exalt itself and how it often masked human cruelty behind the quest for virtue and piety. Mark Twain said that an ethical man is a Christian holding four aces.3 If you’ve got that you can afford to be ethical. Those I lived with in Roxbury had no aces.

I decided that July night in Roxbury not to be ordained. I decided I would have nothing to do with the church. I decided I would leave the United States for Latin America, where military regimes were suppressing popular dissent and death squads were dumping corpses on the roadsides. I would write about the conflicts in Argentina and El Salvador. I would give a voice to those who battled for social and political justice. It was as close as my generation would come to fighting fascism.

I decided many things. But in my youth, inexperience and anger, I did not understand that life has a way of deciding things for us. The themes and conflicts that define our lives are often not of our own choosing. We cannot pick our demons nor our angels. The anger toward the church, anger over its hypocrisy, anger over the way it treated its ministers, especially my father, anger over the way it treated me, did not free me to think or speak in another language. The fundamental questions, those formed within me by the church, would never change. And the questions, in the end, are what define us.

The ghetto, I soon learned, was also not done with me. It had one more lesson to teach. I intended to leave on my schedule, my time, but intentions are worth little. If you want to make God laugh, tell God your plans. There were my plans, but others, more powerful than I, had plans as well.

 

There were two teenage boys, Tyrone who was black and Patrick who was white, in my neighborhood. They did not attend school, although they were listed as students. Boston public schools had pupils, like these, on the books that had never been through their doors. These ghost students increased the allocated funds. Patrick and Tyrone could not read or write or tell time. They spent their days stealing car batteries that they sold for $5.00 to the local auto body shops. Patrick once stole $20.00 out of his father’s wallet when his father was drunk. I saw him the next morning with David, the garage mechanic who bought his stolen batteries. They were eating at the small diner on Tremont Street where you could get eggs, bacon, hash browns and coffee for $2.00. He had taken David out to breakfast. Tyrone and Patrick were abused, neglected and unloved. Their alienation was so profound it was impossible, despite my efforts, to reach them. They lived in Dostoyevsky’s hell of being unable to love.

Behind the manse was a dilapidated garage, which lacked doors. I found a brown plastic barrel in the garage. I dragged it out, got a broom and began to sweep the sidewalk the day after I arrived. I used a shovel to scoop up old cardboard crates, broken glass and newspapers and dump the trash in the barrel. I did not notice a group of teenagers watching with amusement. As I knelt to scoop another pile of broken glass onto the shovel and dump it in the barrel I heard the splintering sound of a bottle. I looked up the street and saw a large white boy, he must have been 170 pounds, grinning over the bits of glass. It was Patrick.

“Come sweep this up,” he said.

The boys began to laugh.

I had come hoping to reach out to these kids, to build a relationship of trust and companionship. I wanted to be a minister. I should turn the other cheek. I swept it up as they watched. Moments later there was another crash of a bottle on the sidewalk. I swept that up. And then another. I shoved my broom and shovel into the barrel and went into the house, fighting to control my rage. When I returned the barrel had been dumped upside down.

I did not want the relationship they were forcing upon me. Why couldn’t they see my good intentions? I had other visions for how I would be received, visions that had more to do with my own exaltation as a good person. I did not see yet that I represented the ordered, oppressive world they detested. I did not see my own culpability in that oppression.

I walked that night alone and saddened through the streets. When I came back to the church I found a small shark with its head smashed on the bricks. A chunk of cement, coated with blood, had been dropped repeatedly on the fish’s head. The fish lay like a primal offering in front of the church door. The thought of boys, dropping the cement over and over on the head of this fish, disturbed me. It was one thing to kill it, but they had methodically smashed the head into a bloody pulp.

Tyrone, who was light-skinned, wiry and with freckles, stopped me the following morning.

“Me and Patrick stole the shark from the fish market,” he said.

I had carted the fish off to the side of the church. It was surrounded by swarms of flies. I got my shovel, put the remains in a plastic bag and deposited it in my barrel.

I was outside the church a few days later, cleaning up as usual, and the group of boys came back for amusement. I was no longer polite. Patrick smashed a bottle, a grin creeping across his face. But this time I did not clean it up. I walked over to him, inches from his face, and told him to “fuck off.”

I gave up on the litter and glass and garbage and went into the house. It was a gray, depressing afternoon. It began to rain. I sat on the edge of the mattress, the drops pelting the window glass. I put on my running shoes and shorts and ran in the rain to the Greater Boston YMCA, a few blocks from the projects. I lifted weights in the basement weight room and ran home.

The gym became my sanctuary, the only place I felt safe. The star of the weight room was a professional wrestler. He worked out with a midget who was his sidekick on the wrestling circuit. They arrived for their training sessions in a Cadillac. The midget, one afternoon, came alone. He did not have a key, which all of us who used the weight room had been issued after paying an extra fee. There was a banging on the door. One of the lifters opened the door, looked down the hall, saw no one as he glanced over the head of the midget, and slammed it shut.

“Hey,” the midget yelled banging again, “let me in.”

There were no windows in the weight room. Olympic weight bars and benches, many with the plastic covers torn and ripped, lay scattered about the room. There were piles of 45- and 35-pound metal plates on the floor. It smelled of close bodies and stale air. I rarely saw a woman. I arrived one evening that first summer and found the men in a foul mood with many throwing the round metal plates on the rubber mats.

I asked what was wrong.

“The price of blow jobs went up in the Combat Zone,” a lifter told me.

“Damn whores,” another said.

“Bitches,” another added.

The boxers trained in the room next door. I watched them pound on the heavy bags, snorting out bursts of air through their nostrils, counting out their combinations in cadences. The rhythmic noises, the thuds of fists into the bags, provided a comforting drumbeat. The coach had been a ranked welterweight before being partially blinded when his cornea was scratched by old regulation gloves that had detached thumbs. He moved about the room in a windbreaker, exhorting his fighters, pushing them to fury. Thumbs, not long after his partial blinding, had been attached to gloves. But it came too late for him.

One evening he pulled white cotton wraps from the pocket on his blue windbreaker and wound the long strip of cloth around my wrists and hands. He helped me tie on a pair of red leather 16-ounce gloves.

“The first thing you have to learn is how to be hit and keep your eyes open,” he said.

For the next two years, as my grades hovered one or two points above the line which would see me lose my scholarship at Harvard Divinity School, I found my community through him and his small group of fighters. We worked on the bags in the basement and sparred upstairs on the basketball court, slipping in our plastic mouthpieces and donning padded headgear. We had about a half dozen welterweight fighters who fought at 147 pounds. Quick and agile fighters frustrated me. They bobbed and wove beyond my touch. I was saved by my ability to absorb punches and by my strength. I enjoyed the punishment I inflicted when my blows connected with an opposing fighter and he began to reel, especially after I had been battered and outmaneuvered. This enjoyment, however, did not extend to hurting a dazed opponent.

One fighter, Jimmy, who had grown up in foster homes and was the only other white fighter, had large, thick hands. He was my size, with the exception of his wrists and fingers. His punches felt like cement. His blows sent shock waves through my body. My bones were not as large. I was conscious of this when I wound the cotton wraps around my palms. I suffered frequent sprains in my wrists. My hands always hurt. My girlfriend one night held my hand up in front of her and said: “Your wrists are thin.” It was a moment when I felt that more than my bone structure had been exposed.

“My whole life is a lie,” I answered.

The fighters clung to the sport. It was their last ticket out of a life of menial jobs in restaurants and on construction sites. Losses were not simply losses. They meant the end of the dream, the brutal realization that they would never escape from poverty and work they hated. The physical pain never matched the emotional collapse. Fighters, who rarely expressed emotion, buried their heads in their hands and wept, their shoulders shaking and their chests heaving, when they were crushed by an opponent. They disappeared soon afterward, often without saying good-bye. The pride, the cockiness, the arrogance, the hope, which could be insufferable, was suddenly swallowed up in despair. We greeted these defeats with silence. We offered weak words of encouragement. But we wanted them to go away. It was as if they had a disease we feared would infect us, a disease we knew to be mortal. It was defeat on this scale we feared most, more than the bruises, swollen ears and noses and blood that colored our urine.

We talked about champion fighters, how old they were when they got their break. We knew their fight styles and how these styles compared with our own. We modeled our boxing styles after those we emulated. Jimmy saw himself in Rocky Marciano, another young man, a cook, Sugar Ray Leonard. We came to believe we were these incarnations.

None of us talked about work. It was what you did to survive. Several of the fighters, including the coach, did construction. Some worked as cooks or in supermarkets. There was no glory or identity in profession. I did not have to explain that I was a divinity student. No one cared how I made a living. A few saw me cleaning up outside the church and assumed I was a janitor. I never corrected them.

When we finished sparring we ran five miles, sometimes along Parker Street. As we ran past groups of young men Jimmy would mutter, “I hope we get mugged.”

The fights took place on Saturday night in Charlestown. We met at the gym and rode the subway with our gym bags on our laps. Prison buses, with wire mesh over the windows, delivered minimum security prisoners in handcuffs and leg shackles. They were brought as part of the prison’s recreation program. Few of us stood a chance against the inmates. The inmates covered up long fight records to box as amateurs. Some came from New York and Philadelphia, which for some reason made them appear more intimidating. They worked out hours every day. They rarely had mercy when their opponents, stunned from a combination, stumbled backward. The local fighters from Charlestown, all white, were much less menacing. The crowds came to life when there was blood and dazed fighters. They shouted for the inmates to knock us down. “Hit him! Hit him!” the crowd would bellow. I swiftly realized this was a good way to get hurt and decided early in my career to spend my time during the Saturday bouts working the corner.

The arena was dimly lit. It had a boxing ring surrounded on all four sides by metal folding chairs. We were paid $25.00 a fight whether we won or lost. Those who came to watch were older men, who smoked and drank beer. Charlestown was an ugly place. The crowd shouted out racial slurs. The white sections of Boston, such as Charlestown, were far more dangerous for a black man than Roxbury was for a white. There may have been more violent crime where we lived, but there was much more hate in the white enclaves in the city. Most in my neighborhood would not drive a car through South Boston. Walking down a street in a place like Charlestown, even during the day, was out of the question.

The crowd had sympathy only for winners. I watched the crowd boo and jeer a fighter one night who was overweight, ridiculing him mercilessly with insults as he warmed up in the corner. The bell rang and he began to fight with tenacity and speed. He overwhelmed his opponent. The crowd began to cheer and whistle. They shouted encouragement and applauded his victory. It was always like this. You swung between hatred and glory, often within seconds of each other. It was a world without compassion.

Once a fighter was dazed, especially one of our own, we implored the referee to stop the fight. Boxing as a sport was fine, beating up a dazed kid who was having his body and his dream pummeled into the ground was not. We hated boxing then, hated the crowd, the anger, the intensity, everything about it. But it was the blood and the destruction of young men, maybe even the destruction of their dreams, that the crowd paid money to see. The fight went on until the victim tumbled onto the canvas.

I had the wind knocked out of me in one bout. I struggled to draw gulps of air, high-pitched gasps coming out of my lips. My opponent, startled by the sound, backed away.

“Hit him,” the referee said. “The fight’s not over.”

“Yes it is,” I choked out, holding up my hands and walking to the corner.

“You don’t have enough hate in your heart to be a boxer,” the coach told me afterward.

I began to sour on the sport. I clung to the camaraderie, a camaraderie that I did not want to give up for the loneliness and fear in the projects. But I went home after fights or practices with my head swimming. I felt seasick. I lay on my bed, ice wrapped in a cloth on my forehead. I lay as still as possible trying to focus when I opened my eyes, the ceiling spinning above me. I hated this more than the pain and bruises and bloody urine. It could be hours before my vision returned.

One night we were in the gym sparring. A group of college women were having an exercise class on the basketball court. They were probably from Northeastern University. To the other boxers they were beyond reach, these girls with lithe bodies and high school diplomas and fine manners. I peered back at my world.

“Come on,” Jimmy said as we got ready to spar, “I’ll make you look good.”

I began to skip workouts after two years. My heart was not in it. I put on the heavy gloves, always slightly moist inside, during one of my last workouts. We began to spar. Jimmy did not hit me in the head. He glowered at me during the break. We began again. Again, he did not hit me in the head.

I took out my mouthpiece.

“Why don’t you hit me in the head?” I asked.

Jimmy and a couple other fighters crowded in on me.

“You’re studying to be a pastor,” he said. “We will never hit you in the head again. We are dumb fucks. You need your mind for the Lord.”

I had packed away my button-down shirts. I had grown my hair and tied it in a ponytail. I wore an old leather jacket. I had seen enough of the ghetto to fear that there would come a day when I would have to fight, to play by the code of the street. Boxing for me was also about survival. I tried to build relationships with Patrick and Tyrone, inviting them to the house for dinner, but it was doomed. I could not reach them. Tyrone lived with his mother, a drug addict. He often came home and was locked out of the apartment. He would pound on the door and she, passed out, would not answer. He spent nights sleeping outside the door, curled up like a dog. He did not know his father. Patrick’s father was brutal, a well-built man who worked on the maintenance crew at Harvard. He had little use for his sons.

I was walking across Harvard Yard one morning on the way to a class after Dartmouth students had poured a bucket of green paint over the statue of John Harvard, seated imperiously in his chair. Patrick’s father was one of the maintenance men in green uniforms cleaning the paint. I turned swiftly to walk the other way, my back to him, deeply embarrassed, not wanting him to see me.

I connected with Tyrone only once, when I gave him a picture I had taken of him. He had never seen a picture of himself. He looked at me for the first and only time without hatred.

“I will put it up over my bed,” he told me.

It made no difference. It did not halt the slide to our inevitable confrontation. As I moved ploddingly around the ring, stepping forward to try and hit Jimmy, his face encased in headgear, I knew I was practicing for more than a $25.00 fight in Charlestown. There would soon come a time when, playing by new rules, I would use all I had learned in the gym.

On a dismal rainy afternoon, running to the gym, I was at the end of Alfonso Street. I heard a banging on a window above me. It was Edgar. He was waving. He spent his afternoons with some other kids, playing board games like Chutes and Ladders in my house. It was one of those moments where the sun burst through, where it seemed to be all worth it. There were not many. I waved back.

The administration at Harvard Divinity School took a dim view of my decision to live and work in Roxbury. They had given me a full scholarship, but not, in the words of a dean, “to be a social worker.” I was told I had to maintain a B average or I would lose my scholarship. Most semesters I barely made it. I devoted my time to the ghetto. I missed my classes Friday to go with kids from the neighborhood to juvenile court. I preached on Sundays. I let the kids have the run of my house. There was the sweeping and cleaning around the church. At night, after practice, I sat drinking coffee in the gloomy manse, trying to concentrate on the writings of early church fathers or dense books of theology.

My relationship with Tyrone and Patrick deteriorated. They taunted me openly in the street. An encounter was looming, an encounter the neighborhood waited for with interest.

Patrick and Tyrone came and asked me for some matches one afternoon. They said they wanted to get high. I gave them matches. A few minutes later they were back at my door.

“Hey, man,” Patrick said, “you missing some keys on a red key chain, ’cause I know who took them.”

I put my hand on my pocket. I had left them in the door.

“Yeah,” I said. “I guess I am.”

“These kids from the projects have them,” Tyrone said.

“You give us a reward if we bring um back?” Patrick asked.

“How much you want?” I said.

“A buck apiece,” Patrick said.

“All right,” I said.

They left on their bikes. In a few minutes they brought the keys back, minus the key chain and one key, the key to the church.

I could not start my car a few days later. My gas line had been cut. My motor mount had been sawed off. As I was looking under the car Patrick and Tyrone appeared on their bikes and smirked at my distress.

“What’s wrong with your car?’” Patrick said.

“Get the hell out of here,” I said.

I got up and pushed Patrick backward. He fell on the road. I picked him up and threw him against the fence. He was shaken. It was the first time I had been violent. I turned my back to them, went into the house. There was gasoline on my shoes and engine grease on my hands.

“Bastards,” I said, and put my fist through the plaster wall in the hallway.

A police car stopped outside. The cops looked at the puddle of gas and asked if they could help. I knew most of them.

“Listen,” one said gently, “you are not going to get anywhere by being nice. When you are nice it is weakness.”

We had a guest preacher that Sunday. All I had to do was read the scripture. His sermon was terrible, one of those messages of love and reconciliation that have no relation to the world a few feet away. He did not live here. I listened to him with annoyance. I told him what happened to my car and how I reacted after the service.

He looked at me and said:

“When your enemies destroy your goods, rejoice.”
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