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CHAPTER



ONE

RECOVERING FROM
CHURCH ABUSE

SOMETIMES IN A WAITING room or on a plane I strike up conversations with strangers, during the course of which they learn that I write books on spiritual themes. Eyebrows are raised, barriers spring up, and often I hear yet another horror story about church. My seatmates must expect me to defend the church, because they always act surprised when I respond, ‘Oh, it’s even worse than that. Let me tell you my story.’

I have spent most of my life in recovery from the church. One church I attended during formative years in Georgia of the 1960s presented a hermetically sealed view of the world. A sign out front proudly proclaimed our identity with words radiating from a many-pointed star: ‘New Testament, Blood-bought, Born-again, Premillennial, Dispensational, Fundamental . . .’ Our little group of 200 people had a corner on the truth, God’s truth, and everyone who disagreed with us was surely teetering on the edge of hell. Since my family lived in a mobile home on church property, I could never escape the enveloping cloud that blocked my vision and marked the borders of my world.

Later, I came to realise that the church had mixed in lies with truth. For example, the pastor preached blatant racism from the pulpit. Dark races are cursed by God, he said, citing an obscure passage in Genesis. They function well as servants – ‘Just look at how coloured waiters in restaurants can weave among the tables, swivelling their hips, carrying trays’ – but never as leaders. Armed with such doctrines, I reported for my very first job, a summer internship at the prestigious Communicable Disease Center near Atlanta, and met my supervisor, Dr James Cherry, a PhD in biochemistry and a black man. Something did not add up.

After high school I attended a Bible college in a neighbouring state. More progressive than my home church, the school had admitted one black student. To stay on the safe side, they assigned him a roommate from Puerto Rico. This college believed in rules, many rules – sixty-six pages’ worth, in fact – which we students had to study and agree to abide by. The faculty and staff took pains to trace each one of these rules to a biblical principle, which involved a degree of creativity since some of the rules (such as those legislating length of hair on men and skirts on women) changed from year to year. As a final-year student, engaged, I could spend only the dinner hour, 5.40 p.m. until 7 p.m., with the woman who is now my wife. Once, we got caught holding hands and were put ‘on restriction’, forbidden to see each other or speak for two weeks. Outside somewhere in the great world beyond, other students were demonstrating against the war in Vietnam, marching for civil rights on a bridge near Selma, Alabama, and gathering to celebrate love and peace in Woodstock, New York. Meanwhile we were preoccupied, mastering supra-lapsarianism and measuring skirts and hair.

Shortly after the turn of the millennium, in the spring of 2000, I experienced a fast-motion recapitulation of my life. The first day, I served on a panel at a conference in South Carolina addressing the topic ‘Faith and Physics’. Though I have no expertise in physics, I got chosen along with a representative from Harvard Divinity School because I write openly about matters of faith. The panel was lopsided on the science end, for it included two Nobel prizewinning physicists and the director of the Fermilab nuclear accelerator near Chicago.

One of the Nobel laureates began by saying he had no use for religion, and in fact thought it harmful and superstitious. ‘Ten per cent of Americans claim to have been abducted by aliens, half are creationists, and half read horoscopes each day,’ he said. ‘Why should it surprise us if a majority believe in God?’ Raised Orthodox Jewish, he was now a confirmed atheist.

The other scientists had kinder words for religion but said that they restricted their field of view to what can be observed and verified, which by definition excluded most matters of faith. When my turn came to speak, I acknowledged the mistakes the church had made and thanked them for not burning us Christians at the stake now that the tables had turned. I also thanked them for rigorous honesty about their own non-theistic point of view. I read from Chet Raymo, an astronomer and science writer who has calculated the odds of our universe resulting, as he believes it did, from sheer chance:

If, one second after the Big Bang, the ratio of the density of the universe to its expansion rate had differed from its assumed value by only one part in 1015 (that’s 1 followed by fifteen zeros), the universe would have either quickly collapsed upon itself or ballooned so rapidly that stars and galaxies could not have condensed from the primal matter . . . The coin was flipped into the air 1015 times, and it came down on its edge but once. If all the grains of sand on all the beaches of the Earth were possible universes – that is, universes consistent with the laws of physics as we know them – and only one of those grains of sand were a universe that allowed for the existence of intelligent life, then that one grain of sand is the universe we inhabit.

After the panel two more Nobel laureates, another in physics and one in chemistry, joined the discussion, along with some thoughtful Christians. One of the physicists asked to see the quote by Raymo, whom he knew as a personal friend. He pondered a moment, thinking out loud: ‘Ten to the fifteenth power, ten to the fifteenth . . . let’s see, there are 1022 stars in the universe – yeah, I can buy that. I’ll take those odds.’ We then moved on to the critique of religion. Yes, it has done harm, but consider the good it has accomplished as well. The scientific method itself grew out of Judaism and Christianity, which presented the world as a product of a rational Creator, and thus comprehensible and subject to verification. So did education, medicine, democracy, charitable work and justice issues such as the abolition of slavery. The atheistic physicists freely acknowledged that they had no real basis for their ethics, and that many of their colleagues had served Nazi and Communist regimes without a twinge of conscience. We had a fascinating interchange, that rare experience of true dialogue resulting from different perspectives on the universe.

A day later, my wife and I got up early and drove a hundred miles to the thirtieth reunion of our Bible college year group. There, we listened to classmates describe the last three decades of their lives. One told of being delivered from arthritis after ten years when she finally dealt with unconfessed sin in her life. Another extolled the advantage of sleeping on magnets. Several were suffering from chronic fatigue syndrome, and others from severe depression. One couple had recently put their teenage daughter in a mental institution. These did not seem to be healthy people, and I felt sadness and compassion as I heard their stories.

Paradoxically, in narrating their lives my classmates kept resurrecting phrases we had learned at Bible college: ‘God is giving me the victory . . . I can do all things through Christ . . . All things work together for good . . . I’m walking in triumph.’ I left that reunion with my head spinning. I kept wondering how the sceptical scientists would have reacted had they sat in on the class reunion. I imagine they would have pointed out a discrepancy between the observable lives and the spiritual overlay applied to them.

The very next morning, a Sunday, we got up early again and drove two hundred miles to Atlanta in order to attend the ‘burial’ of the fundamentalist church I grew up in, the one with the many-pointed star. After moving to escape a changing neighbourhood, the church found itself once again surrounded by African-Americans, and attendance had dwindled. In a sweet irony, it was now selling its building to an African-American congregation. I slipped into the very last service of that church, which had been advertised as a reunion open to all who had ever attended.

I recognised acquaintances from my past, an unsettling time warp in which I found my teenage friends now paunchy, balding and middle-aged. The pastor, who had served the same congregation for forty years, emphasised the church motto, ‘Contending for the faith’. ‘I have fought the fight,’ he said. ‘I have finished the course.’ He seemed smaller than I remembered, his posture less erect, and his flaming red hair had turned white. Several times he thanked the congregation for the Oldsmobile they had given him as a love gift: ‘Not bad for a poor little pastor,’ he kept saying. During the expanded service, a procession of people stood and testified how they had met God through this church. Listening to them, I imagined a procession of those not present, people like my brother who had turned away from God in large part because of this church. I now viewed its contentious spirit with pity, whereas in adolescence it had pressed life and faith out of me. The church had now lost any power over me; its sting held no more venom. But I kept reminding myself that I had nearly abandoned the Christian faith in reaction against this church, and I felt deep sympathy for those who had.

That single weekend gave a snapshot reprise of my life. Where do I belong now, I wondered. Long ago I rejected the cultish spirit of the church I had just helped bury. Yet neither could I share the materialistic scepticism of the scientists on the panel. Though they may wager on one fantastic grain of sand arrayed against the forces of randomness, I cannot. Theologically, I probably fit most comfortably with the evangelical Bible college, for we have in common a thirst for God, a reverence for the Bible and a love for Jesus. Nonetheless, I had not found there much balance or health. Sometimes I feel like the most liberal person among conservatives, and sometimes like the most conservative among liberals. How can I fit together my religious past with my spiritual present?

[image: image]

I HAVE MET MANY people, and heard from many more, who have gone through a similar process of mining truth from their religious past: Roman Catholics who flinch whenever they see a nun or priest, former Seventh Day Adventists who cannot drink a cup of coffee without a stab of guilt, Mennonites who worry whether wedding rings or whitewall tyres give evidence of worldliness. Some of them now reject the church entirely, and find Christians threatening and perhaps even repellent.

One of Walker Percy’s characters in The Second Coming captures this attitude well:

I am surrounded by Christians. They are generally speaking a pleasant and agreeable lot, not noticeably different from other people – even though they, the Christians of the South, the USA, the Western world have killed off more people than all other people put together. Yet I cannot be sure they don’t have the truth. But if they have the truth, why is it the case that they are repellent precisely to the degree that they embrace and advertise the truth? One might even become a Christian if there were few if any Christians around. Have you ever lived in the midst of fifteen million Southern Baptists? . . . A mystery: If the good news is true, why is not one pleased to hear it?

His last question rings loud. If the gospel comes as a ‘eucatastrophe’, J.R.R. Tolkien’s word for a spectacularly good thing happening to spectacularly bad people, why do so few people perceive it as good news?

I became a writer, I now believe, to sort out words used and misused by the church of my youth. Although I heard that ‘God is love’ the image of God I got from sermons more resembled an angry, vengeful tyrant. We sang, ‘Red and yellow, black and white, they are precious in his sight . . .’ but just let one of those red, yellow or black children try entering our church. Bible college professors insisted, ‘We live not under law but under grace,’ and for the life of me I could not tell much difference between the two states. Ever since, I have been on a quest to unearth the good news, to scour the original words of the gospel and discover what the Bible must mean by using words like ‘love’, ‘grace’ and ‘compassion’ to describe God’s own character. I sensed truth in those words, truth that must be sought with diligence and skill, like the fresco masterpieces that lie beneath layers of plaster and paint in ancient chapels.

I felt drawn to writing because for me it had opened chinks of light that became a window to another world. I remember the impact of a mild book like To Kill a Mockingbird, which called into question the apartheid assumptions of my friends and neighbours. As I went on to read Black Like Me, The Autobiography of Malcolm X and Martin Luther King’s ‘Letter from Birmingham City Jail’, my world shattered. I felt the power that allows one human mind to penetrate another with no intermediary but a piece of flattened wood pulp. I saw that writing could seep into crevices, bringing spiritual oxygen to people trapped in air-tight boxes.

I especially came to value the freedom-enhancing quality of the written word. Speakers in the churches I frequented could RAISE THEIR VOICES! and play on emotions like musical instruments. But alone in my room, controlling every turn of the page, I met other representatives of faith – C.S. Lewis, G.K. Chesterton, John Donne – whose calmer voices traversed time to convince me that somewhere Christians lived who knew grace as well as law, love as well as judgment, reason as well as passion. I became a writer because of my own encounter with the power of words, and I gained hope that spoiled words, their original meaning wrung out, could be reclaimed.

Ever since, I have clung fiercely to the stance of a pilgrim, for that is all I am. I have no religious sanction. I am neither pastor nor teacher, but an ordinary pilgrim, one person among many on a spiritual search. Unavoidably and by instinct, I question and reevaluate my faith all the time. When I returned from the head-spinning weekend among physicists, Bible college classmates and Southern fundamentalists, I asked myself yet again, ‘Why am I still a Christian?’ What keeps me pursuing a gospel that has come to me amid so much distortion and static, that often sounds more like bad news than good?

Every writer has one main theme, a spoor that he or she keeps sniffing around, tracking, following to its source. If I had to define my own theme, it would be that of a person who absorbed some of the worst the church has to offer yet still landed in the loving arms of God. Yes, I went through a period of rejection of the church and God, a conversion experience in reverse that felt like liberation for a time. I ended up, however, not as an atheist, a refugee from the church, but as one of its advocates. What allowed me to ransom a personal faith from the damaging effects of religion?

The people profiled in this book go a long way towards answering that question. In thirty years as a journalist, I have had the freedom to investigate all sorts of people. I have met characters who belong in a Flannery O’Connor novel. I interviewed televangelist Jim Bakker at the height of his bizarre reign of oversold apartments and air-conditioned doghouses at the extravagant PTL television studio and Christian theme park, and then watched as he publicly denied statements he had made to me on tape. I listened to a Las Vegas showgirl tell how she met God while on the operating table ‘to get my bustes enlarged’, and under anaesthesia had a dream of semi-tractor trailers made of human flesh – ‘ever’thing was made of flesh, even the mud flaps’ – dumping a cargo of America’s teenagers into a lake of fire.

For the most part, though, I tried to avoid such people, entertaining as they may be. They reminded me too much of my past, from which I was still trying to escape. Instead, I decided early on in my journalistic career to scout out people I could learn from, people I might want to emulate. Having grown up with mostly negative role models, I longed for some positive ones. I found some.

A millionaire entrepreneur named Millard Fuller grew disillusioned with the corporate rat race and, challenged by the radical minister Clarence Jordan, abandoned his life of luxury and founded an organisation to build houses for those who cannot afford one; Habitat for Humanity recently celebrated its hundred thousandth completed home. A devout Presbyterian named Jack McConnell invented the Tine test for tuberculosis, helped develop Tylenol and MRI imaging, and then came out of retirement to recruit retired physicians to staff free medical clinics for the poor. Dame Cicely Saunders enrolled in medical school in middle age because the authorities told her ‘in this profession, people only listen to doctors’; she never really practised medicine, but instead ignited the modern hospice movement, ushering in a new way of care for the dying. Sir Ghillean Prance, former director of the New York Botanical Gardens and the Royal Botanical Gardens, Kew, began an institute with the oxymoronic name ‘Economic Botany’, which demonstrates to owners of the world’s rain forests how they can make more money by harvesting products selectively and replanting than they can by clear-cutting. Interviewing each of these people at length, I came away impressed by the role that ordinary citizens, fuelled by faith, can play in advancing the causes of justice and mercy.

‘The glory of God is a person fully alive,’ said the second-century theologian Irenaeus. Sadly, that description does not reflect the image many people have of modern Christians. Rightly or wrongly, they see Christians as restrained, uptight, repressed – people less likely to celebrate vitality than to wag our fingers in disapproval. As a journalist, though, I have met people whose lives are indeed enhanced in every way by their faith. They have abundant life, and as I have spent time with such people I have wanted to tap into that source of life for myself and then broadcast it to the rest of the world.

The people in this book are select representatives of those I have learned from and am challenged by. They hail from Japan, Holland, Russia, India and England as well as North America. Not all are orthodox Christians, and one, Mahatma Gandhi, decided against the Christian faith. Yet all were permanently changed by their contact with Jesus. Half of them I met in person and interviewed, in some cases developing a lifelong friendship. The other half I know only indirectly, through the writings they left behind. Strangely, those furthest from orthodox Christianity – Gandhi, Tolstoy, Dostoevsky, Endo – have best helped me understand my own faith, by shining light on it from an angle I had not considered.

Writers are parasites, leeching life from other people – and I am grateful to have had some share in these extraordinary lives. A few of them helped change history and the planet. Others faithfully responded to an inner call in a public arena. And some simply sat at home with a pad of paper, reflecting, sorting out, recording their lives and thoughts for posterity. Now I do the same, presenting these my mentors as if in a portrait gallery, in hopes of passing on their legacy to others.

The thirteen people you will meet here have one thing in common: their impact on me. For that reason, in each chapter I have asked myself what difference they made in my life. How have I changed because of my contact, direct or indirect, with this baker’s dozen? Over time, the people I have profiled became shapers of my faith, my personal ‘cloud of witnesses’. If I were invited to a convention full of sceptics, or representatives of another religion, and asked to explain my faith, these are the companions I would want along. I could simply point to them and say, ‘Christians are not perfect by any means, but they can be people made fully alive. This is what they look like.’ Each stands at the top of his or her field, and credits personal faith as one of the reasons why.

I must say, writing these tributes has for me been an exercise of health and even joy. I did not set out with an agenda, to convert anyone, to defend the church or to critique it. I merely want to introduce others to a roomful of exceptional people whom I cannot, and have no wish to, get out of mind.

Fred Rogers, host of an American children’s television show, draws upon a tradition every time he speaks. He asks the audience to pause for a minute of silence and think about all those who have helped them become who they are. Once, in a prestigious gathering at the White House, he was given only eight minutes to address children’s issues, and still he devoted one of those minutes to silence. ‘Invariably, that’s what people will remember,’ he says, ‘that silence.’ Usually a person from the past floats into mind – a grandparent, or primary school teacher, or eccentric uncle or aunt. I have spent many minutes of silence pondering Mr Rogers’ question. This book represents my answer. These are the ones who have helped restore to me the mislaid treasures of God.
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