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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?
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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.


CHAPTER



TWO

MARTIN LUTHER KING JR

A Long Night’s Journey into Day

THE DAY I GRADUATED from high school near Atlanta, I began a summer job digging ditches in order to save money for college. Our work crew consisted of four muscular black men and one skinny white kid – me. The white foreman dropped us off, parked his truck under a nearby shade tree, lit a cigarette and began reading the sports pages. Although we started working just after sunrise, the air was already hot and muggy.

I dug in with gusto, rhythmically jamming my pointed shovel into the ground, pressing my foot down on the metal lip with a wiggle that loosened the dirt, then tossing it on to a pile a few feet away. Thunk, swish; thunk, swish. The four black men stood around watching this flurry of movement in amazement, as if I had invented an exotic new sport. Finally one of them said to me, ‘Son, you gon’ kill yo’self like that. You won’t last till water break. Watch me.’ He pushed the shovel blade into the ground, stepped on it, then paused to take a drag on a cigarette, leaning against the shovel handle. A minute or two later, he nonchalantly threw the dirt on to the pile I had made, set the shovel down and took a few more drags. The other three men followed suit.

Anxious to impress the foreman on my first day, I compromised with a pace somewhere between theirs and mine. By water break, at ten o’clock, I knew without a doubt that my mentor had been right. My T-shirt was drenched in sweat and streaked with red Georgia clay. The joints in my feet hurt. It felt as if professional wrestlers had been jumping up and down on my arms. My back ached like an old man’s, and I walked hunchbacked to the truck for water.

We lined up at the rear of the truck, taking turns to drink from a metal container that had been sitting in the hot sun all morning, which made the water even hotter than the air temperature. A single battered tin cup hung from a chain beside the water can and the men took turns drinking from it. Suddenly the foreman spied me in his rear-view mirror. ‘Boy, whatcha doin’?’ he said. ‘Come up here.’

I dutifully reported to the truck cab. ‘Get in,’ he said, in a tone of disgust. ‘You ain’t supposed to drink that stuff. That’s nigger water! Here, I brung us some.’ He loosened the cap of a glass-lined Thermos and poured ice water into a paper cup.

[image: image]

I WAS BORN IN Atlanta, Georgia, in 1949, five years before the Supreme Court ruled in favour of integrated schools, fifteen years before a civil rights law forced restaurants and motels to serve all races, and sixteen years before the US Congress guaranteed minorities the right to vote. Petrol stations in those days had three toilets: ‘White Women’, ‘White Men’ and ‘Coloured’. Department stores had two drinking fountains, ‘White’ and ‘Coloured’. Many museums had one day a week reserved for blacks; otherwise they were barred entrance. When I rode the Atlanta buses, workmen and maids sat dutifully in the rear section and were required by law to give up their seats if white riders wanted them. In neighbouring Alabama, blacks had to enter the front door to pay the driver, then exit the bus and walk outside back to the rear door. Mean-spirited drivers sometimes shut the rear doors early and drove off, stranding black customers who had already paid their fare.

My grandfather told us stories about the old days when his grandfather owned a plantation full of slaves, many of whom took the last name ‘Yancey’ after emancipation. We would sometimes try to pick out the black Yanceys by their first names in the phone book. As a teenager, my grandfather had seen bodies swinging from lamp posts during the race riot of 1906, when angry whites lynched nearly fifty black men after rumours of a sexual insult. He used to take my father and uncles on visits to the Confederate Veterans’ Home where they would listen to the old men reminisce about ‘the War of Northern Aggression’, their term for the Civil War. (One of those uncles would later pack up and move his family to Australia after the courts forced schools to integrate.) Each Christmas, as we sat at my grandmother’s Southern feast of vegetables, mashed potatoes, ham and turkey, black employees from my grandfather’s truck-body shop would appear at the back door, knocking and then standing there awkwardly until he dropped a few silver dollars into their hands as a Christmas bonus.

We lived in apartheid conditions. Although Atlanta had almost as many black residents as whites, we ate in different restaurants, played in different parks and attended different schools and churches. Sometimes I would see signs that read, ‘No dogs or coloreds allowed.’ By law black people could not serve on juries, send children to white state schools, use a whites-only bathroom, sleep in a white motel, sit on the main floor of a cinema, swim in a white swimming pool. (Because resorts in Alabama did not serve black people, Martin Luther King Jr spent his wedding night in the closest thing to public accommodation available, a funeral parlour owned by family friends.) Our governor called for the Georgia Tech football team to forfeit their Sugar Bowl holiday game invitation in 1955 when he learned that the opposing team, Pittsburgh, had a black player on its reserve squad. When a college professor applied to become the first of his race to enrol at the University of Mississippi, the authorities committed him to the state mental institution on the grounds that only an insane Negro would want to attend Ole Miss.

As a child I did not question the system we lived under because no one around me questioned it. The most famous person in our church, after all, was an occasional visitor named Lester Maddox, who sometimes spoke at the Men’s Brotherhood meetings. A high school drop-out, Maddox owned the Pickrick, a fried chicken restaurant, and placed ads in the Atlanta newspapers each week denouncing the federal government for trying to take away his property rights. When the government insisted that he had to serve black diners and a group showed up to test their new privileges, his regular customers chased them away with axe handles while Maddox waved a .32 calibre pistol. He then closed his restaurant in protest, wrote even shriller newspaper ads, and opened a towering memorial to the death of free enterprise, which I visited. Funereal music played softly in the background as we mourners filed past a black-draped coffin in which reposed a copy of the US Bill of Rights.

Maddox’s museum sold souvenir pick-axe handles resembling those used by policemen to beat civil rights demonstrators. He offered three sizes, Daddy, Mama and Junior, and I bought the Junior size with money earned from my paper round. It looked like a policeman’s night stick, and I kept it in my wardrobe. (Maddox, a folk hero to Southern whites, went on to become Georgia’s governor in 1967, and then, because he could not succeed himself, he got elected lieutenant governor and from that office campaigned as a candidate for president of the United States on the American Independent Party ticket in 1972.)

Black people gave us someone to look down on, someone to mock and feel superior to. My family moved every year or two when the rent went up, and lived sometimes in council housing and sometimes in caravan parks. Sociologically, we may have qualified as ‘poor white trash’. But at least we were white.

Nowadays, historians who look back on the 1950s and 1960s in the South declare it a time ripe for social change. That depends on your perspective. Among my family, friends, neighbours and church members, the time was most unripe. We viewed ourselves as under siege, our entire way of life threatened by outside agitators.

When the principal announced over the intercom system that President John F. Kennedy had been shot, some students in my high school stood and cheered. As the president who had proposed civil rights legislation and then backed it up by sending federal marshals to make the University of Mississippi accept its first black student, James Meredith, Kennedy represented an intolerable threat to our comfortable enclave of racism. Until then, Republicans like Eisenhower and Nixon had been the civil rights enemies; Democrats were beholden to Southern ‘Dixiecrats’, who controlled three-quarters of the congressional committee chairs and ruled in the Senate by filibuster. With Kennedy, though, an enemy of the South lived in the White House.

My high school was named for a Confederate general, John B. Gordon. In 1966, when I graduated from that school, no black student had ever set foot on campus. Black families had moved into the neighbourhood, and whites on all sides were fleeing to Stone Mountain and points east, yet no black parents dared enrol their children in our school. We all believed then, and I have no reason to disbelieve now, that Malcolm, a short kid with a crew cut who wore metal taps on his shoes and loved to pick fights, single-handedly kept them away. Reputed to be the nephew of the Grand Dragon of the Ku Klux Klan, Malcolm had put out the word that the first black student in our school would go home in a hearse.

The Ku Klux Klan had an almost mystical hold on our imaginations. I wrote school papers about it. It was an invisible army, we were taught, a last line of defence to preserve the Christian purity of the South. I remember as a child watching a funeral procession for a Dragon or Wizard or some such bigwig in the KKK. Caught trying to turn across the traffic, we had to wait until the entire motorcade passed. Dozens, scores, hundreds of cars slid past us, each one driven by a figure wearing a silky white or crimson robe and a pointed hood with slits cut out for eyes. The day was hot, and the drivers’ sunburned elbows jutted from open car windows at acute angles. Who were they, these druids reincarnate? They could be anyone – the corner petrol station attendant, a church deacon, my uncle – no one knew for sure. The next day’s Atlanta Journal reported that the funeral procession had been five miles long.

I remember also a Fourth of July rally held at a fairground racetrack. Sponsors had brought together such luminaries as Alabama’s governor George Wallace and a national officer of the ultra-conservative John Birch Society, as well as Atlanta’s own Lester Maddox. We waved tiny rebel flags and cheered as the speakers denounced Washington for trampling states’ rights. A group of twenty black men, showing bravery such as I had never before seen, attended that rally, sitting in a conspicuous dark clump in the stands, not participating, just observing.

I saw no one give a signal, but shortly after a rousing rendition of ‘Dixie’, hooded Klansmen arose from the crowd and began an ominous climb down those benches, surrounding the cluster of black men. The blacks stood and huddled together, looking around in desperation, but there was no escape route. At last, frantic, a few of them started climbing a thirty-foot chain fence designed to protect spectators from the race cars, and the Klansmen scrambled to catch them. The speaker’s bullhorn fell silent, and we all turned to watch the Klansmen pry loose the clinging bodies, as though removing prey from a trap. They began beating them with fists and with axe handles like the ones Lester Maddox sold. After a time, a few Georgia State Patrol officers lazily made their way over and made the Klansmen stop.

Although nearly four decades have passed, I can still hear the crowd’s throaty rebel yells, the victims’ pleas and the crunch of the Klansmen’s bare fists against flesh. And with much shame I still recall the adolescent thrill I felt – my first experience of the mob instinct – mixed in with horror, as I watched that scene transpire.

Today I feel shame, remorse and also repentance. It took years for God to break the stranglehold of blatant racism in me – I wonder if any of us gets free of its more subtle forms – and I now see that sin as one of the most poisonous, with perhaps the most toxic societal effects. When experts discuss the underclass in urban America, they blame in turn drugs, changing values, systemic poverty and the breakdown of the nuclear family. Sometimes I wonder if all those problems are consequences of a deeper, underlying cause: our centuries-old sin of racism.
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THESE MEMORIES OF RACISM from my youth all came flooding back recently as I read biographies of Martin Luther King Jr, the Atlanta citizen whom Lester Maddox had labelled ‘an enemy of our country’. In successive years, two long and incisive accounts of the King years won Pulitzer Prizes: David Garrow’s Bearing the Cross in 1987 and Taylor Branch’s Parting the Waters in 1989. Garrow’s text runs for 723 pages and Branch’s for 1,004, and the hours I pored over them gave me an odd sense resembling, but not exactly, déjà vu.

Although I was travelling familiar terrain – Selma, Montgomery, Albany, Atlanta, Birmingham, St Augustine, Jackson – everything about the landscape had changed. The historians presented these names, and I too now viewed them, as the battlefields of a courageous moral struggle. When I grew up in the South of the 1960s, however, they represented a geography of siege. Troublemakers from the North, carpetbagging students, rabbis and ministers protected by federal agents, were invading our territory. And the person leading the march in each of those cities was our number one public enemy, a native of my own Atlanta, whom the Atlanta Journal regularly accused of ‘inciting riot in the name of justice’. Folks in my church had their own name for him: Martin Lucifer Coon.

King’s appropriation of the Christian gospel galled us most. He was, after all, an ordained minister, and even my fundamentalist church had to acknowledge the integrity of his father, Daddy King, respected pastor of Ebenezer Baptist Church. We had our ways of resolving that cognitive dissonance, of course. We said that the younger King was a card-carrying Communist, a Marxist agent who merely posed as a minister. (Had not Khrushchev memorised the four Gospels as a youth and Stalin attended seminary?) George Wallace cited FBI sources to accuse King of belonging to more Communist-front organisations than any man in the United States.

We said that Daddy King had raised Martin right, but that the liberal Crozer Seminary up north had polluted his mind. He followed the social gospel, if any gospel at all. (We never asked ourselves which conservative seminaries might have accepted Martin’s application back then.) And when the rumours about King’s sexual dalliances surfaced, the case against him was closed. Martin Luther King Jr was a fraud, a poseur, not a true Christian.

Recent biographies of King deal with these accusations in exhaustive detail. Most of the rumours trace back to leaks from FBI agents, for J. Edgar Hoover had a personal vendetta against King and, with Robert Kennedy’s authorisation, placed wiretaps on King and his associates. President John Kennedy personally ordered King to break off contact with two close advisers because of alleged Communist ties. King himself never had Communist sympathies, although he sometimes tired of the injustices under democratic capitalism. True, some of his trusted advisers had belonged to the Communist Party years before, but King had friends across the political spectrum. He tended to judge people on the basis of their commitment to civil rights, and by that measure leftists had far more to offer than, say, Southern clergymen.

During King’s time, the FBI looked with suspicion on white people who mixed easily with friends from a variety of races and economic groups. These were potential Communists. If only Christians, and not Communists, had fitted that FBI profile, I now lament. Instead, we Southern Christians were, by and large, the foes of justice, and the truly Communist press overseas was trumpeting the story of segregation in ‘Christian America’.

As for the other charge, accusations of King’s sexual immorality reflect historical fact, not rumours. The FBI taped numerous episodes in King’s hotel rooms, and thanks to the Freedom of Information Act historians can study the actual transcripts. Ralph Abernathy has revealed that King carried on extramarital affairs up until the eve of his death. One FBI agent (William Sullivan, who rose to become Assistant Director of the Bureau) sent King some of their recordings along with a note urging him to commit suicide: ‘You are done. There is but one way out for you. You better take it before your filthy abnormal fraudulent self is bared to the nation.’

Besides the sexual immorality, King has been accused of plagiarism as well. He inserted into his graduate school thesis, his writings, and sometimes his speeches, long sections lifted without credit from other sources. Frankly, I find it easier to understand King’s sexual failings, a sin in which he has much company, than his plagiarism. A master of riveting prose, why did he feel the need to steal someone else’s?

Relentless pressures buffeted King from all sides. He faced death threats from segregationists as well as the FBI. A bomb went off in his home. Black churches were burning every week in the South. His volunteers were being threatened, beaten and jailed, and some of them were dying. Often his Southern Christian Leadership Conference had no money to pay the wages bill, and his most effective fund-raiser was one of the advisers President Kennedy had demanded that he fire. Newspapers from the Atlanta Journal to The New York Times condemned his methods. The NAACP criticised him for being too radical, while SNCC (Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee) accused him of timidity. Student demonstrators in a dozen cities pleaded with him to accompany them to jail; volunteers in Mississippi urged him to come and risk his life with them. Should he concentrate on voting rights or on segregated restaurants? What unjust laws should he violate? What about defying court orders? Should he stick to civil rights or expand his focus to poverty? What about the war in Vietnam?

I better understand now the pressures that King faced his entire adult life, pressures that surely contributed to his failures. King’s moral weaknesses provide a convenient excuse for anyone who wants to avoid his message, and because of those weaknesses some Christians still discount the genuineness of his faith. (These Christians might want to review the list of outstanding people of faith in Hebrews 11, a list which includes such moral deviants as Noah, Abraham, Jacob, Rahab, Samson and David.) I certainly once dismissed him. Yet now I can hardly read a page from King’s life, or a paragraph from his speeches, without sensing the centrality of his Christian conviction. I own a collection of his sermon tapes, and every time I listen to them I am swept up in the sheer power of his gospel-based message, delivered with an eloquence that has never been matched.

David Garrow builds his book around the scene of King’s supernatural call, early in his career. ‘It was the most important night of his life,’ writes Garrow, ‘the one he always would think back to in future years when the pressures again seemed to be too great.’ King had been thrust into civil rights leadership in Montgomery, Alabama, after Rosa Parks had made her brave decision not to move to the back of the bus. The black community formed a new organisation to lead a bus boycott and by default chose as a compromise candidate for its leadership the new minister in town, King, who at age twenty-six looked ‘more like a boy than a man’. Growing up in middle-class surroundings, with a kind of inherited religion from his preacher father, he hardly felt qualified to lead a great moral crusade.

As soon as King’s leadership of the movement was announced, the threats from the Klan began. Not only the Klan – within days King was arrested for driving at 30 m.p.h. in a 25 m.p.h. zone and thrown into the Montgomery city jail. The following night King, shaken by his first jail experience, sat up in his kitchen wondering if he could take it any more. Should he resign? It was around midnight. He felt agitated, and full of fear. A few minutes before, the phone had rung. ‘Nigger, we are tired of you and your mess now. And if you aren’t out of this town in three days, we’re going to blow your brains out, and blow up your house.’

King sat staring at an untouched cup of coffee and tried to think of a way out, a way to quietly surrender leadership and resume the serene life of scholarship he had planned for. In the next room lay his wife Coretta, already asleep, along with their newborn daughter Yolanda. Here is how King remembers it in a sermon he preached:

And I sat at that table thinking about that little girl and thinking about the fact that she could be taken away from me any minute. And I started thinking about a dedicated, devoted and loyal wife, who was over there asleep . . . And I got to the point that I couldn’t take it anymore. I was weak . . .

And I discovered then that religion had to become real to me, and I had to know God for myself. And I bowed down over that cup of coffee. I never will forget it . . . I prayed a prayer, and I prayed out loud that night. I said, ‘Lord, I’m down here trying to do what’s right. I think I’m right. I think the cause that we represent is right. But Lord, I must confess that I’m weak now. I’m faltering. I’m losing my courage.’

. . . And it seemed at that moment that I could hear an inner voice saying to me, ‘Martin Luther, stand up for righteousness. Stand up for justice. Stand up for truth. And lo I will be with you, even until the end of the world.’ . . . I heard the voice of Jesus saying still to fight on. He promised never to leave me, never to leave me alone. No never alone. No never alone. He promised never to leave me, never to leave me alone.

(FROM A SERMON TAPE)

Three nights later, as promised, a bomb exploded on the front porch of King’s home, filling the house with smoke and broken glass but injuring no one. King took it calmly: ‘My religious experience a few nights before had given me the strength to face it.’

Garrow weaves his narrative around that ‘visitation’ at the kitchen table, returning to it again and again, because King drew strength from that memory at every hinge moment in his life. For him it became the bedrock of personal faith, an anointing from God for a particular task. As I read accounts of King’s life, and his many references to that night, I am struck by the simplicity of the message he received: ‘I am with you.’ Those words convey an underlying theme of the Bible: the Immanuel (‘God with us’) presence of God. Over the next thirteen years of his career, King had other religious experiences, and many moments of crisis, but none to match what happened that night at his kitchen table. This one word sufficed.
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MEANWHILE, WE IN THE Deep South viewed Martin Luther King Jr through a different religious lens. During my adolescence I attended two different churches. The first, a Baptist church with more than a thousand members, took pride in its identity as a ‘Bible-loving church where the folks are friendly’, and in its support of 105 foreign missionaries, whose prayer cards were pinned to a wall-sized map of the world at the rear of the sanctuary. That church was one of the main watering holes for famous evangelical speakers. I learned the Bible there. It had a loose affiliation with the Southern Baptist Convention, a denomination formed in 1845 when Northern abolitionists decided that slave owners were unfit to be missionaries and the Southerners separated in protest. Even Southern Baptists were too liberal for most of us, though, which is why we maintained only a loose affiliation. Some of them smoked tobacco, and over fierce objections the Convention had even endorsed recent civil rights legislation.

In the 1960s, as black students sought to integrate Atlanta’s churches, our deacon board mobilised lookout squads who took turns patrolling the entrances lest any black ‘troublemakers’ appear. I still have one of the cards the deacons printed up to give to any civil rights demonstrators who might appear:

Believing the motives of your group to be ulterior and foreign to the teaching of God’s word, we cannot extend a welcome to you and respectfully request you to leave the premises quietly. Scripture does NOT teach ‘the brotherhood of man and the fatherhood of God.’ He is the Creator of all, but only the Father of those who have been regenerated.

If any one of you is here with a sincere desire to know Jesus Christ as Saviour and Lord, we shall be glad to deal individually with you from the Word of God.

(UNANIMOUS STATEMENT OF PASTOR AND DEACONS,
AUGUST 1960)

After the Brown v. Board of Education ruling, our church founded a private school as a haven for whites, expressly banning all black students. A few members left the church in protest when the kindergarten refused to admit the daughter of a black Bible professor, but most approved of the decision. A year later the church board rejected a Carver Bible Institute student for membership (his name was Tony Evans and he went on to become a prominent pastor and speaker based in Dallas, Texas).

The next church I attended was smaller, more fundamentalist and more overtly racist (the one whose ‘burial’ I recently attended). There I learned the theological basis for racism. The pastor taught that the Hebrew word Ham meant ‘burnt black’, making Noah’s son Ham the father of Negro races, and that in a curse Noah had consigned him to life as a lowly servant (Genesis 9). That is when I heard my pastor explain why black people make such good waiters and household servants. He acted out their moves on the platform, swivelling his hips as if to avoid a table, pretending to balance a tray of food above his head, and we all laughed at his antics. ‘The coloured waiter is good at that job because that’s the job God destined him for in the curse of Ham,’ he said. No one bothered to point out that the curse was actually pronounced on Noah’s grandson Canaan, not Ham.

Around that same time, Mississippi’s Baptist Record published an article arguing that God meant whites to rule over blacks because ‘a race whose mentality averages on borderline idiocy’ is obviously ‘bereft of any divine blessing’. If anyone questioned such racist doctrine, pastors pulled out the trump card of miscegenation, or mixing of the races, which some speculated was the sin that had prompted God to destroy the world in Noah’s day. A single question, ‘Do you want your daughter bringing home a black boyfriend?’ silenced all arguments about race.

You can still read such twisted theology today, on Internet sites sponsored by white supremacists. Far fewer people accept it now, though, and one of the main reasons – for me, especially – is the prophetic role of Martin Luther King Jr. It took a man of his moral force to awaken churches from what Reinhold Niebuhr called ‘the sin of triviality’ to confront the broader claims of the gospel.

The word ‘prophet’ comes to mind because King, like those Old Testament figures, endeavoured to change an entire nation through a straightforward moral appeal. The passion and intensity of the biblical prophets has long fascinated me, for most of them faced an audience every bit as stubborn, prejudiced and cantankerous as I was during my teenage years. With what moral lever can one move a whole nation? Studying the prophets, I note that virtually all of them followed a two-pronged approach.

First, they gave a short-range view of what God requires now. In the Old Testament, this usually consisted of an exhortation to simple acts of faithfulness. Rebuild the temple. Purify your marriages. Help the poor. Destroy idols and put God first. The prophets never stopped there, however. They also gave a long-range view to respond to the people’s deepest questions. How can we believe that God loves us in the face of so much suffering? How can we believe in a just God when the world seems ruled by a conspiracy of evil? Prophets answered such questions by reminding their audience of who God is, and by painting a glowing picture of a future kingdom of righteousness.

In true prophetic tradition, Martin Luther King Jr used that same two-pronged approach. For him, the short-range view called for one thing above all else: non-violence. King enrolled in seminary the year that Mahatma Gandhi died, and from him, not from Christians in the United States, he gained a vision of how to change a nation. Gandhi, said King, was ‘the first person in history to live the love ethic of Jesus above mere interaction between individuals’. Somehow Gandhi had found a way to mobilise a movement around Jesus’ lofty principles of hope and love and non-violence.

Like Gandhi, King looked to the Sermon on the Mount as a textbook for activism:

When I went to Montgomery as a pastor, I had not the slightest idea that I would later become involved in a crisis in which nonviolent resistance would be applicable. I neither started the protest nor suggested it. I simply responded to the call of the people for a spokesman. When the protest began, my mind, consciously or unconsciously, was driven back to the Sermon on the Mount, with its sublime teachings on love, and to the Gandhian method of nonviolent resistance.

(FROM STRIDE TOWARD FREEDOM)

King travelled with his wife to India in 1959 to observe first-hand the impact of a non-violent revolution. ‘I left India,’ he reported, ‘more convinced than ever before that nonviolent resistance is the most potent weapon available to oppressed people in their struggle for freedom.’ For other models, he looked back to Daniel and his three friends, who disobeyed the laws of Nebuchadnezzar, and to the early Christians who faced hungry lions rather than submit to unjust laws of the Roman Empire. As he later articulated, ‘One who breaks an unjust law must do so openly, lovingly and with a willingness to accept the penalty.’

The civil rights movement gave King many opportunities to test his non-violent philosophy. A deranged woman stabbed him in New York, her weapon lodging a fraction of an inch from his aorta. A white man in Birmingham rushed the platform and pummelled King with his fists. (‘Don’t touch him!’ King cried to his supporters who surrounded the attacker. ‘We have to pray for him.’) Southern sheriffs delighted in roughing up their famous adversary as they handcuffed him and hauled him away in paddy wagons. They clubbed his marchers with night sticks, loosed Alsatian dogs on them, blasted them with water cannons that cracked ribs and sent bodies sprawling on the streets.

Half a century later, we may lose sight of how excruciatingly difficult it was for King to maintain his non-violent stance. After you’ve been hit on the head with a policeman’s night stick for the dozenth time, and received yet another jolt from a jailer’s cattle prod, and can point to no progress at all resulting from your suffering, you begin to question the effectiveness of meek submission. Many blacks abandoned King over this issue. Students especially, the intrepid heroes of the Freedom Rides through Alabama and Mississippi, drifted towards Black Power rhetoric after their colleagues kept getting murdered. SNCC, an organisation with non-violence in its name, moved towards armed revolt and derided King as ‘de Lawd’. In Chicago, Black Power advocates booed King off the stage at a mass rally.

As riots broke out in places like Los Angeles, Chicago and Harlem, King travelled from city to city trying to cool tempers and reminding demonstrators that moral change is not accomplished through immoral means. He had learned that principle from the Sermon on the Mount, and almost all his speeches reiterated the message. ‘Christianity,’ he said, ‘has always insisted that the cross we bear precedes the crown we wear. To be a Christian one must take up his cross, with all its difficulties and agonising and tension-packed content, and carry it until that very cross leaves its mark upon us and redeems us to that more excellent way which comes only through suffering.’

King clung to non-violence because he profoundly believed that only a movement based on love could keep the oppressed from becoming a mirror image of their oppressors. He wanted to change the hearts of the white people, yes, but in a way that did not in the process harden the hearts of the blacks he was leading towards freedom. Non-violence, he believed, ‘will save the Negro from seeking to substitute one tyranny for another’.

When he accepted the Nobel Peace Prize in 1964, King referred yet again to the principles he had learned from the Sermon on the Mount: ‘When the years have rolled past and when the blazing light of truth is focused on this marvellous age in which we live, men and women will know and children will be taught that we have a finer land, a better people, a more noble civilisation, because these humble children of God were willing to “suffer for righteousness’ sake”.’

Historians tell of King’s tense encounter with Chicago’s tough mayor Richard J. Daley. The movement supporters were feeling betrayed, believing they had reached an understanding with Daley that would permit them to march through Chicago with police protection in exchange for calling off a boycott. But Daley had double-crossed them by obtaining a court order banning further marches. As was his style, King sat silent through most of the contentious meeting, letting others air their views. The mood was hostile, and it looked as though the meeting would break apart in bitterness. King finally spoke up, with what one onlooker described as a ‘grand and quiet and careful and calming eloquence’.

Let me say that if you are tired of demonstrations, I am tired of demonstrating. I am tired of the threat of death. I want to live. I don’t want to be a martyr. And there are moments when I doubt if I am going to make it through. I am tired of getting hit, tired of being beaten, tired of going to jail. But the important thing is not how tired I am; the important thing is to get rid of the conditions that lead us to march.

Now, gentlemen, you know we don’t have much. We don’t have much money. We don’t really have much education, and we don’t have political power. We have only our bodies and you are asking us to give up the one thing that we have when you say, ‘Don’t march.’

(FROM BEARING THE CROSS)

King’s speech changed the mood of the meeting, and ultimately led to a new agreement with Mayor Daley.
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WE HAVE ONLY OUR BODIES, King said, and in the end that was what brought the civil rights movement the victory it had been seeking so long. When I was in high school, the same students who cheered the news of President Kennedy’s assassination also cheered King’s televised encounters with Southern sheriffs, police dogs and water cannons. Little did we know that by doing so we were playing directly into King’s strategy. He deliberately sought out individuals like Sheriff Bull Connor and stage-managed scenes of confrontation, accepting jail, beatings and other brutalities, because he believed a complacent nation would rally around his cause only when they saw the evil of racism manifest in its ugliest extreme.

In that goal, King succeeded spectacularly. A judge in DeKalb County, where I lived, required King to wear not only handcuffs but also leg and arm shackles in his courtroom as he sentenced him to four months at hard labour on a state road gang for driving a car registered in Alabama, not Georgia. A Houston jury sentenced an SNCC volunteer to thirty years in prison for giving one marijuana cigarette to an undercover policeman. Mississippi courts jailed voter registration volunteers for ‘inciting a riot’ when their homes and churches were shot up and bombed by the Klan. A bomb killed four little girls in Sunday School at a church in Birmingham.

‘I have to do this – to expose myself – to bring this hate into the open,’ King explained, after being knocked to the ground by a rock that struck him on the right temple. His own family sometimes questioned his wisdom. ‘Well, you didn’t get this non-violence from me,’ Daddy King said as his son faced yet another arrest in Birmingham. ‘You must have got it from your Mama.’

By exposing evil in cold light, King was attempting to provoke a national response of moral outrage – a concept my friends and I were not equipped to understand. Many historians point to one event as the single moment in which the movement attained at last a critical mass of support for the cause of civil rights. It occurred on a bridge outside Selma, Alabama, when Sheriff Jim Clark turned his policemen loose on unarmed black demonstrators. The mounted troopers spurred their horses at a gallop into the crowd of marchers, flailing away with their night sticks, cracking heads and driving bodies to the ground. As whites on the sidelines whooped and cheered, the troopers shot tear gas into the panicked crowd. Most Americans got their first glimpse of the scene when ABC television interrupted its Sunday movie, Judgment at Nuremberg, to show footage. What the viewers saw broadcast from Alabama bore a horrifying resemblance to what they were watching from Nazi Germany. Eight days later President Lyndon Johnson submitted the Voting Rights Act of 1965 to the US Congress.

We have only our bodies, King said. Not once in his career did an official of Selma or Jackson or Albany or Cicero respond to his entreaties by saying, ‘You know, Dr King, you’re right. We are racists, and these discriminatory laws are unjust, unconstitutional, unbiblical and just plain wrong. We’re sorry. We’ll repent and start over.’ Not once. It took more than King’s prophetic words to cut through the moral calluses of bigots like me. It took the bodies of the marchers in Selma and all the other places; it took King’s own body in Memphis. Martin Luther King Jr did many things wrong, but one thing he did right. Against all odds, against all instincts of self-preservation, he stayed true to the short view. He did not strike back. Where others called for revenge, he called for love and forgiveness.

King recorded his struggle with forgiveness in ‘Letter from Birmingham City Jail’, an amazing document scrawled on the margins of newspapers and on toilet paper, then smuggled out of his cell by friends. Outside the jail, Southern pastors were denouncing him as a Communist, mobs were yelling ‘Hang the nigger!’ and policemen were threatening his unarmed supporters. In such circumstances King had to fast for several days in order to achieve the spiritual discipline necessary for him to forgive his enemies. As he explained, ‘We love men not because we like them, nor because their ways appeal to us, nor even because they possess some kind of divine spark. We love every man because God loves him.’

The civil rights workers, however, needed something more than short-range admonitions towards love and non-violence. They needed the long view of faith that the abuse they were taking would contribute to ultimate triumph. Already convinced of the justness of their cause, they wanted someone to lift their sights beyond the long string of disheartening failures. We now look back on the civil rights movement as a steady tidal surge towards victory. At the time, facing daily confrontations with the power structure and under constant intimidation from policemen, judges and even the FBI, civil rights workers had no assurance of victory. We forget how many nights they spent in rank Southern jails. Most of the time the present looked impossibly bleak, the future even bleaker.

To such demoralised troops, King offered a vision of the world held in the hands of a just God. In 1961 he was performing the same role as had Old Testament prophets in 500 BC: he was raising the sights of God’s people to the permanent things. Already, at that early date, students were getting restless, and here is what King told those students:

There is something in this student movement which says to us, that we shall overcome. Before the victory is won some may have to get scarred up, but we shall overcome. Before the victory of brotherhood is achieved, some will maybe face physical death, but we shall overcome. Before the victory is won, some will lose jobs, some will be called communists, and reds, merely because they believe in brotherhood, some will be dismissed as dangerous rabblerousers and agitators merely because they’re standing up for what is right, but we shall overcome. That is the basis of this movement, and as I like to say, there is something in this universe that justifies Carlyle in saying that no lie can live forever. We shall overcome because there is something in this universe which justifies William Cullen Bryant in saying truth crushed to earth shall rise again. We shall overcome because there is something in this universe that justifies James Russell Lowell in saying, truth forever on the scaffold, wrong forever on the throne. Yet that scaffold sways the future, and behind the dim unknown, standeth God within the shadow, keeping watch above His own.

(FROM THE NEW YORKER, 6 APRIL 1987)

For King, the long view meant remembering that, no matter how things appear at any given moment, God reigns. Later, when the famous march from Selma finally made it to the state capitol, the building which once served as the capitol of the Confederacy and from which the rebel flag still flew, King addressed those scarred and weary marchers from the steps:

I know that you are asking today, ‘How long will it take?’ I come to say to you this afternoon, however difficult the moment, however frustrating the hour, it will not be long, because truth pressed to earth will rise again.

How long? Not long, because no lie can live forever.

How long? Not long, because you still reap what you sow.

How long? Not long, because the arm of the moral universe is long but it bends toward justice.

How long? Not long, ‘cause mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord, trampling out the vintage where the grapes of wrath are stored. He has loosed the fateful lightning of his terrible swift sword. His truth is marching on.

He has sounded forth the trumpets that shall never call retreat. He is lifting up the hearts of man before His judgment seat. Oh, be swift, my soul, to answer him. Be jubilant, my feet. Our God is marching on.

(FROM THE NEW YORKER, 6 APRIL 1987)

Speeches like these filled the movement with hope when there was little else to cling to. They are what inspired one seventy-two-year-old female volunteer to say with a weary smile, ‘My feets is tired, but my soul is at rest.’

A prophet calls us to daily acts of obedience, regardless of personal cost, regardless of whether we feel successful or rewarded. And a prophet also reminds us that no failure, no suffering, no discouragement is final for the God who stands within the shadows, keeping watch above his own. A prophet who can convey both those messages with power just may change the world. While Martin Luther King Jr lived on earth, I, his neighbour, did not listen to what he said. I was quick to pounce on his flaws, and slow to recognise my own sin. But because he stayed faithful, in the short view by offering his body as a target but never as a weapon, and in the long view by holding before us his dream, a dream of a new kingdom of peace and justice and love, he became a prophet for me, the unlikeliest of followers.
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IN 1974, TEN YEARS after the civil rights bill that spawned such conflict, I made my first visit to Mississippi, the heart of Southern resistance. I had moved away from the South and was trying to put my past behind me. Living in Chicago, I worked as the editor of Campus Life, a Christian magazine for young people that took a progressive stance on social issues. Thanks to people like Dr King, I saw that the Southern white church, my church, had stubbornly defended evil and not good. For a time I blamed God, and not the church, but my reading of the Old Testament prophets and of Jesus finally convinced me that God had always stood on the side of the oppressed, and for justice. I vowed, as a writer, to try and make amends.

I had heard about healing taking place between the races, especially in my home city of Atlanta, but wondered just how much had truly changed since my childhood. To find out, I accepted the invitation of John Perkins to visit the small town (population 3,000) of Mendenhall, thirty-two miles south of Jackson.

Perkins, a black minister, had lived through the worst nightmares of the civil rights movement. He knew most of the principal players on the Mississippi scene: Robert Moses, a soft-spoken philosophy student from Harvard, one of King’s first volunteers, who went on to lead the SNCC voter registration drive in Mississippi, gaining almost legendary status for his calm persistence in the face of beatings, imprisonment and dynamite and rifle attacks; Fannie Lou Hamer, ‘the lady who know how to sing’, one of twenty children of an illiterate cotton picker, who signed on to register black voters in Sunflower County, Mississippi, and for her efforts was beaten senseless by local sheriffs, sustaining injuries from which she died, but not before leading an alternate delegation from Mississippi to the 1964 Democratic Convention; Medgar Evers, the NAACP field secretary who had first invited King to Mississippi and who was gunned down by an assassin in his driveway, just as his wife and daughters were running out to greet him.

I heard these stories and many more from John Perkins during the week I spent in Mississippi. I slept on a fold-out sofa in the living room of his home, which meant I got very little sleep since Perkins went to bed late and rose long before sunrise to read his Bible and pore over newspapers and journals piled on his kitchen table. But it also meant we had much time to talk, over coffee at the table, in his car as we drove through the cotton fields, in his office down the street. He told me of his own boyhood, of the night his older brother was shot dead by a policeman for making too much noise while standing in line in front of the Coloured entrance of a cinema, of his struggle to educate himself and of his stint in the army and his vow never to return to Mississippi.

Perkins kept that vow for a while, beginning a successful career as a union worker in greater Los Angeles. An unexpected conversion to Christianity, which he had always considered ‘the white man’s religion’, derailed that career. Unable to get out of his mind the disadvantaged neighbours he had left behind in Mississippi, he gradually felt a call from God to return, in June of 1960.

At the time, most local ministers of Perkins’s evangelical persuasion stuck to preaching the gospel and left human needs to social workers and government agencies. Perkins did start a church and Bible institute, and launched a radio programme called Voice of Calvary. Yet he also accepted the broader mission proclaimed by Jesus:

To preach the gospel to the poor

To heal the brokenhearted

To proclaim liberty to the captives

And recovery of sight to the blind

To set at liberty those who are oppressed

To proclaim the acceptable year of the Lord.

Adopting that mission, Perkins began a rural health clinic, a co-op store, a vocational training centre, a recreational centre for Mendenhall’s youth, a tutoring programme and school, a housing programme. Soon a few acres on unpaved streets on the wrong side of the tracks became a bustling centre of services for the poor black families of Simpson County. Perkins tirelessly travelled the country, seeking financial support from white evangelicals – ‘I must have been the first person to integrate several hundred homes I stayed in,’ he says – and soliciting volunteer nurses, doctors and teachers to serve a term in Mendenhall. With his stirring personal story, his plain-spoken style and his commitment to justice, Perkins captured the attention of evangelicals across the nation. He also captured the attention of local authorities.

White Mississippians did not mind the social services, but they resented the steady influx of Northerners, especially when Perkins began to lead a voter registration campaign. At the time only fifty black voters were registered in Simpson County, though blacks comprised 40 per cent of the population. Such a ratio was typical: only 7,000 of Mississippi’s 450,000 blacks were registered, due to the many legal barriers. Voters had to pay a poll tax, beyond the reach of most blacks. They had to interpret arcane sections of the Mississippi constitution to the satisfaction of all-white county registrars. As federal courts began dismantling these barriers, the state erected new ones: a requirement that names and addresses of applicants be printed in local newspapers (a convenience for harassment by the KKK, employers and white neighbours), and a provision that allowed any registered voter in the county to challenge an applicant on grounds of character.

Perkins and his volunteers kept plugging away, eventually registering 2,300 voters in their county. When he led an economic boycott of downtown Mendenhall in protest of police brutality, however, he crossed a line. After a street demonstration in February 1970, a white staff member named Doug Huemmer and nineteen black student protestors from Tougaloo College were stopped by the Mississippi Highway Patrol and taken to a jail in nearby Brandon, the domain of a notorious sheriff. Huemmer called Perkins, who drove immediately to Brandon, walking right into a trap.

A dozen highway patrolmen and local policemen determined to teach Perkins and Huemmer a lesson. ‘You’re not in Simpson County any more,’ one of them yelled. ‘You’re in Rankin County, where we know how to treat “smart niggers”.’ They began kicking Perkins and hitting him with their fists – on the head, in the kidneys, in the groin – and stamping on his legs. He lost consciousness, and when he came to in a pool of blood they poured moonshine whiskey over the sores on his head and pounded him again. They made him mop up his own blood. They put a fork up his nose and reamed it until the blood ran out, then did the same to his throat. Then they booked him on charges of contributing to the delinquency of minors. While they were taking his fingerprints, one of the officers put a gun to Perkins’s head and pulled the trigger. The empty chamber clicked and everyone laughed at the cruel joke; then they beat him into unconsciousness again.

Perkins survived that night, although not long afterwards doctors had to remove two-thirds of his stomach as a result of the injuries. Over the next eighteen months of recuperation, he reconsidered his call from God to return to Mississippi. Was he really bringing good news to the people of Mendenhall? Black residents had more opportunities now, to be sure, but his efforts had hardened white attitudes. Reconciliation seemed more remote than ever. While recovering, he read books by Malcolm X, Rap Brown and Eldridge Cleaver, all of whom had given up on the gospel and its message of reconciliation. Yet he could not deny that his own ministry had attracted some compassionate white volunteers: Doug Huemmer, who had suffered the very same treatment in the Brandon jail; Al Oethinger, who had come all the way from Germany to help out after reading books by Dr King; Vera Schwartz, a missionary nurse who had joined the health centre in Mendenhall instead of returning to Africa.

‘That time was without a doubt my deepest crisis of faith,’ Perkins told me as we drove the back roads of Simpson and Rankin Counties, past the infamous jail and courthouse four years after the incident. ‘It was time for me to decide if I really did believe what I’d so often professed, that only in the love of Christ, not in power of violence, is there any hope for me or the world. I began to see how hate could destroy me. In the end, I had to agree with Dr King that God wanted us to return good for evil, not evil for evil. “Love your enemy,” Jesus said. And I determined to do it. It’s a profound, mysterious truth, Jesus’ concept of love overpowering hate. I may not see it in my lifetime. But I know it’s true. Because on that bed, full of bruises and stitches, God made it true in me. I got a transfusion of hope. I couldn’t give up. We were just getting underway in Mendenhall.’

At that moment of crisis, Perkins came to believe with King that ‘Hatred and bitterness can never cure the disease of fear; only love can do that. Hatred paralyses life; love releases it. Hatred confuses life; love harmonises it. Hatred darkens life; love illumines it.’

Over the next decades, Perkins moved to Los Angeles, where he founded a national organisation for community development based on what he had learned in Mendenhall, then returned to Mississippi to spearhead a movement for racial reconciliation. He sometimes appears now with Thomas Tarrants, a KKK operative who served time for murder, got converted in prison and now pastors a multi-racial church in Washington, DC.
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WHEN I VISITED MENDENHALL in 1974, a sign welcomed me to town: ‘White people unite, defeat Jew/Communist race mixers.’ I asked John Perkins to show me an example of racism in action. ‘When I write your story, people are going to tell me everything has changed,’ I said. ‘The civil rights bill was ten years ago. Is there still overt discrimination?’

Perkins thought for a minute and suddenly his face brightened: ‘I know – let’s integrate the Revolving Table restaurant!’ We drove to an elegant restaurant famous for its mechanised Lazy Susan, which slowly revolves in the centre of a huge table bearing platters of black-eyed peas, squash, cabbage, sweet potatoes, chicken and dumplings, and other Southern favourites. When we sat down, the white diners all glared at us and then, as if at a prearranged signal, got up and moved away to smaller tables. Except for Perkins and me, no one in the restaurant spoke for the next hour. I ate uneasily, glancing over my shoulder, expecting a night stick. When I paid the bill and commented on the delicious food, the waitress took my money without responding or even looking me in the eye. I had the tiniest glimpse of the hostility Perkins had lived with all his life.

Two months later, when I published my article on John Perkins, the Mississippi branch of the Christian organisation I worked for passed a resolution demanding that I be fired for stirring up bad memories. ‘Things have changed now,’ they said. ‘Why dig up the past?’

Why indeed? Almost three decades have passed since my Mississippi visit, and the great civil rights victories are nearing the half-century milestone. We live in a new century now, a new millennium even, and much has in fact changed. Nowadays, black patrons in Mississippi can eat wherever they want, drink from any water fountain, sleep in any motel. The victories that Martin Luther King Jr, Medgar Evers, Bob Moses, John Perkins and many others fought for were won – legally, at least – although they waited a full century after the Emancipation Proclamation. Progressive Southerners from Georgia, Arkansas and Texas have served as president. Black visitors can attend white churches at will, though they seldom want to. All these dreams seemed unattainable to Martin Luther King Jr just four decades ago. As a token of the momentous changes, the nation now pauses each year to honour King himself, object of so much controversy during his lifetime, on a national holiday. He is the only African-American, the only minister, and indeed the only individual American, so honoured.

The victories did not come easily, and most did not come at all during his lifetime. Roy Wilkins of the NAACP, an uneasy rival of Dr King, kidded him in 1963 that his methods had not achieved a single victory for integration in Albany or Birmingham. ‘In fact, Martin, if you have desegregated anything by your efforts, kindly enlighten me.’

‘Well,’ King replied, ‘I guess about the only thing I’ve desegregated so far is a few human hearts.’ He knew that the ultimate victory must be won there. Laws could prevent white people from lynching blacks, but no law could require races to forgive or love one another. The human heart, not the courtroom, was his supreme battleground. As one of those changed hearts, I would have to agree.

King had developed a sophisticated strategy of war fought with grace, not guns. He countered violence with non-violence and hatred with love. King’s associate Andrew Young remembers those turbulent days as a time when they sought to save ‘black men’s bodies and white men’s souls’. Their real goal, King said, was not to defeat the white man but ‘to awaken a sense of shame within the oppressor and challenge his false sense of superiority . . . The end is reconciliation; the end is redemption; the end is the creation of the beloved community.’ And that is what Martin Luther King Jr finally set into motion, even in born racists like me.

Despite the moral and social fall-out from racism, somehow the nation did stay together, and people of all colours eventually joined the democratic process in America, even in the South. For some years now, Atlanta has elected African-American mayors, including civil rights leader Andrew Young. Even Selma, Alabama, has a black mayor, who in the year 2000 defeated the mayor who had held office since the notorious march. And old ‘Segregation forever!’ George Wallace appeared in his wheelchair before the black leadership of Alabama to apologise for his past behaviour, an apology he repeated on statewide television. When Wallace went on to apologise to the Baptist church in Montgomery where King had launched the movement, the leaders who came to offer him forgiveness included Coretta Scott King, Jesse Jackson and the brother of the murdered Medgar Evers.

In 1995, 140 years after forming over the issue of slavery, the Southern Baptist Convention formally repented of their long-term support of racism. (A pastor of the Abyssinian Baptist Church responded, ‘Finally we have a response to Martin Luther King’s “Letter from Birmingham City Jail” in 1963. Too bad it’s thirty-two years too late.’)

Even the large Baptist church I attended in my childhood learned to repent. When I attended a service several years ago, I was shocked to find only a few hundred worshippers scattered in the large sanctuary that, in my childhood, used to be packed with 1,500. The church seemed cursed. Finally the pastor, a classmate of mine from childhood, took the unusual step of scheduling a service of repentance. In advance of the service he wrote to Tony Evans and to the shunned Bible professor, asking their forgiveness. Then publicly, painfully, with African-American leaders present, he recounted the sin of racism as it had been practised by the church in the past. He repented, and received their forgiveness. Although a burden seemed to lift from the congregation after that service, it was not sufficient to save the church. A few years later the white congregation moved out to the suburbs, and today a rousing African-American congregation, the Wings of Faith, fills the building and rattles its windows once more.

Observers of the South sometimes speak of it as ‘Christ-haunted’. Perhaps they should speak of it as ‘race-haunted’ as well. All of us, white or black, who grew up in those days bear scars. Some black people, like John Perkins and Bob Moses, bear physical scars. We whites bear spiritual scars. Although I have not lived in the South for thirty years, I live with its memories, like the mediaeval murderers who were forced to wear the corpses of their victims strapped to their backs. The entire nation bears scars. Who would suggest that we have achieved anything like ‘the beloved community’ King longed for?

I have visited King’s old church in Atlanta, Ebenezer Baptist, and sat in tears as I saw through new eyes the moral centre of the black community that gave them strength to fight against bigots like me. I was on the outside in those days, cracking jokes, spreading rumours, helping sustain a system of evil. Inside the church, and for a time only inside the church, the black community stood tall. My eyes, blinded by bigotry, could not see the kingdom of God at work.

A few years before his death, King was asked about mistakes he had made. He replied, ‘Well, the most pervasive mistake I have made was in believing that because our cause was just, we could be sure that the white ministers of the South, once their Christian consciences were challenged, would rise to our aid. I felt that white ministers would take our cause to the white power structures. I ended up, of course, chastened and disillusioned. As our movement unfolded, and direct appeals were made to white ministers, most folded their hands – and some even took stands against us.’

I once wrote a tribute to Martin Luther King Jr in the conservative journal Christianity Today. I spoke of him as a prophet, using some of the same words I have used here. I heard from many readers, some supportive and some angry. Two of the most thoughtful letters came from former college presidents, one from the president of Wheaton College, which I attended, and one from the president of the Bible college I also attended. ‘How can you call Dr King a prophet?’ both asked. A great moral leader, yes, an important agent of social change, certainly, but can a plagiariser and womaniser be a Christian prophet? They balked at applying that label to a man with such obvious flaws.

I wrote detailed replies to both men, mentioning some of the flawed leaders God clearly used in biblical times. Solomon offers a good example: we honour his proverbs but not his lifestyle. Indeed, we are all in peril if the flawed messenger invalidates the message. I also cited King’s powerful sermons, and mentioned that King required his volunteers to sign a strict pledge that committed them to daily meditation on Jesus’ teaching, regular prayer, and walking and talking with love. And then the irony struck me. I had titled my article ‘Confessions of a Racist’, yet almost all the letters focused on King’s errors and not my own. How in the world could they question King’s right to speak for God and not mine, given my spotted past?

Many of the Christians who still balk at seeing Martin Luther King Jr as God’s instrument have no problem worshipping in churches that once portrayed him as the enemy, that opposed his ideals and either directly or indirectly perpetuated the sin of racism he fought with his own body. We saw the mote in his eye but not the beams in our own.

Only one thing haunts me more than the sins of my past: what sins am I blind to today? It took the greatness of Martin Luther King Jr to awaken the conscience of a nation in the last century. What keeps us in this new century from realising the beloved community of justice, peace and love for which King fought and died? On the wrong side of what issues does the church stubbornly stand today? As King used to say, the presence of injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere.

Occasionally, grace and power descend on great and flawed leaders to convict and lead us on. In the end, it was not King’s humanitarianism that got through to me, nor his Gandhian example of non-violent resistance, nor his personal sacrifices, inspiring as those may be. It was his grounding in the Christian gospel that finally made me conscious of the beam in my eye and forced me to attend to the message he was proclaiming. Because he kept quoting Jesus, eventually I had to listen. The church may not always get it right – and it may take centuries or even millennia for its eyes to open – but when it does, God’s own love and forgiveness flow down like a stream of living water. Alas, by the time I tasted of that stream, King was already dead.

Like anybody, I would like to live a long life. Longevity has its place. But I’m not concerned about that now. I just want to do God’s will. And He’s allowed me to go up to the mountain. And I’ve looked over, and I’ve seen the promised land.

I may not get there with you, but I want you to know tonight that we as a people will get to the promised land.

So I’m happy tonight. I’m not worried about anything. I’m not fearing any man. ‘Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord.’

(FROM KING’S LAST SPEECH, IN MEMPHIS,
THE NIGHT BEFORE HIS ASSASSINATION)



Getting started with Martin Luther King Jr

As an introduction to King’s life, I recommend The Autobiography of Martin Luther King, Jr., an AudioBook produced by Time Warner. Patched together from King’s writings and read by Levar Burton, the autobiography is incomplete and subjective, but the tapes include actual sermons and speeches delivered by King himself in his stirring, inimitable style, along with fine segues of gospel music. A Testament of Hope: The Essential Writings and Speeches of Martin Luther King, Jr. draws together all the famous speeches, along with excerpts from most of King’s writings. David Garrow’s Bearing the Cross is the best single-volume biography of King; Taylor Branch’s exhaustive Parting the Waters and Pillar of Fire expand the view to encompass other events going on in the civil rights movement.

(Although these are published in the US, throughout the world books can be purchased through the Internet. Try www.amazon.com for new or used books, and www.abebooks.com for used books.)
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THREE

G. K. CHESTERTON

Relics along the Seashore

IF YOU HAD ASKED me during college years where I would end up, ‘Christian writer’ would have fallen last on my list of options. I would have recounted the lies my church had told me about race and other matters, and poked fun at its smothering legalism. I would have described an evangelical as a socially stunted wannabe – a fundamentalist with a better income, a slightly more open mind and a less furrowed brow. I would have complained about the furloughed missionaries who taught classes in Science and Philosophy at the Bible college I attended while knowing less about those subjects than my high school teachers. That school tended to punish, rather than reward, intellectual curiosity: one teacher admitted he deliberately lowered my grades in order to teach me humility. ‘The greatest barrier to the Holy Spirit is sophistication,’ he used to warn his classes.

At that same Bible college, however, I first encountered the writings of C.S. Lewis and G.K. Chesterton. Although separated from me by a vast expanse of sea and culture, they kindled hope that somewhere Christians existed who loosed rather than restrained their minds, who combined sophisticated taste with a humility that did not demean others and, above all, who experienced life with God as a source of joy and not repression. Ordering tattered used copies through bookshops in England, I devoured everything I could find by these men, one an Oxford don and the other a Fleet Street journalist. As Lewis himself wrote after discovering Chesterton while recovering in a hospital during World War I, ‘A young man who wishes to remain a strong atheist cannot be too careful of his reading.’

Their words sustained me, a lifeline of faith in a sea of turmoil and doubt. I became a writer, I have said, in large part because I realised the power of words in my own life, words that could sail across time and an ocean and quietly, gently, work a transformation of healing and hope. More time would pass before I fully returned to faith, but at least I had models of what life-enhancing faith could look like. Martin Luther King Jr had touched in me a moral chord of faith; these touched an aesthetic chord.

In his story of the prodigal son, Jesus does not dwell on the prodigal’s motive for return. The younger son feels no sudden remorse nor burst of love for the father he insulted. Rather, he tires of a life of squalor and returns out of selfish motives. Apparently, it matters little to God whether we approach him out of desperation or out of longing. Why did I return? I ask myself.

My older brother, who played the role of prodigal more dramatically, demonstrated what could happen if I chose to leave everything behind. In an attempt to break the shackles of a confining upbringing, he went on a grand quest for freedom, trying on worldviews like changes of clothing: Pentecostalism, atheistic existentialism, Buddhism, New Age spirituality, Thomistic rationalism. He joined the flower children of the 1960s, growing his hair long and wearing granny glasses, living communally, experimenting with sex and drugs. For a time he sent me exuberant reports of his new life. Eventually, however, a darker side crept in. I had to bail him out of jail when an LSD trip went bad. He broke relations with every other person in the family and burned through several marriages. I got late-night suicide calls. Watching my brother, I learned that apparent freedom can actually mask deep bondage, a cry from the heart of unmet needs. The most musically gifted person I have ever known ended up tuning pianos, not playing them on a concert stage. I saw up close the destructive power of casting off faith with nothing to take its place.

At the same time, more positively, my career as a journalist gave me the opportunity to investigate people, such as those I have assembled in this book, who demonstrate that a connection with God can enlarge, rather than shrink, life. I began the lifelong process of separating church from God. Though I had emerged from childhood churches badly damaged, as I began to scrutinise Jesus through the critical eyes of a journalist, I saw that the qualities that so upset me – self-righteousness, racism, provincialism, hypocrisy – Jesus himself had fought against, and that they were probably the very qualities that led to his crucifixion. Getting to know the God revealed in Jesus, I recognised I needed to change in many ways – yes, even to repent, for I had absorbed the hypocrisy, racism and self-righteousness of my upbringing and contributed numerous sins of my own. I began to envision God less as a stern judge shaking his finger at my waywardness than as a doctor who prescribes behaviour in my best interest in order to safeguard my health.
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‘I AM THE MAN who with the utmost daring discovered what had been discovered before,’ G.K. Chesterton declared triumphantly. ‘I did try to found a heresy of my own; and when I had put the last touches to it, I discovered that it was orthodoxy.’ Guided in part by Chesterton, I landed in a similar place after a circuitous journey.

When someone asked Chesterton what one book he would want to have along if stranded on a desert island, he paused only an instant before replying, ‘Why, A Practical Guide to Shipbuilding, of course.’ If I were so stranded, and could choose one book apart from the Bible, I may well select Chesterton’s own spiritual autobiography, Orthodoxy. Why anyone would pick up a book with that formidable title eludes me, but one day I did so and my faith has never recovered. Orthodoxy brought freshness and a new spirit of adventure to my faith as I found odd parallels between my own odyssey and that travelled by its author, a twenty-stone scatter-brained Victorian journalist.

Chesterton has sometimes been called ‘the master who left no masterpiece’, perhaps the curse of his chosen profession. For most of his life he served as editor of a weekly newspaper of ideas, in the process writing some 4,000 essays on topics both trivial and important. He straddled the turn of the century, from the nineteenth to the twentieth, when such movements as modernism, Communism, fascism, pacifism, determinism, Darwinism and eugenics were coming to the fore. As he surveyed each one, he found himself pressed further and further towards Christianity, which he saw as the only redoubt against such potent forces. Eventually he accepted the Christian faith not simply as a bulwark of civilisation but rather as an expression of the deepest truths about the world. He took the public step of being baptised into the Roman Catholic Church in a mostly Protestant nation.

As a thinker, Chesterton started slowly. By the age of nine he could barely read and his parents consulted with a brain specialist about his mental capacity. He dropped out of art school, and skipped university entirely. As it turned out, however, he had a memory so prodigious that late in life he could recite the plots of all 10,000 novels he had read and reviewed. He wrote five novels of his own as well as 200 short stories, including a series of detective stories centred on ‘Father Brown’; tried his hand at plays, poetry and ballads; wrote literary biographies of such characters as Robert Browning and Charles Dickens; spun off a history of England; and tackled the lives of Francis of Assisi, Thomas Aquinas and Jesus himself. Writing at breakneck speed, getting many facts wrong, he nevertheless approached each of his subjects with such discernment, enthusiasm and wit that even his harshest critics had to stand and applaud.

Chesterton travelled occasionally to Europe, and made it across the Atlantic to visit the United States (prompting the book What I Saw in America), but mostly he stayed at home, read widely and wrote about everything that crossed his mind. The rollicking adventures took place inside his great, shaggy head. One can hardly overestimate his impact on others, though. Mahatma Gandhi got many of his ideas on Indian independence from Chesterton; one of his novels also inspired Michael Collins’s movement for Irish independence; and C.S. Lewis looked to Chesterton as his spiritual father.

Chesterton had been dead more than thirty years when I first discovered him, but he resuscitated my moribund faith. As I look back now, and ask in what way he affected me, I see that he helped awaken in me a sense of long-suppressed joy.

Albert Einstein once articulated the most important question of all: ‘Is the universe a friendly place?’ In childhood and adolescence I received mixed messages at best. Like the children of alcoholics – Don’t talk, Don’t trust, and Don’t feel – I had responded by flat-lining emotionally. Even as my brother turned outward, launching his grand tour of freedom, I turned inward, sealing off one by one any avenue whereby people could get to me, either to manipulate me or cause pain. I read the novels of Sartre and Camus, whose heroes would stab themselves in the hand or murder someone on the beach just for the experience of it. Especially I read Nietzsche, who described a Superman impervious to suffering. I learned not to laugh or smile, and not to cry. I tried not to care or react: to cold or heat, to good smells or bad ones, to beauty or ugliness, to love or hate. In a perverted experiment, I broke my own arm against the metal frame of a bunk bed to test my mastery of pain.

I see now what I could not see then, that I was erecting a strong stone fortress against love, for I thought myself unlovable. In the most unlikely place, the Bible college I viewed as a kind of asylum, that inner fortress began to crumble. I found solace not in religion, where everyone around me claimed to find it, but in music. Late at night I would steal out of the dormitory and make my way to the chapel and its nine-foot Steinway grand. Living in the shadow of a brother preternaturally gifted in music, I never performed in public, but I could passably sight-read Mozart, Chopin, Beethoven and Schubert, and that is how I spent many evenings, pressing some order into my disordered world. I was creating something, and in spite of myself it seemed beautiful as it echoed through the dark and empty chapel.

Then I fell in love. Janet and I drew together for all the wrong reasons – mainly we sat around and complained about the oppressive atmosphere of the school – but eventually the most powerful force in the universe, love, won out. I had found someone who pointed out everything right with me, not everything wrong. Hope aroused. I wanted to conquer worlds and lay them at her feet. For her birthday I learned Beethoven’s Sonata Pathetique and asked, trembling, if she would be the very first audience to hear me play. It was an offering to new life, and to her who had called it forth.

‘The worst moment for the atheist is when he is really thankful and has no one to thank,’ wrote Chesterton. And also, ‘Joy, which was the small publicity of the pagan, is the gigantic secret of the Christian.’ I know well that worst moment and know too the first stirrings of joy that flapped fresh air into crevices long sealed off. Great joy carries within it the intimations of immortality. Suddenly I wanted to live, even to live for ever.

I dare not forget nature either. In childhood, nature had been my place of refuge. We lived in a 12ft by 48ft aluminium caravan, parked on church property, and home involved more tension than peace, yet always I could find woods nearby where I could explore the squirrels’ nests and bee swarms, the rotten logs full of exotic beetles, and marshes buzzing with the sound of dragonflies and small frogs. I collected butterflies, beetles and turtles, and worked one summer studying mosquitoes and ticks at the Communicable Disease Center.

In Bible college too, and ever after, nature struck me as a symphony that plays on whether or not I stop to listen. If we cannot judge for certain whether the universe is friendly, at least we can judge it a font of limitless beauty. Climb the highest mountains where I now live, in Colorado, and you will find the thin soil carpeted with tiny, delicate flowers which thrive unattended regardless of whether anyone happens by. Dive the Great Barrier Reef and you will see coral and tropical fish outfitted in colour and design more brilliant than that displayed in any art museum in the world, not to mention a sea floor littered with seashells, the jewellery secretions of primitive animals.

I have stood in the mist of Iguaçú Falls in Brazil as gorgeous tropical butterflies, winged bearers of abstract art, landed on my arms to lap up the moisture. I have crouched beside a bay in Alaska as a pod of feeding beluga whales made shiny crescents of silver in unison against the dark green water. I have sat under a baobab tree in Kenya as giraffes loped effortlessly under sunset clouds and a line of half a million wildebeest marched single file across the plain. Above the Arctic Circle, I have watched a herd of musk oxen gather in a circle like settlers’ wagons to protect the mothers and their young (who, in winter-time, must adjust to a 130° F drop in temperature at birth). I have also sat in hot classrooms and listened to theology professors drone on about the defining qualities of the deity – omniscience, omnipresence, omnipotence, etc. Can the One who created this glorious world be reduced to such abstractions? Should we not start with the most obvious fact of existence, that whoever is responsible is a fierce and incomparable artist beside whom all human achievement and creativity dwindle as child’s play?

I have mentioned sitting on a panel with three scientists, two of them Nobel laureates and professed atheists. We saw the world very differently, but agreed that religion, and not science, at least proposes an answer to two questions: (1) why is there something rather than nothing? (or, as Stephen Hawking put it, why does the universe ‘bother to exist’?) and (2) why is that something so beautiful and orderly? It is no accident that the Old Testament was the first ancient literature to celebrate the glories of nature, for its authors recognised the Creator’s handiwork.

Yes, but is it friendly? Another scientist, the naturalist Loren Eiseley, tells of an event he calls the most significant learning experience of his long life. Caught on a beach in a sudden rainstorm, he sought shelter under a huge piece of driftwood where he found a tiny fox cub, maybe ten weeks old, which as yet had no fear of humans. Within a few minutes it had engaged Eiseley in a playful game of tug-of-war, with Eiseley holding one end of a chicken bone in his mouth and the baby fox pulling on the other end. The lesson he learned, said Eiseley, is that at the core of the universe, the face of God wears a smile.

I have had my own encounters with foxes, now that I live in Colorado. When three cubs were born in a den across a ravine, I fancied myself a latter-day St Francis and decided to befriend them. I sat near their den on a cushion and wrote my books and articles until soon the cubs became accustomed to me. (The first time, I announced my undetected presence by saying, ‘Hi!’ and they bolted in the air as if struck by lightning.) They peered at me inquisitively, golden eyes alert, ears twitching to every sound, their unscarred red coats glistening in the sun. Eventually the three began following me and I felt like the Pied Piper. If I stopped, they stopped, and hid behind a rock or bush. If I ran, they ran too. If I sat for a picnic lunch, they surrounded me and watched me eat.

As the summer progressed, I would stand in my driveway and whistle; on command, the three handsome young foxes came bounding across the ravine. They stalked butterflies in a patch of wild flowers, batting at them like a cat. They gave clumsy chase to wily squirrels. They dodged in and out of the spray of the sprinklers watering our grass. They stood on their hind legs and lapped water from our birdbath – once jumping back in alarm when a skim of ice reflected their own faces. If I threw a tennis ball, one would chase it down and take off running, the other two in hot pursuit.

All summer I had three companions. As I weeded the garden, cut the grass or read the mail in a hammock, they followed my every move. If I ate lunch on our wooden balcony, they would climb the steps to join me. If I sat outdoors to write, they would observe me for a while, then curl up, white-tipped tails folded across their eyes, and go to sleep. I felt a thrilling flashback to Eden, when fear had not yet arisen between the species, and a flash-forward to heaven, when the lamb shall lie down with the lamb and the fox shall curl up with the writer. I learned, like Eiseley, that at the heart of the universe a smile is found. ‘The beauty of the world,’ said Simone Weil, ‘is Christ’s tender smile for us coming through matter.’ We glimpse it only rarely on this defaced planet, but that glimpse reveals as much reality as all theology books stacked together.

Gradually, music and romantic love and especially nature softened the incessant monotone of despair inside that had nagged me like a dull pain. I came to see the despair as a normal symptom of fallen humanity estranged from its Creator. Somehow, I needed to reconnect.

Chesterton had pointed to St Francis, who learned his proper state from ‘Brother Sun’ and ‘Sister Moon’, and who saw inexhaustible beauty in the humblest weed, like a dandelion. In a memorable passage, Chesterton contrasts our state with that of God, who

is strong enough to exult in monotony. It is possible that God says every morning, ‘Do it again’ to the sun; and every evening, ‘Do it again’ to the moon. It may not be automatic necessity that makes all daisies alike; it may be that God makes every daisy separately, but has never got tired of making them. It may be that He has the eternal appetite of infancy; for we have sinned and grown old, and our Father is younger than we.

Bit by bit, nature helped to rejuvenate in me that appetite of infancy.
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I AM NOT FRANCIS, however, and unlike the saint of Assisi I keep finding mixed messages in nature. What glimpse of the Creator might I draw from the Cecidomyian gall midge, whose young hatch inside their mother and literally eat their way out, devouring the mother as they go? Or from the Xenon peckii fly, sightless and flightless, which spends its entire life inside the innards of a paper wasp, feeding on it? Or the tiny Amazon Candiru catfish that swims its way up the urethra of an unsuspecting bather, then extends its sharp spines, causing excruciating pain that can only be mitigated by surgical removal? Even my beloved foxes: eight times I have seen them catch a squirrel in my back yard, a bloody, shrieking affair that one does not easily put out of mind. Yesterday I watched a bull elk in rut, snorting, urinating, sweating and crashing with horns lowered towards all males in sight, hardly a winsome image of romantic love.

Here, too, Chesterton proved a helpful guide. He countered pantheism and modern cosmic religion with the strong assertion in Orthodoxy that ‘Nature is not our mother; Nature is our sister.’ God created both the natural world and human beings as any artist creates, forming something separate from himself and then setting it free. ‘God had written, not so much a poem, but rather a play; a play he had planned as perfect, but which had necessarily been left to human actors and stage-managers, who had since made a great mess of it.’

Chesterton viewed this world as a sort of cosmic shipwreck. A person in search of meaning resembles a sailor who awakens from a deep sleep and discovers treasure strewn about, relics from a civilisation he can barely remember. One by one he picks up the relics – gold coins, a compass, fine clothing – and tries to discern their meaning. Fallen humanity is in such a state. Good things on earth – the natural world, beauty, love, joy – still bear traces of their original purpose, but amnesia mars the image of God in us.

After Orthodoxy I read many of Chesterton’s other works. (He wrote more than a hundred books, and as a writer it depressed me for weeks to learn that he dictated most of them to his secretary, and made few changes to the first drafts.) I was writing on the problem of pain at the time, and found much insight in his fictional treatment of that dark subject, The Man Who Was Thursday. Amazingly, considering their differences in style, he wrote it the same year as Orthodoxy. He later explained that he had been struggling with despair, evil and the meaning of life, and had even approached mental breakdown. When he emerged from that melancholy, he sought to make a case for optimism amid the gloom of such a world. He had been studying the biblical book of Job, and these two books resulted, one a book of apologetics full of unexpected twists and turns, the other best described as a combination of spy thriller and nightmare.

In The Man Who Was Thursday, Chesterton does not diminish the incalculable mysteries of suffering and free will. Rather, he transforms them into a minimalist argument for faith. At its worst, at a bare minimum of goodness, with nature revealing only the back of God, the universe offers reasons for belief. In God’s own speech to Job, God pointed to the fierce wildness of nature – the hippopotamus and crocodile, thunderstorms and blizzards, the lioness and mountain goat, untamed oxen and ostriches – not its friendly side. If nothing else, nature reveals God as mysterious, incalculable, ‘wholly other’, worthy of worship. We may have limited clues to the secrets of reality, but what wondrous clues they are. ‘Even mere existence, reduced to its most primary limits, was extraordinary enough to be exciting. Anything was magnificent as compared with nothing,’ Chesterton testified later. In his life also, nature and romantic love sounded as loud, reverberating grace notes.

For Chesterton, and also for me, the riddles of God proved more satisfying than the answers proposed without God. I too came to believe in the good things of this world, first revealed to me in music, romantic love and nature, as relics of a wreck, and as bright clues into the nature of a reality shrouded in darkness. God had answered Job’s questions with more questions, as if to say the truths of existence lie far beyond the range of our comprehension. We are left with remnants of God’s original design and the freedom, always the freedom, to cast our lots with such a God, or against him.

Chesterton captured his own response, a spirit of unalloyed gratitude, in a short poem:

Here dies another day

During which I have had eyes, ears,

hands And the great world round me;

And with tomorrow begins another.

Why am I allowed two?
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IN ADDITION TO THE problem of pain, G.K. Chesterton seemed equally fascinated by its opposite, the problem of pleasure. He found materialism too thin to account for the sense of wonder and delight that gives an almost magical dimension to such basic human acts as sex, childbirth, play and artistic creation.

Why is sex fun? Reproduction surely does not require pleasure: some animals simply split in half to reproduce, and even humans use methods of artificial insemination that involve no pleasure. Why is eating enjoyable? Plants and the lower animals manage to obtain their quota of nutrients without the luxury of taste buds. Why are there colours? Some people get along fine without the ability to detect colour. Why complicate vision for all the rest of us?

It struck me, after reading my umpteenth book on the problem of pain, that I have never even seen a book on ‘the problem of pleasure’. Nor have I met a philosopher who goes around shaking his or her head in perplexity over the question of why we experience pleasure. Yet it looms as a huge question – the philosophical equivalent, for atheists, to the problem of pain for Christians. On the issue of pleasure, Christians can breathe easier. A good and loving God would naturally want his creatures to experience delight, joy and personal fulfilment. Christians start from that assumption and then look for ways to explain the origin of suffering. But should not atheists have an equal obligation to explain the origin of pleasure in a world of randomness and meaninglessness?

After his long odyssey, Chesterton returned to faith because only Christianity provided the clues to solve the mystery of pleasure.

I felt in my bones, first that this world does not explain itself . . . Second, I came to feel as if magic must have a meaning, and meaning must have some one to mean it. There was something personal in the world, as in a work of art . . . Third, I thought this purpose beautiful in its old design, in spite of its defects, such as dragons. Fourth, that the proper form of thanks to it is some form of humility and restraint: we should thank God for beer and Burgundy by not drinking too much of them . . . And last, and strangest, there had come into my mind a vague and vast impression that in some way all good was a remnant to be stored and held sacred out of some primordial ruin. Man had saved his good as [Robinson] Crusoe saved his goods: he had saved them from a wreck.

Where does pleasure come from? After searching alternatives, Chesterton settled on Christianity as the only reasonable explanation for its existence in the world. Moments of pleasure are the remnants washed ashore from a shipwreck, bits of Paradise extended through time. We must hold these relics lightly, and use them with gratitude and restraint, never seizing them as entitlements.

As Chesterton saw it, sexual promiscuity is not so much an overvaluing of sex as a devaluing.

To complain that I could only be married once was like complaining that I had only been born once. It was incommensurate with the terrible excitement of which one was talking. It showed, not an exaggerated sensibility to sex, but a curious insensibility to it . . . Polygamy is a lack of the realisation of sex; it is like a man plucking five pears in a mere absence of mind.

The churches I attended had stressed the dangers of pleasure so loudly that I missed any positive message. Guided by Chesterton, I came to see sex, money, power and sensory pleasures as God’s good gifts. Every Sunday I can turn on the radio or television and hear preachers decry the drugs, sexual looseness, greed and crime that are ‘running rampant’ in the streets of America. Rather than merely wag our fingers at such obvious abuses of God’s good gifts, perhaps we should demonstrate to the world where good gifts actually come from, and why they are good. Evil’s greatest triumph may be its success in portraying religion as an enemy of pleasure when, in fact, religion accounts for its source: every good thing that we enjoy is the invention of a Creator who lavished gifts on the world.

Of course, in a world estranged from God, even good things must be handled with care, like explosives. We have lost the untainted innocence of Eden, and every good represents risk as well, holding within it the potential for abuse. Eating becomes gluttony, love becomes lust, and along the way we lose sight of the One who gave us pleasure. The ancients turned good things into idols; we moderns call them addictions. In either case, what ceases to be a servant becomes a tyrant – a principle I had clearly seen at work in my brother and his flower-children friends.

‘I am ordinary in the correct sense of the term,’ said Chesterton, ‘which means the acceptance of an order; a Creator and the Creation, the common sense of gratitude for Creation, life and love as gifts permanently good, marriage and chivalry as laws rightly controlling them.’ Under his influence I too realised the need to become more ‘ordinary’. I had conceived of faith as a tight-lipped, grim exercise of spiritual discipline, a blending of asceticism and rationalism in which joy leaked away. Chesterton restored to me a thirst for the exuberance that flows from a link to the God who dreamed up all the things that give me pleasure.
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‘THERE ARE AN INFINITY of angles at which one falls, only one at which one stands,’ said Chesterton, and he ultimately fell from excess, never achieving the balance he preached so convincingly. Not only did he tend to pluck five pears in a mere absence of mind – he ate them. His weight hovered between twenty and thirty stone, and that combined with general poor health to disqualify him from military service, a fact which led to a rather brusque encounter with a patriot during World War I. ‘Why aren’t you out at the front?’ demanded the indignant elderly lady when she spied Chesterton on the streets of London. He coolly replied, ‘My dear madam, if you will step round this way a little, you will see that I am.’

That distinctive shape made Chesterton a favourite of London caricaturists. It took only a few strokes for a skilled cartoonist to capture his essence: from the side he looked like a giant capital ‘P’. Chesterton rounded out his reputation with other eccentricities, most of which suited the stereotype of a slovenly, absentminded professor. He would show up at a wedding wearing no tie and with a price tag on his shoes. Using any available paper, even wallpaper, he would scribble notes when ideas came to him, sometimes standing, oblivious, in the middle of traffic as he did so. Once he sent his wife this telegram: ‘Am at Market Harborough. Where ought I to be?’ She telegraphed back, ‘Home’.

Chesterton cheerfully engaged in public debates with agnostics and sceptics of the day, most notably George Bernard Shaw – this at a time when a debate on faith could fill a lecture hall. Chesterton usually arrived late, peered through his pince-nez at his disorderly scraps of paper, and proceeded to entertain the crowd, making nervous gestures, fumbling through his pockets, laughing heartily in a falsetto voice at his own jokes. Typically he would charm the audience over to his side, then celebrate by hosting his chastened opponent at the nearest pub. ‘Shaw is like the Venus de Milo; all there is of him is admirable,’ he toasted his friend affectionately.

Cosmo Hamilton, one of his debating opponents, described the experience,

To hear Chesterton’s howl of joy . . . to see him double himself up in an agony of laughter at my personal insults, to watch the effect of his sportsmanship on a shocked audience who were won to mirth by his intense and pea-hen-like quarks of joy was a sight and a sound for the gods . . . and I carried away from that room a respect and admiration for this tomboy among dictionaries, this philosophical Peter Pan, this humorous Dr Johnson, this kindly and gallant cherub, this profound student and wise master which has grown steadily ever since . . . It was monstrous, gigantic, amazing, deadly, delicious. Nothing like it has ever been done before or will ever be seen, heard and felt like it again.

In Chesterton’s day, sober-minded modernists were seeking a new unified theory to explain the past and give hope to the future. Shaw, seeing history as a struggle between the classes, proposed a remedy of socialist utopianism. H.G. Wells interpreted the past as an evolutionary march towards progress and enlightenment (a view the rest of the century would do much to refute). Sigmund Freud held up a vision of humanity free of repression and the bondage of the subconscious. Ironically, all three of these progressives had in common a rather stern countenance. With furrowed brows and dark, haunted eyes they would expostulate on their optimistic visions of the future. Meanwhile, puffing through his incongruously blond moustache, with a pinkly beaming face and a twinkle in his eye, Chesterton would cheerfully defend such reactionary concepts as original sin and the Last Judgment. Chesterton seemed to sense instinctively that a stern prophet will rarely break through to a society full of religion’s ‘cultured despisers’; he preferred the role of jester.

Chesterton claimed to distrust ‘hard, cold, thin people’, and perhaps that’s why I have grown so fond of the jolly fat apologist. Nowadays in the church sober-mindedness has won the day. Evangelicals are responsible citizens whom most people appreciate as neighbours but don’t want to spend much time with. Theologians with long faces lecture on ‘the imperatives of the faith’. Television evangelists with every hair in place (often dyed) confidently name the Antichrist, predict the end of the world, and announce how to have a prosperous and healthy life in the meanwhile. The religious right calls for moral regeneration, and ordinary Christians point to temperance, industriousness and achievement as primary proofs of their faith. Could it be that Christians, eager to point out how good we are, neglect the basic fact that the gospel sounds like good news only to bad people?

I have had to forgive the church, much as a person from a dysfunctional family forgives mistakes made by parents and siblings. An irrepressible optimist, G.K. Chesterton proved helpful in that process too. ‘The Christian ideal has not been tried and found wanting. It has been found difficult; and left untried,’ he said. The real question is not ‘Why is Christianity so bad when it claims to be so good?’ but rather ‘Why are all human things so bad when they claim to be so good?’ Chesterton readily admitted that the church had badly failed the gospel. In fact, he said, one of the strongest arguments in favour of Christianity is the failure of Christians, who thereby prove what the Bible teaches about the Fall and original sin. As the world goes wrong, it proves that the church is right in this basic doctrine.

When The Times asked a number of writers for essays on the topic ‘What’s Wrong with the World?’ Chesterton sent in the reply shortest and most to the point:

Dear Sirs:

I am.

Sincerely yours,

G.K. Chesterton

For this reason, when people tell me their horror stories of growing up in a repressive church environment, I feel no need to defend the actions of the church. The church of my own childhood, as well as that of my present and my future, comprises deeply flawed human beings struggling towards an unattainable ideal. We admit that we will never reach our ideal in this life, a distinctive the church claims that most other human institutions try to deny. Along with Chesterton, I’ve had to take my place among those who acknowledge that we are what is wrong with the world. What is my snobbishness towards my childhood church, for instance, but an inverted form of the harsh judgment it showed me? Whenever faith seems an entitlement, or a measuring rod, we cast our lots with the Pharisees and grace softly slips away.
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IN THE END, I did return home as a humbled prodigal to the very institution I had fled in pain and rebellion.

And the end of all our exploring

Will be to arrive where we started

And know the place for the first time.

(T. S. ELIOT)

We could use another Chesterton today, I think. In a time when culture and faith have drifted even further apart, we could use his brilliance, his entertaining style, and above all his generous and joyful spirit. When society becomes polarised, as ours has, it is as if the two sides stand across a great divide and shout at each other. Occasionally, a prophet like Martin Luther King Jr arises with power and eloquence enough to address both sides at once. Chesterton had another approach: he walked to the centre of a swinging bridge, roared a challenge to any single-combat warriors, and then made both sides laugh aloud.

For all his personal quirkiness, he managed to propound the Christian faith with as much wit, good humour and sheer intellectual force as anyone in recent times. With the zeal of a knight defending the last redoubt, he took on, in person and in print, anyone who dared interpret the world apart from God and the Incarnation.

Chesterton himself said that the modern age is characterised by a sadness that calls for a new kind of prophet, not like prophets of old who reminded people that they were going to die, but someone who would remind them they are not dead yet. The prophet of ample girth and ample mirth filled that role splendidly. T.S. Eliot judged that ‘He did more, I think, than any man of his time . . . to maintain the existence of the important minority in the modern world.’ I know he did that for me. Whenever I feel my faith going dry again, I wander to a shelf and pick up a book by G.K. Chesterton. The adventure begins all over again.



Getting started with G.K. Chesterton

Naturally, I suggest starting with Orthodoxy. If you enjoy that book, you might proceed to The Everlasting Man, Chesterton’s summary of Jesus’ life, and his biographies St Francis of Assisi and St Thomas Aquinas: The Dumb Ox. Various collections of his essays are in print, and for the insatiable reader Ignatius Press has for some time been engaged in the momentous task of publishing Chesterton’s Collected Works, thirty-five volumes of which are now available. And, of course, fiction aficionados will appreciate his The Man Who Was Thursday and the Father Brown stories. Several good biographies of Chesterton himself exist, but none more entertaining (or maddeningly selective) than his own Autobiography. For a variety of essays and reviews both by and about Chesterton, see also the informative quarterly journal The Chesterton Review produced out of Seton Hall University.
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