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The Story Behind the Search



In late November 2008 my wife, Janet, and I were completing a tour of India sponsored by my publisher. I had spoken on themes from my books in five cities and the last stop involved a public event in India’s largest city, Mumbai (formerly Bombay). As it happened, that was the horrifying night when terrorists attacked tourist sites with grenades and guns, killing 172 people. The city went under lockdown and we had to cancel the scheduled event. Instead I spoke at an impromptu service at a small church in the suburbs on a night shrouded in fear and grief. Later, as we prepared to leave India, shooting erupted in the airport and guards with machine guns searched us and our luggage five separate times before we boarded one of the few international flights still operating.

During the long plane ride home, still rattled by our narrow escape, I thought back to other intense times from my travels: shuttling interview subjects into dingy hotel rooms in China in order to avoid detection by the secret police; listening to accounts from the dazed students at Virginia Tech barely a week after their tragedy as I was still recovering from my own life-threatening accident; interviewing a roomful of prostitutes about their grim life stories. As I get involved in such extreme situations, one question looms above all: what good is God? What does religious faith offer peasants undergoing persecution, or students recovering from a campus massacre, or women who have spent years of virtual slavery in the sex trade? If I can find an answer, or even a clue, to the question of ‘What good is God?’ in situations like these, it will help me with the hard questions of faith that confound all of us at times.

At a press conference in the early 1980s, a reporter asked the novelist Saul Bellow, ‘Mr Bellow, you are a writer and we are writers. What’s the difference between us?’

Bellow replied, ‘As journalists, you are concerned with news of the day. As a novelist, I am concerned with news of eternity.’

Ironically, in my case it was my career as a journalist that pointed me towards the news of eternity. My journalistic adventures have become for me a way to test the truth of what I write. Can ‘the God of all comfort’ truly bring solace to a wounded place like Mumbai or the Virginia Tech campus? Will the scars from racism ever heal in the American South, let alone South Africa? Can a Christian minority have any leavening effect in a sometimes hostile environment such as China or the Middle East? I ask such questions each time I take on a challenging assignment.

I should mention that on personality tests I score off the charts as an introvert. Writing is a lonely act, and I am quite content to hole up in a mountain cabin with a stack of books for a week at a time, speaking to no one but the grocery-shop assistant. Trips prove exhausting and expensive, and the public events in developing countries often feel like ‘combat-speaking’. On return I happily settle back into the life of a solitary pilgrim. Nevertheless, I keep leaving home in quest of what happens when the faith I write about in a mountain cabin confronts the real world. Does it work?



*



Every few years a renowned atheist or agnostic comes out with a new book questioning the worth of religion in general and Christianity in particular. Some of these books resemble the rants of adolescents, while others raise important issues. Meanwhile, national polls in the US show a steady rise in the number of people declaring ‘no religion’ when asked about their religious affiliation (up from 2.7 per cent of the population in 1957 to 16 per cent in 2009). More Americans now profess ‘no religion’ than all Episcopalians, Presbyterians, Methodists and Lutherans combined. Their number has nearly doubled since 1990, and in Europe the percentage is far higher.

Strangely, two-thirds of the respondents who claim no religion still believe that God exists. Some of them judge organised religion as hypocritical or irrelevant, and others simply question what God is good for. During the years when the West resisted ‘godless communism’, religion seemed an important bulwark. Now our most prominent enemies are religious extremists. Little wonder more and more people have doubts about the value of religious faith.

Defenders of the Christian faith rise up with point-by-point rebuttals of the sceptics. As a journalist, I approach such questions differently. I prefer to go out into the field and examine how faith works itself out, especially under extreme conditions. A faith that matters should produce positive results, thus providing an existential answer to the underlying question ‘What good is God?’

Technology manufacturers have a phrase called ‘the tabletop test’. Engineers design wonderful new products – iPhones, Netbooks, games consoles, notebook computers, MP3 players, optical storage devices – but will the shiny new product survive actual use by consumers in the real world? What happens if it gets pushed off a table accidentally or dropped on a pavement? Will the device still work?

I look for similar tests in the realm of faith. My travels have taken me to places where Christians face a refiner’s fire of oppression, violence and plague. This book relates stories from places like China, where the Church grows spectacularly despite an atheistic government; and the Middle East, where a once-thriving Church in the heartland now barely hangs on; and South Africa, where a multicoloured Church picks through the pieces of its racist past. In the United States I have visited not only Virginia Tech and a convention of prostitutes, but also a group of alcoholics in Chicago and two enclaves in the Bible-belt South.

When I spend time among such people, my own faith undergoes a tabletop test. Do I mean what I write about from my home in Colorado? Can I believe that, as the apostle John promised in one of his letters, ‘The one who is in you is greater than the one who is in the world’? Can I proclaim that truth with confidence to a woman struggling to feed her children without reverting to prostitution, to an alcoholic battling a lifelong addiction, to an inmate in southern Africa’s most violent prison?

I must admit my own faith would be much more perilous if I knew only the US Church, which can seem like one more self-perpetuating institution. Not so elsewhere. Almost always I return from my travels encouraged, my faith buoyed. Only a third of the world’s Christians now hail from the West, and I have been privileged to see remarkable evidence of God at work: the reconciliation miracle of South Africa, the greatest numerical revival in history breaking out under a repressive Chinese government, Indian Christians turning their attention to the most outcast group of human beings on the planet. As a writer, I want to bring that good news to the jaded West, for such stories rarely make the headlines on BBC or CNN.



*



In all honesty I must mention one last reason why I accept such assignments: they give me the chance to connect with readers. Writers need the reminder that what we do in isolation may indeed touch people, and so the highlight of all such trips takes place when I meet the readers of my books. In Africa I meet people with biblical names like Shadrach, Meshach, Abednego, Beauty, Precious, Thanks, Witness, Gift and Fortune. Filipinos have even more exotic names: Bot, Bos, Ronchie, Bing, Peachy, Blessie, Heaven, Cha Cha, Tin Tin (‘My friends call me Tin Squared,’ she laughs).

‘We have an unequal relationship, you and I,’ I used to joke before signing someone’s book. ‘You know everything about me because anything I think or do or say ultimately ends up in a book. I know nothing about you. So, in the few seconds we have together as I sign your book, tell me the deepest secret of your life, something you’ve never told anyone.’ I stopped giving that invitation because some people took me seriously and told me secrets I had no right to know. In the process, I learned how intimate a bond may develop between readers and a writer they have never met.

Such encounters convince me I am not alone in struggling with the issues I write about. Why must I keep circling back to the problem of pain? I sometimes wonder. Then, on a book tour, I meet an older man with a lush beard who walks to the microphone with a shuffle and mumbles, ‘God gave me Parkinson’s disease. How can I possibly think God listens to what I have to say in prayer?’ I hear accounts of suicides, birth defects, terminal diseases and children hit by trucks. A woman confesses praying in desperation during her nineteen years of an abusive marriage: ‘Lord, if someone is killed by a drunk driver, let it be my husband.’ I meet a woman afflicted with multiple sclerosis, shockingly young, who limps over to tell me she is learning all she can about prayer because the disease is progressing so quickly soon she will capable of little else.

I speak on the topic of grace and a woman approaches the book table to tell me she needs to work on forgiveness.

‘Don’t we all,’ I say.

‘No, I really need to!’ she replies, and proceeds to tell me that her father murdered her husband. ‘First he stole my past by abusing me; now he has stolen my future.’ Yet she doesn’t want her children to grow up hating their grandfather, who is serving time in prison.

The man behind her waits patiently as we talk, then tells me of his daughter’s rape in the parking garage of Phoenix Airport. ‘She decided to keep the child, a daughter,’ he says. ‘She named her Grace.’

After a talk on prayer a teenage girl tells me with a smile that now she has to pray for her sister. Why? ‘Because you said we should pray for our enemies!’

More seriously, a woman in the same queue, an ordained pastor, tells of a dark period after her son died when for eighteen months she could not bring herself to pray. She cried out one day, ‘God, I don’t want to die like this, with all communication cut off!’ Even so, another six months passed before she could resume praying.

After each trip I return to my office humbled, moved and also uplifted by my encounters with readers. On a book tour of the East Coast I meet ordinary Christians who devote themselves to causes as disparate as the homeless in Pennsylvania, sex criminals in New Jersey and Asian students at Harvard. I hear from a soldier who decided to take the admonition ‘Pray for your enemies’ literally: he developed the website ATFP.org (Adopt a Terrorist for Prayer), which posts photos of known terrorists. In Australia I meet two ordinary women who put grace into action: they are sending copies of my book on grace to eighty-nine politicians in Northern Ireland, each with a note that Christians halfway around the globe are praying for them in their ongoing search for peace. ‘We got a deal on the books, just five dollars each, but the postage costs thirteen dollars for every book.’



*



This book brings together my two roles, speaker and writer, as I meet with alcoholics and Bible-college students, with CEOs in China and Dalits (Untouchables) in India, with C. S. Lewis fans in Cambridge and charismatics in Johannesburg. If Christian faith is true, it must have some effect on all these distinct groups, and, as I spend time among them, my own faith refines. Along the way I find unexpected surprises, such as when I visit the site of Martin Luther King Jr’s assassination on the day after Barack Obama’s election, or when a person stalked by the Chinese police suddenly shows up for an interview. In each chapter I tell the story behind the story and then give a version of what I said on that occasion. Writing offers one clear advantage over speaking: I can edit my words. Some of the talks follow very closely what I actually said, while in others I have made changes to avoid repetition and to adapt material relevant only to the original audience. In some cases, I have also changed names to protect privacy.

In my travels I have found certain themes to be universal, regardless of the personal application. The question ‘What good is God?’ occurs in some form to every person who experiences pain or death or poverty or unfairness – in other words, to everyone. Indeed, as I look over the last few years’ itinerary, it seems clear that I deliberately choose journalistic assignments that contribute to my own search. For a period of time I step into the lives of those who have experienced far more oppression, violation and chaos than I ever will. I hope and pray that something of what I have learned in these ten places will become part of your search, just as they have become part of mine.

When I went to New York to discuss this manuscript with the publisher, on a lark I bought tickets to see Aretha Franklin, ‘the Queen of Soul’, perform at Radio City Music Hall. The climax of the concert came as she rendered the gospel song ‘One Night with the King’. Spending time in the King’s courts could change your course forever, she sang, and then paused to let the words sink in. With renewed breath she belted out the strong promise that a night – or even a moment – in the presence of the King can change everything. Such an encounter leaves no one the same.

Six thousand fans – New Yorkers – rose to their feet applauding wildly and yelling for more. Aretha had tapped into a deep longing in all of us, the desire for change, the belief that somehow God can wrest permanent good out of this flawed planet and us, its flawed inhabitants. Dare we entertain such a hope, such a faith?
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