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For R.






“Write!”—“For whom?”—“Write for the dead ones whom you loved in the past.”—“Will they read me?”—“No.”

Søren Kierkegaard, Diary







Dear Brooke, Elisabeth, Hanan, Michael, Yehuda,

Although I have spent most of my life as a professor, this book is not intended as a work of scholarship, but something that is at the same time more personal and more wide-ranging than the things that I usually write. Of course, some of what follows inevitably draws on my academic specialty, the Hebrew Bible, as well as on some wider readings in the related fields of religious studies and anthropology. In the end, however, what pushed me to write this was a desire to integrate what I have studied over a long period of time with what I have personally seen and felt. It hasn’t always been easy, but throughout I have tried to be faithful to both…






1 The Background Music


In the summer of the year 2000, I began writing a book that would eventually be published as The God of Old. I had been working on it for about a week when I drove into Cambridge for my annual physical exam, and when I emerged an hour and a half later, I knew I had a pretty serious case of cancer. I was scheduled for a series of further tests the next week, so I didn’t do anything (or tell anyone) right away; but eventually I had to break the news to my wife, and we went together to get the doctors’ report on the tests.

The tests were not particularly encouraging. Today’s doctors are—I suppose, largely as a result of malpractice lawsuits—extremely careful not to raise false hopes in their patients. They told us that the degree of degeneration in the cancerous cells taken in the biopsy was alarming, since it revealed a particularly aggressive form of the disease. I confess I don’t remember much of the rest of what they said—something about cells “piercing the capsule” and making the prognosis even grimmer. “We probably can’t cure the cancer,” they said, “but we can treat it.” They told us that, with proper care, I could expect to live at least another two years without debilitating symptoms, and that with all the new research and drugs becoming available, they hoped it would be possible to extend my life for two or three years more, perhaps even longer. I was 54 at the time.

The reason I am relating all this is because I want to recapture a certain state of mind that one enters under such circumstances. (I am sure many people who have gone through a similar experience will recognize what I am about to say.) After the initial shock, I was, of course, disturbed and worried. But the main change in my state of mind was that—I can’t think of a better way to put it—the background music suddenly stopped. It had always been there, the music of daily life that’s constantly going, the music of infinite time and possibilities; and now suddenly it was gone, replaced by nothing, just silence. There you are, one little person, sitting in the late-summer sun, with only a few things left to do. What should I do? Try to keep working on that book? You think: If I could make it through five more years, that would be generous. That would certainly be fair.

This was definitely a different perspective. But how could I have ever thought that life would just go on forever? I did, of course; that’s what the music does, and everyone is caught up in it. The marvelous, often ironic writer William Saroyan is reported to have said on his deathbed: “I know everyone has to die, but somehow I always thought an exception would be made in my case.” It’s what we all think.

You learn all the shortcuts to the hospital and the best places to park in the underground garages. For some reason, hospital parking lots in Boston all seem to be staffed by recent immigrants from Eritrea and northern Ethiopia, refugees from a festering conflict. You get to know them, and after a while you even learn to say, “Hello—how are you this morning?” in their language (which is not Amharic, but either Tigrinya or Tigre). They smile in appreciation. You kid around with the nurses. But all this is just self-deception, trying to make this horrible, multiplex service center for the dying into something less ominous than it is.

Chemotherapy can be easy or not so easy—there are dozens of different regimes that go by that name, and in any case, different individuals respond differently to the same mix of drugs. It did not go very easily for me, and while this is not ultimately connected to the “music,” it certainly had a role in what I thought and felt during those difficult days. I tried to get back to writing, but I just didn’t have the strength. Life became very local: the bedroom, the bathroom, the kitchen. The people who love you loom large; their love is as tangible as bread. As for you, you are small. Your life is winding down now, and you can clearly see its end point; your life has become a compact, little thing. Good-bye. I have subsequently gone to many funerals, and I am always astonished by the smallness of the freshly dug, open holes you see here and there in the cemetery grounds. Can a whole human being fit in there, a whole human life? Yes. No problem.


Do not rely on the mighty to save you, or on any human being.

His breath gives out, then back to earth he goes—on that very day, his projects are all for naught. (Psalm 146)



Days are planned around pills. Start off with a little codeine in the morning, then half a Percocet around lunchtime to get through the afternoon; follow up with the other half at night, plus extra-strength tylenol or ibuprofen as needed. (All this to counteract the effects of chemotherapy.) And then there are the chemo drugs themselves: the main ingredient in the blood thinner Coumadin is warfarin, which is also the main ingredient in mouse poison; not a comforting thought. (But what does it have to do with warfare? The Internet reveals all: Wisconsin Alumni Research Foundation held the patent.) The mustine-based pills—those are the worst; the same chemical structure as the mustard gas used in World War I. Keep refrigerated. After a while, even coming close to the refrigerator makes you sick. Sometimes the chemo works too well, and I have to be admitted to the hospital for a couple of days. “Immune system?” the nurse says matter-of-factly. “You don’t have an immune system.” Then, pointing up at the IV dripping into my arm: “That’s your immune system up there.”

Back home, in the middle of the night, when things are almost pitch black, you pass by the dresser on your way to the bathroom and you imagine it all just being over, just done with. I don’t want people to be sad. Later, staring up at the ceiling, you picture yourself being lifted up and crawling out of this painful skin, then walking around the room, free at last, a protoplasmic blob. That would feel nice. I didn’t really think life would go on forever; actually, I was probably more obsessed with death than most people. But it was that music that threw me off, that kind of background buzz that keeps the illusion going.


O my God, do not take me halfway through life.

Your time stretches from age to age:

Long ago You created the earth, and even the sky is the work of Your hands; though they disappear, You will exist still.

All things tatter and fade like a garment; You cast them off like a change of clothes.

But You stay the same, and Your years never end. (Psalm 102)



In ancient Israel, God was deemed to be actually present in His temple, so someone with a desperate request might go there to be heard. These requests—some of them perhaps fashioned by the original supplicants, but others doubtless created in advance by temple officials for people to recite—are now found in the biblical book of Psalms. A few of them speak about death—though, interestingly, not that many: apparently ancient Israelites, like many other peoples, just accepted the inevitability of death as part of God’s plan. What hurt, however, was dying before one’s time: “O my God, do not take me halfway through life,” as this psalm says. That was a violation of the pattern, so people must have wondered: how can such things happen? Perhaps, as the psalm suggests, it is precisely because God is eternal, “Your time stretches from age to age.” From God’s infinite point of view, people always die after an almost imperceptibly short period of time. They are small; ten or twenty years one way or another could hardly register with His eternity.

But the person who wrote this psalm was not, I think, offering it as a philosophical justification for his premature death. He was trying to get God to intervene:


O Lord, hear my prayer, and let my cry come before You:

Do not hide Your face from me in my time of trouble; hear me when I cry out, and answer me soon.

For my life is drifting away like smoke, as my bones burn in a bonfire.

My insides are dried up like grass, withered from lack of food.

I’ve been groaning so much my ribs show through my skin. (Psalm 102)



Reading these lines now, I don’t have any trouble imagining the person who wrote them. He was very sick, perhaps in the last stages of some form of cancer. There was a good chance he would be dead in a few weeks or months… But he still had some hope. So he had dragged himself to the very place where God resides, the temple. If he could cry out there, he thought, perhaps God would hear him and intervene, since what was happening really wasn’t normal, really didn’t fit the pattern: “O my God, do not take me halfway through life.”

You would think that a Bible professor would, in the circumstances I have described, seek comfort in these and other words from Scripture. But to be absolutely truthful, although I know much of the book of Psalms by heart, these were not the words that I kept thinking of after the doctors’ diagnosis. Instead, what ran through my mind was mostly poetry in English, poems I had learned a long time ago—some of them fairly corny. Like Fairfax’s song, memorized in rehearsals of our high school production of Gilbert and Sullivan’s The Yeomen of the Guard. Poor Fairfax had been unjustly framed and sentenced to die. As he sat in his cell awaiting the executioner, he contemplated his fate:


Is life a boon [a gift]?

If so, it must befall

That Death, whene’er he call

Must call too soon.

Though fourscore years he give,

Yet one would pray to live

Another moon.

What kind of plaint have I,

Who perish in July?

Who perish in July?

I might have had to die,

Perchance, in June!

I might have had to die,

Perchance, in June!



In context, “July” means “in the middle of my natural lifetime”—Fairfax is presumably in his thirties or forties. But better to have to die now, Fairfax says, than to have had to die even earlier, in June. (This reminds me of the old distinction between a pessimist and an optimist. The pessimist says: “Things could never be worse than they are now.” The optimist says: “Oh yes they could!”) But then Fairfax goes on to consider the opposite possibility—suppose life is not a “boon” at all, but a curse from beginning to end:


Is life a thorn?

Then count it not a whit!

Nay count it not a whit,

Man is well done with it;

Soon as he’s born

He should all means essay

To put the plague away;

And I, war-worn,

Poor captured fugitive,

My life most gladly give—

I might have had to live,

Another morn!

I might have had to live,

Another morn!



I like W. S. Gilbert’s poetry (despite his occasional racism and anti-Semitism); I especially like his love affair with the letter “W” (“When a wooer goes a-wooing…,” “Willow, willow, waylee,” “Oh weary wives, who widowhood would win…,” and so on). Deep thinker he was not, but he certainly had a good ear, and he was great at rhyming. Looking back on it now, though, I wonder why I could have found these lines so captivating. Life is neither a boon nor a thorn—it’s just life, with its ups and downs, and most of us, for all the occasional downs, would prefer not to leave it, certainly not in June or July.

Another poet I kept thinking of was A. E. Housman, a man absolutely obsessed with death. In particular, I kept coming back to that famous poem of his that many students have to read in college English.

TO AN ATHLETE DYING YOUNG


The time you won your town the race

We chaired you through the market-place;

Man and boy stood cheering by,

And home we brought you shoulder-high.

To-day, the road all runners come,

Shoulder-high we bring you home,

And set you at your threshold down,

Townsman of a stiller town.

Smart lad, to slip betimes away

From fields where glory does not stay,

And early though the laurel grows

It withers quicker than the rose.

Eyes the shady night has shut

Cannot see the record cut,

And silence sounds no worse than cheers

After earth has stopped the ears:

Now you will not swell the rout

Of lads that wore their honours out,

Runners whom renown outran

And the name died before the man.

So set, before its echoes fade,

The fleet foot on the sill of shade,

And hold to the low lintel up

The still-defended challenge-cup.

And round that early-laurelled head

Will flock to gaze the strengthless dead,

And find unwithered on its curls

The garland briefer than a girl’s.



Housman was not only a poet; he was also a professor of classics at Cambridge University. In fact, he liked to describe poetry as a mere sideline; he saw himself primarily as a scholar of Latin and Greek literature. He also liked to say that his professional expertise had no influence on the poetry he himself wrote, but it is easy to see that this was not so. “To an Athlete…” is altogether imbued with the world of ancient Greece—the generic “athlete” as hero (a Greek notion through and through), the picture of Hades and its “strengthless dead,” and the athlete’s anonymous town, which might be located in Shropshire, but just as easily could have been found in the ancient hill country not far from Athens.

When you believe that your own death is not far off, however, none of this really matters. What spoke to me, I think, was this poem’s view of dying too soon, or rather, its denial of the “too soon” part. There’s nothing sudden or terrible about death here, it is just part of—more than that, the essence of—being a human being: first we carried you, “chaired you,” through the idealized town square as our triumphant hero; now inevitably, symmetrically, we are carrying you along the same route to the grave. Too bad, you might say, that the time span separating these two events was shorter than it usually is: the athlete died before his time. But, on the other hand, perhaps it is really not too bad. After all, this is the “road all runners come,” Housman says, and if you went down it a bit sooner than most, in the grand scheme, a few decades matter little (shades of Psalm 102). Meanwhile you did not have to live long enough to experience the vanity of human achievement firsthand, seeing the records that you broke broken anew by someone else, feeling your flesh slowly sag and fade, so that the athlete in you would disappear long before you did, and “the name died before the man.”

The reader will perhaps have sensed that, looking back on these poems, I feel a little sheepish about them now—but perhaps that is precisely because those days seem so distant. The poems are more a curiosity than anything else, a souvenir from a bad time. In any case, they have no bearing on my subject, the background music stopping and the different sense of things that went with it. But there was another poem I kept thinking about during that period, one that is more directly connected to the state of mind I have been talking about. It doesn’t say anything openly about death, but much more than any of the other poems I thought of, this one seemed to understand about the background music.

Rainer Maria Rilke (1875–1926) was the greatest poet of the German language in the last century, and one of his best-known poems is “The Merry-Go-Round,” printed below. He wrote it while he was living in Paris, an expatriate. One day he wandered into a famous Parisian park, the Jardin du Luxembourg, and sat down on a bench. It is easy to picture the scene: The shy young poet, alone with his thoughts, looking up to observe some children riding on a nearby, rickety merry-go-round. The merry-go-round (which still exists) had its own little decorated roof, and beneath it, an assortment of various painted wooden animals—horses, lions, camels, an elephant—on which, as Rilke watched, the polite little French children took their seats. Nearby stood a brawny attendant, who operated a hand-pump that made the contraption turn around. As it gained momentum, it would go faster and faster until the time was up and the attendant would stop it. Here is Rilke’s poem:

THE MERRY-GO-ROUND


Turning for a brief time in the shadow

of its roof is this revolving stand

of painted animals, all from the land

that lingers long before it fades away.

True, some are hitched to wagons; nonetheless

their faces make them still seem full of fight.

A fierce-looking red lion drifts along,

and now and then an elephant, all white.

Here comes a deer; it might be from the forest,

save that it has a saddle on its back,

to which a light-blue girl is safely strapped.

A boy in white leans on the lion’s mane—

his little hand is clinging to the rein—

as the lion shows its fearsome teeth and bite.

And now and then an elephant, all white.

And on the horses sit some girls in bright

clothes, who seem somehow a little too grown up

for their horses’ rhythmic prancing; in mid-jump

they gaze off, distracted by some distant sight…

And now and then an elephant, all white.

So on it goes, hurrying to the finish,

turning and circling for no goal or reason.

A red, a green, a gray go rushing by,

the shape of some child’s outline, half-begun.

And time and again a smile is turned this way,

a happy one that dazzles, unrestrained

and squandered on this blind and breathless game.



Here, in the most literal sense, is someone for whom the music has stopped. He is positioned outside the merry-go-round’s noisy world, a not-caught-up observer of those who are. And so he sits there. The poem’s repeated line—“And now and then an elephant, all white”—is meant to duplicate for the reader the experience of watching from afar as that elephant keeps coming around again.

But time is what the poem is really interested in. Every child on the merry-go-round knows that the ride will be over soon; this is the whole sweet tension of being on a merry-go-round when you are a child. It lasts only “a brief time,” according to the first stanza, and yet, when you are aware of the passing time, it actually seems to go on longer than you expected, though never long enough. By the same token, the animals are from the land that “lingers long before it fades away.” (Rilke’s untergeht really means “sinks” or “sets,” like the sun dipping below the horizon.) This is of course childhood—those girls are already too big to be on this ride, thinking about other things—but it is also life itself, the way time works in life, going faster and faster. So, at the beginning of the poem, the colors are all connected to something, “a light-blue girl,” “a red lion,” “an elephant, all white,” and so forth, but by the end, the merry-go-round whizzes so fast that all you see are the colors, “a red, a green, a gray,” the half-begun outline of a child. And then the poem turns back to the observer and his summation of what he has been watching, caught in a disembodied flash: “a smile is turned this way, / a happy one that dazzles, / unrestrained and squandered on this blind and breathless game.” Every poem has its secret nerves, and that simple, stupid word “happy” is one of them here: that is what we mostly are, happy, content in the midst of this awesome, one-time ride that we never really understand, this blind and breathless thing that has “no goal or reason” and ends too soon. Did Rilke know that he would die in his fifty-first year?



The fact that I am writing this now, seven years later, will indicate that the doctors were being overly cautious; as a matter of fact, they now say that I am cured, although (they always add) there is no ironclad guarantee that the disease will not return. As for the music, I thought it would never start up again, but it has—gradually at first, with extended returns to the background-less, “real” state; but these returns eventually became shorter and more widely spaced, so that now the music is going almost all the time. Sometimes, however, if I concentrate hard, I can make it stop. Then everything about me that is all over the room, or all over the universe, gets sucked back inside, like one of those spring-loaded tape measures which, at the press of a button, pull the tape from wherever it has been spread out to back inside its little plastic case. When this happens and the background stops, I am suddenly just there again, down to the one, single person.

I have been studying religion most of my adult life, and if I try now to suggest that the background music suddenly stopping and the sense of smallness I have been describing have something to do with the whole world of religion, it is not without some hesitation. I know that public opinion polls consistently point out that 90 or 95 percent of all Americans believe in God; somehow, however, the good Lord must have arranged things for me to be miraculously surrounded by the unbelieving few, since most of the people with whom I have had occasion to speak on a regular basis (other professors, mostly, or else friends from the neighborhood) don’t seem to be in this group of believers—at least they don’t wear their belief on their sleeves. I suspect that many of them would be put off by a book about religion, especially one whose focus is something as fleeting and hard to pin down as the state of mind I have been describing. Nevertheless, that is the subject I wish to explore on the following pages. I perhaps should say at this point that one of my operating assumptions is that this state of mind reveals something essential about religion and the particular way of seeing the world that usually accompanies it. Or, to put it somewhat differently, I think that way of seeing the world involves a whole lot more than simply believing in God (or some other manifestation of the divine), or thinking about God, or somehow connecting things that happen in daily life to God’s divine stewardship of the universe. As I hope will be clear, I don’t wish to minimize this side of religion; but the way of seeing I am talking about has a great deal to do with how a person imagines himself or herself, imagines how that self fits into the world.

Long before the doctors’ diagnosis, that background music had stopped for me every once in a while—as I’m sure it does for everyone, at least for a minute or two. Sometimes in the oddest places, for no reason at all: when you are just sitting on some park bench somewhere; or at a wedding, while everyone else is dancing and jumping around; or else one day standing in your backyard, as the sun streams down through the trees to land in a little dazzling square patch right in front of you. Then everything shimmers for a while and you are completely there, compact and contained. Rilke’s picture of himself watching that merry-go-round evokes for me this same state. After all, the background music is all about living in infinite time, which is where we all usually live. But then it does sometimes happen that you are suddenly pulled inside yourself, like the tape measure I mentioned, and all that infinite time collapses.

No author, I think, has written about this particular view of things quite so poignantly as the author of the biblical book of Ecclesiastes, whose name in Hebrew was Koheleth. This writer was something of a renegade. Were it not for the fact that he was, apparently by mistake, identified as the great King Solomon,I his book would probably never have gained a place in sacred Scripture, since much of what it says borders on the heretical. It differs from the rest of the Bible not only in its general outlook, which has rightly been described as skeptical and even cynical, but also, more specifically, in its particular sense of time. Elsewhere in the Bible, time is generally unidirectional, and what is significant about it are the historical events that mark it off: first you were slaves in Egypt, then I freed you, and now you live as your own masters in the land of Canaan. In Ecclesiastes, time has a different quality. Things just keep repeating and canceling themselves out: for every action is an equal and opposite one that moves things back to their starting point:


“So futile,” says Koheleth, “everything is so futile!”

What does a person ever gain from all the effort he expends on this earth?

One generation goes off and another comes in, but the earth stays the same forever.

The sun rises and the sun sets; then, rushing back to its place, it rises again.

The wind blows toward the south and then turns to the north,

it turns and turns as it goes, the wind, and goes back again by its turning.

All the rivers flow to the sea, but the sea is never full,

[because] to the source of the rivers’ flowing, there they flow back again…

What has been is what will be, and what was done will be done again, for there is nothing new under the sun. (Ecclesiastes 1:2–9)



The words “everything is so futile” at the beginning of this passage serves as the book’s oft-repeated refrain. It used to be translated as “vanity of vanities,” a beautifully resonant phrase, but one that misrepresents somewhat the Hebrew word hebel, which does not mean “vanity” in our sense, but rather anything fleeting and insubstantial, hence also, sometimes, ungraspable.

It seems that both senses of the word combine in the above passage. It pains Koheleth to think that everything that happens, including everything that we humans do, will eventually fade into insignificance—how futile, almost unfathomable! But this appears to him the only possible conclusion. Eventually, even the most memorable person is forgotten, and his or her great deeds are ultimately buried in insignificance:


There is no remembrance of the earlier ones, and as for later ones,

they too will have no remembrance with those who come after them. (1:11)



We may know this truth in words, but somehow we never really manage to internalize it, to really see ourselves for what we are. The passage in this biblical book that most clearly expresses its author’s view of how we fit into the world is Ecclesiastes’ famous “catalogue of times.” Americans of my generation tend to know this passage because of its adaptation in a 1965 record by the Byrds (a then-popular folk rock group). Unfortunately, that song—and the standard King James Version that it is based on—badly misconstrues what Koheleth meant. The English says, “For every thing there is a season, and a time to every purpose under heaven. A time to be born and a time to die; a time to plant and a time to pluck up that which is planted,” and so forth. The implication seems to be that there is a time for everything in this life; you just have to wait, and the opportunity will come. But that’s not at all what Koheleth meant.


Everyone is in a season, [for] there is a time of [doing] each thing in this world.

A time of giving birthII and a time of dying.

A time of planting and a time of uprooting what is planted.

A time of killing and a time of healing.

A time of breaking down and a time of building up.

A time of weeping and a time of laughing.

A time of mourning and a time of dancing.

A time of throwing down stones and a time of gathering up stones.

A time of embracing and a time of shunning an embrace.

A time of looking for and a time of losing.

A time of keeping and a time of throwing away.

A time of ripping and a time of sewing.

A time of keeping silent and a time of speaking.

A time of loving and a time of hating.

A time of war and a time of peace.




So what does a person gain from whatever he is working at? I considered all the activities that God has given people to occupy themselves with. He sets everyone right in his time, yet He also leaves something hidden in their minds, so that a person can never grasp what God has created from beginning to end. (3:1–11)



The last, long prose sentence is really the key to understanding the poetic catalogue that precedes it. For Koheleth, human life is a series of scenes that follow each other in succession. We have no control over them—they just happen to us. And, as in the passage seen earlier, these things eventually cancel each other out: a person has children, but these births are canceled out by other deaths, hence, “a time of giving birth and a time of dying.” Beyond this point, however, is another: although we may be aware of the changing seasons in a human life, says Koheleth, we never quite succeed in holding the whole thing together in our minds. There is always this “something hidden” that prevents us from really seeing ourselves for what we are. So we are constantly being caught up in all those wonderful or horrible things that humans see and do: the screeching baby, and the thud of dirt on a coffin; the rumble of mortar fire, and the way, on one glorious day, it stops; being with her, and then the grinding, grinding regret afterward, since those times are gone forever. Wherever we happen to be in life’s various stages, we somehow lose sight of the whole thing, “so that a person can never grasp what God has created from beginning to end.” This is our merry-go-round; we know full well that the time will soon be up, we even think about how time is passing, but—save for a privileged moment or two—the reality of it all somehow eludes us. We never quite see ourselves for what we are, utterly contained within our smallness.

I. The opening verse identifies Koheleth as “a son of David, king in Jerusalem,” and he says later that he was “king over all of Israel in Jerusalem.” By this he apparently meant he was a descendant of David, hence, a member of the royal dynasty—perhaps one of the governors appointed by the Persians to rule over “all of Israel” during the period of Persian domination of the area (539–332 BCE). But a more literal turn of mind apparently construed “son of David” as David’s own son Solomon, who succeeded him to the throne and did indeed rule over all of Israel in Jerusalem. The book’s content and, especially, its own Hebrew syntax and vocabulary identify it as belonging to the Persian period and not David’s.

II. Not “a time to be born”—that is a mistranslation—and not a time to do this or any of the other things in this catalogue. The Hebrew word translated as “to” is really an “of” here, that is, these times are assigned whether you want them or not.






2 Man Stands Powerless Before Elevator


By the time I reached the middle of chemotherapy, I had many of the side effects that people suffer under such circumstances. But I could still keep doing some things as before. I kept on teaching, although only one day a week (for which I had to get fairly well doped up on painkillers). The only things I told my seminar students were not to come to class if they had a cold and to leave a few empty seats between them and me at the seminar table. People knew, of course; there was no hiding the light fuzz residue around my skull after most of my hair had fallen out. (Women have a slight advantage here: the hospital has women’s wigs available for rent.)

When I passed my colleagues in the hall, I could see them wince. Usually, they wouldn’t say anything. We had lost a senior colleague to cancer one year earlier, and now our longtime department secretary was in the last stages of breast cancer. What could they say? I kept thinking of another verse from the Psalms:


My friends and companions stand back at the sight of my affliction; even those closest to me keep their distance. (Psalm 38:12)



I’m not sure what my colleagues were thinking. Outsiders often expect comedy writers to always see the funny side of everyday life and judges to be equally judicious in and out of court, and, I suppose, professors of religion to find some religious aspect to whatever they happen to encounter. But of course none of these is usually the case. Most people, when they see someone ravaged by chemotherapy, just tend—like the people in Psalm 38—to keep their distance, and I suppose that my colleagues, experts in ancient and medieval religion, were no exception. Fear also plays a role. “That could happen to me” is rarely spoken but often thought. (If people do talk to you about your condition, they usually get around to asking you what your first symptoms were—this could be useful information, after all! Some are also eager to discover something in your family history or some aberrant feature of your diet or daily regimen that can be blamed for your catastrophe while leaving them in the clear… All this, I am afraid, is merely human.) The sufferer, too, tends to leave his profession behind—the comedian, the judge, and even the medical doctor react, at least after a while, in no special way; they just sink into that passive state of patienthood shared by other sufferers. So I have no real explanation why, during this difficult time, I kept getting back to the matter of religion—I don’t mean its practice, but the whole idea of religion and in particular, what it had to do with the state of mind described in the previous chapter, that feeling of the background music stopping and the sense of smallness, of discreteness, that accompanied it.



No one knows how or when religion began. For the last two hundred years or so, books on the subject have usually begun by noting that no utterly religion-less society has ever been observed—not in bygone days by European explorers pushing at the edges of Asia and Africa, nor, more recently, by ethnographers or other professional scholars tramping through the Amazon jungles or the rain forests of New Guinea. Indeed, the idea that all peoples worship some gods was used as a proof of the gods’ existence way back in the time of classical Greece and Rome.

As a matter of fact, however, it is not entirely clear that any of this is true. There certainly are religions that do not involve actual gods or goddesses (some forms of Buddhism, for example), and perhaps a few societies even exist in which there is really nothing that corresponds to what might be called a religion of any sort. And beyond these observations is the rather obvious fact that, as humanity evolved, there must have been a time when our remotest ancestors were first learning to speak and in other ways to function as human beings. Certainly such creatures had nothing resembling a religion, indeed, the first humans could hardly be said to have practiced anything that might be described as worship or other religious rituals, or subscribed to anything like what we would call religious beliefs.

Still, the fact remains that, at a certain point, religions came into existence all over the globe and that, even today, they seem to be close to a universal feature of society. Almost everywhere on earth are temples, mosques, roadside shrines, sacred tents or lean-tos, holy rocks, holy mountains, storefront churches, mega-churches, cathedrals, monasteries, and ashrams, to which people repair with offerings of grain and oil and fruit piled high, of fresh-killed lambs and roosters still quivering from the knife, or else just ordinary pocket money, to be folded into the charity box or the plate when it is passed. All over the world people pray. “Our father, who art in heaven…” “O holy mother, who cares for all of her children…” “Spirit of our cattle camp, spirit of our fig-tree…” “Our father our king…” Stricken with cancer or some other dread disease, they seek not only the help of medicines, but help that comes from the other realm (though in some societies, the two are barely separate): what they ask for is, in the words of an old Jewish prayer, “the healing of the soul and the healing of the body” (two related but distinguishable items). And when they die, as all people eventually do, their survivors commit their physical and spiritual remains to the care of someone or something beyond the world of the senses; now they are on their “journey,” and we can only wish them well.

All this has indeed been going on for a long time. One piece of evidence is the discovery by archaeologists of ancient burial sites in which, along with the bodies themselves, “grave goods” were also interred—primitive weapons or animal bones that presumably could be of use to the dead person in the next realm. Burial itself, of course, need have no connection to religious beliefs.I But taking your own, perfectly good weapon, or a quantity of red pigment, or even a usable animal jawbone, and giving it away to be buried alongside a lifeless corpse seems to bespeak some sort of belief that the dead person is, or sometime soon will be, alive in some other form or some other place. How far back this practice goes is still debated, but some scholars extend it well into Paleolithic times, 50,000 or even 100,000 years ago. In roughly the same time frame, scholars have found meticulous animal drawings and carvings in caves, as well as more abstract symbolic representations; these too may have served some purpose covered by the (admittedly multipurpose) label “religious.” And long before humans could write anything down and so tell us their thoughts, people were combining their resources and bending their backs to build public temples and shrines, places of worship that soon grew to impressive proportions. What were these people thinking?



Part of my higher education was spent at the Graduate Center of the City University of New York, in midtown Manhattan. The Center’s sleek white building was quite tall—it had, as I recall, something like twenty floors—and was served by a bank of elevators; you would go into the lobby, press the “up” button for the elevator, and wait. The elevator buttons were state-of-the-art for the 1970s: as soon as you pressed the button, it would light up a bright orange color, indicating that your press had been registered and that the elevator was now on its way. Sometimes, however, it would take a while to arrive, and a crowd of people waiting would form in the lobby. I always found their behavior quite illogical and yet oddly familiar.

Someone who just arrived, seeing the orange button illuminated and five or six people already waiting, would often nevertheless approach the button and push it again. Nothing would happen, of course—the button was already lit. It did not even blink or flash; it just stayed the same. But somehow, pushing the button again just felt right to such people, as if they were in some way indicating that now one more person was waiting, so the elevator really should come down. Of course, most of the people using these elevators were graduate students and professors, and therefore probably not idiots; moreover, most of them had used this same bank of elevators day in and day out for at least a period of months, if not years, and knew perfectly well how the elevators worked. Surely these people understood on some rational level that pressing the same button more than once did absolutely no good. Nevertheless, they kept doing it. Indeed, the same person could often be observed pressing the button once, and then again after twenty or thirty seconds, and then again and again. I know, because that same person was sometimes me.

What is going on here? This behavior, inexplicable in rational terms, is nonetheless oddly familiar, and it might be summed up as “the need to do something.” Man stands powerless before the elevator: it has no thoughts, and it has no way of registering our thoughts, our frustrations, or desperate pleadings. All it can do is what it has been designed to do, make all its intermediate stops before returning to the lobby. We know this, and yet we act as if we didn’t. Why?

For modern naysayers, this is a model of the vanity of all religions: we all are powerless before the impersonal forces of nature, earthquakes and hurricanes and viruses and little cancer cells multiplying uncontrollably. But “the need to do something” nevertheless leads us into churches and temples, to light candles and say our prayers and seek out the aid of priests and shamans and other merchants of mumbo jumbo. “It couldn’t hurt,” says the Yiddish idiom; better to do something than do nothing at all. But at bottom it is all in vain, and at bottom, we ourselves know that this is so, no less than the button-pushing professors.

But to say this, and only this, is, I think, to miss what is essential in this picture. The need to do something—that part’s certainly true. But going to church or saying prayers is really not the same as pressing the orange button, at least not for most people who pray. They don’t “deep inside” know that it is a vain exercise; nor, on the other hand, do they do it because it necessarily works. As the French expression has it, l’homme propose et Dieu dispose—people can suggest (perhaps to others, perhaps to God in their prayers), but they can’t do much more than that; God has the final disposition in the matter. So turning to God (or the gods) is a particular kind of “doing something.” It’s not doing nothing, but it is nonetheless a kind of submission, or—to take up my theme again—a kind of fitting into the world, of being no more than who one is. As a famous third-century rabbi put it: “Make His will your will, so that your will may be His.”



Some civilizations seem to have this sort of outlook built in. For example, anyone who has lived for a time in the Arab world cannot fail to be impressed by what might be called the “explicit awareness of God” that permeates Arabic speech and culture. This certainly does not mean that Arabs are more moral or spiritual than anyone else—my experience, at least, is that people around the world are, after you get over the superficial differences, surprisingly, perhaps shockingly, similar. I simply mean that built in to the Arabic language and culture is a rather more explicit and frequent referring-to-God than is found in much of contemporary European or American life. The cliché that visitors to Arab lands return with is that everything there is punctuated by “Insh’allah,” a phrase that literally means, “If God wishes…” No speaker of Arabic can announce his or her plans for the future (“Next week I’m flying to Paris”) or reasonable expectations (“After the baby’s born…”) without appending this phrase. True, it becomes rather automatic after a while, but it nevertheless seems to be an important piece of evidence of a somewhat different mentality: “People don’t decide; God does.” It would be arrogance, dangerously punishable arrogance, for you to act as if you alone determined your fate; God is big, and you are small. By the same token, if someone there asks how your mother’s operation turned out, or just how things are going for you in general, the expected response is: “Everything’s okay, al-hamdulillah,” the latter phrase meaning “praise to God,” since He is obviously responsible for this state of affairs. If someone asks how many children you have, after you answer, the questioner must then say, “May God keep them safe for you.”II The fellow who drove his cab with flawless daring or someone who just completed a great piano concert is told, “May He bless your hands.” The standard chant in anti-American demonstrations (or the terrorist’s shout as he blows himself up) is: “Allah akbar!” Grammarians are right to point out that this does not mean (as it is often translated) “God is great” so much as “God is the greater,”1 that is, ultimately God’s will is sure to triumph—by which is meant, of course: my cause, since it is axiomatically identified with God’s will, has to win out in the long run. But why bring God into it when all you mean is, “Our struggle is just”?

No doubt an Arabic speakerIII would be puzzled by this question. God is everywhere, and what He wants is obviously, incontrovertibly, what will be done, even if things sometimes take a while to work themselves out. In the face of this all-powerful factor in every aspect of life, what do human beings or their little plans and desires count for? Earthly existence—al-dunya as it’s called in Arabic—is just that, “down here”; what counts is what is decided “up there.”

I don’t wish to be misunderstood. In describing these things I am hardly maintaining that this view of life is without problems. The idea that God plans out everything that happens in the world is nice in theory, but in practice it raises the obvious questions: did He really plan the holocaust or AIDS or even the unjust death of a single infant? To this a modern believer can only say: such is God’s will. More to the point, however, it is hard to believe that the idea of God’s management of things did not raise similar questions in the ancient world, which certainly had its own share of large-scale brutality and murder, massive outbreaks of plague and famine, and a sickening, unceasing stream of infant deaths. Yet people back then still clung to God, indeed, loved God with all their heart and soul—why? A full answer, it seems to me, has to take account not only of God but of a certain way that humans had—and some still have—of conceiving of themselves and how they fit into the world. For them, their own being was existentially small, dwarfed by all that was outside of them.

The lesson was brought home to me some years ago when I heard an Iraqi Jew describe his first few years in the West after fleeing Baghdad in the 1950s. Back in Iraq, he said, there had been all sorts of Jews; some were “traditional,” and others were, like his own family, “modern.” (By modern I understood him to mean that they had basically given up traditional religious practice and lived a wholly secular life.) “But all of us, traditional or modern, knew one thing: God is very big, and man is very little. Once, some years after I had left Baghdad for the West, I went one evening to hear a famous theologian speak. I hoped that he would give me some piece of wisdom. But the more he spoke, the more his ideas and mine swirled around together in my head and the more upset I became. I could not get out of my mind this new thought: Man is very big, and God is very far away.”



The religious smallness I have been talking about—the smallness of that summer and the months that followed—wasn’t in comparison to anything, not to the great world outside or even to God. The book of Psalms says: “When I look up at the sky, the work of Your fingers, the moon and the stars that You have put in place—what is a man, that you should take notice of him, or a mere mortal, that you should take him into account?” Fine sentiments, but this is definitely not what I mean. What I have been trying to describe is not comparative, but absolute smallness—that (usually fleeting) sense one has of being no more than oneself, of fitting physically inside one’s borders. The usual background—that background music I was talking about that surrounds us like a great, full-body halo, a mandorla into which we extend ourselves—disappears. Normally, I think, this is just a glimpse, something that comes and goes. But that particular summer after my diagnosis, it was never far from me.



I suppose one might naturally associate the features of everyday Arabic speech I mentioned with the religion of Islam (and even a Jew from Baghdad must have absorbed a good bit of the majority population’s religion and ethos). After all, the word isla-m itself means “submission,” that is, submission to God’s will; a muslim is thus “one who submits.”IV Is not the pervasive deferring-to-God in Arabic simply a reflection of a religion that preaches such deference? But someone familiar with the religions of the ancient Near East would probably find it more likely that the influence passed in the other direction, that is, that the peoples of that region had always deferred, and referred, to God or the gods in all things, going back to time immemorial, and that it was this mentality that helped to shape Islam as well as the various Arabic idioms mentioned above.

Names are one telling item. Throughout the ancient Near East it was customary to give children names that evoked one or another deity: “May-Shamash-guard-me,” “Ishtar-is-queen-of-heaven,” “Marduk-have-mercy-on-me,” “May-El-protect-[this child],” and so forth. Some of these names have made it into English, thanks to the Bible. “John” was originally Yohanan (“The LORD has been gracious”), “Michael” is mikha-el (“Who is like God/El?”), Jonathan/yonatan (“The LORD has given”), and so on. The name “Hannibal” originally meant “Baal has been gracious,” and the name of the Babylonian king Nebuchadnezzar (Nabu-kudduru-ns.ur) meant, “O Nabu, guard my border-stone!” Gods are evoked in the proper names native to other societies as well, but the practice is certainly far less evidenced in today’s European and American names, where Frank, Georges, Heinrich, Tatiana, and Tiffany hold sway.

The gods’ looming presence in the ancient Near East had, of course, some practical consequences. People had to do the right thing—not just because the gods were watching, but because they were everything that man is not, powerful and permanent. Thus, one ancient Egyptian wisdom text warns readers against injustice,


For man is clay and straw, and the god is his builder.

He [the god] makes a thousand men poor as he wishes

[Or] he makes a thousand men as overseers,

When he [the man] is in his hour of life.

(Instruction of Amen-em-opet)



A Mesopotamian text similarly warns:


My son, if you wish to be exalted, humble yourself before a god,

who can humble an [exalted] man [and exalt a lowly one].

What men’s lips curse, a god will not curse…

The god will twist the twister’s [i.e., liar’s] mouth and tear out his tongue.

Aramaic Ahiqar (X 151–58)



Such sentiments of course have echoes in the Bible. When Hannah, mother of the prophet Samuel, praises God, it is in these terms:


Talk no more so very proudly, let no arrogance cross your lips!

For the LORD is a God who knows, and by Him are actions weighed.

The bows of the [once-]mighty are broken, while the weak are now girded with strength.

Those who were sated are hired out for bread, while those who were hungry grow fat with spoil.

The barren woman gives birth to seven, while the mother of many is bereft.

The LORD kills and brings back to life, sends down to Sheol and lifts up again.

The LORD makes poor and makes rich, He humbles and also exalts.

1 Samuel 2:3–7



Under such circumstances, it would simply be the height of foolishness to “talk so very proudly,” to act as if God, or the gods, were not watching and that, as a consequence, one’s life were entirely under one’s own control. As the book of Proverbs observes, “Many are the projects in a person’s mind, but the LORD’s plan is the one that prevails” (Proverbs 19:21). Or again, “A man’s mind may make arrangements, but God has the last word” (Proverbs 16:1).



So it seems that how someone thinks about God—or if a person can even conceive of God in some real sense—has very much to do with how that person conceives of himself or herself, and more precisely, how such a self conceives of itself as fitting into the world. Implied in this observation is another, namely, that our present, Western way of fitting in—our big, clumsy, modern selves—is, in the grand scheme of things, somewhat unusual. A few centuries ago in the West, and even today in other large swaths of the globe (as reflected, inter alia, in Arabic expressions discussed above), a different sense of self seems to prevail.

The writings of many current ethnographers tell us as much: to this day in many parts of the world, the unit that really counts is still the family—indeed, the family in its most extended sense, the clan. In such societies you are, of course, you, but you are also, in both theory and practice, part of a larger unit that is making its collective way through life, having babies, burying its dead, watching on as one or another of its members prospers or fails—news of these things is your news and, soon, part of your life’s story, since the things that happen to you personally are only part of who you are, one strand that rubs up against others (not always happily) in the great collective twine that is your real identity. What holds you and your clan together, of course, is your shared origins, that is, the parents and grandparents and so forth whom you all have in common, So-and-so’s great aunt who was the sister of Such-and-such. And because this is so, they, though dead, are never far from mind.

The sociologist Peter Berger has highlighted the importance of this other “sense of self.” In some societies, he notes,


there is no conception of the individual as sharply distinct from his collectivity. The individual’s innermost being is considered to be the fact of his belonging to the collectivity – the clan, the tribe, the nation, or what not. The identification of the individual with all others with whom he significantly interacts makes for a merging of his being with theirs, both in happiness and in misfortune. The identification is typically apprehended as being congenital and thus inevitable for the individual. It is carried in his blood, and he cannot deny it unless he denies his own being.2



Some of the best ethnographic observations about sub-Saharan Africa in the 1960s were made not by a professional academic, but by a Polish journalist who lived and worked there, Ryszard Kapuszinski; his musings still have the ring of truth half a century later:
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