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Note
Writing this dream down has become surprisingly difficult.  I thought it would be a simple critique of the theories of intelligent design. It became a starting point for questioning all sorts of things.  As I wrote, my conclusions kept taking me farther and farther.  


It is an interpretation, yes.  It is hard to use rational language to describe a dream.  And there is much that I did not understand when I first had it. And yet it is still my dream.  I would never have dared to voice an opinion on the subject otherwise.  And I have found artists have pretty much always held the view I was developing -- come to think of it there are many beliefs that share the same ideas -- there is not much that is original about it.  


I seem to reject religion but my interpretation could I think be held by just about any religion.  Even the touristified cults the American Indians show with their all too ridiculous rain dances usually have their roots in a myth and a concept of environment that is very profound and compatible with the Garden -- differences would make useful and interesting discussion rather than conflict.  


I do not think Christians will like the idea that Jesus was not divine.  But this was one of the biggest heresies of all time. It is easy to see him as a very great person: much like Gandhi or Martin Luther King -- to name just two who come to mind so quickly.  And what he had to say as a person would be very important.  Much as the many things that have been said by other great individuals. 


  The Jews -- well I took the Garden from them.  I do not think they would have any problem accepting Jesus as a person.  And they have done more than their share in science.  The Moslems have always accepted Jesus as a wise person.  

  
It is too bad that public opinion and democracy have been co-opted by the state rather than controlling it.  I think many of the ideas are still there though, and I still think the world benefits greatly by exchanging ideas and dreams.  


When I started, I thought I was writing for everyone.  I thought anyone should be able to understand, there was something we could all believe.  My sister-in-law had said Faith was something private, something no two people could understand the same way, in the same words.  I could not accept this at first.  Everything I believe is in words.  Can none of that be shared? But now I understand this was my own dream, it was speaking only to me.  I may still want to share it, but at best it can give readers their own dream, I will never be able to write all it means to me. I suppose that is why I have had to express so much in terms of things that happened to me.  None of us can ever quite express in general terms the specific things we experience in our lives.

Maybe that is what "mythic truth" is.  I cannot present banal facts that are incontrovertible, but I can share a dream that is true to me, and that truth may suggest a truth that is equally true to the reader.
   



*            *             *

The mountain is an old mountain, but the water is not old 

It flows day and night thus will not grow old 

People are like water, they go and never return

[poem by Hwang Ji-Nya, Korean gisheng]

‘ntelligent design

There it was again. Like a wailing, a crying in despair. It was everywhere I looked, and nowhere.  I played it forward and backward and over and over. Like an obsession. I could hear it always. It never stopped. I thought… what a strange feeling… it was like I knew, I've always known what it was saying, what it meant. I could feel …


It was so tired. It was like I could see him now – a least I suppose it was a he. I could not really see. Something between a he and a she. All humanity. Vaguely human, I thought, and yet not human, at least not human as I knew it. A crumpled body with an enormous head. Crouched over, weeping.. 


It was wearing clothes, I seem to remember. Something white -- it looked like it had been wearing them a very long time. It made me think of the Roman toga. But maybe it was that thing we put on the images of angels. 


Maybe it was just me that wanted him -- it -- to be wearing clothes. The whole thing felt like a dream somehow. The idea of a naked deity made me feel tremendously guilty. It was all alone, sobbing. And yet I got the impression it had not always been like this. I sensed it had once been supreme, majestic. I did not want to be the one to take its clothes.


"Some of you still worship me.” He said turning to me. “I don't suppose you do … no?”  My divinity seemed to take this more with relief than in anger.  Or was it impatience?  I could not really see him.


“Didn't I create you? Most people don't seem to be able to believe they exist if no one created them… " He seemed to be wondering what I wanted.


“Maybe it was you who created me.  I do not remember.  I suppose it doesn't matter…" He turned away from me again.  But I was still there. I did not seem able to, to feel I was supposed to go away.


“You did not pray to me?"  My divinity tried again. “How can you even see me then? Why do you even have the concepts to see me?”  I did not feel I had any right to say anything, I did not think I could talk to a divinity that I did not believe was there.


"You must just have a concept of me in your culture, whether you ‘believe’ it or not."  He concluded – or was I just thinking this myself?  
"I suppose your lack of belief explains my rather drab appearance to you. What is this you put on me?  A toga?  It looks like it hasn't been washed for long time. It does not really matter how you see me.” I had to laugh in my sleep.  It was a very strange outfit.  Had I really invented it for him?  It seemed very familiar.


“What is it you want to know? “  He asked finally.  There had to be some reason he was there.


I remembered the ad that must have set me thinking. Something about “intelligent design”.  I looked at the pathetic deity in front of me. Was this the intelligence that had designed us?  And he was in tears.  What kind of divinity was he?


How could anyone imagine such power in human shape?  What bothered me most was that people still accepted the timeline of the creation myth when the earth had so clearly existed so much longer – even people!  -- and the universe so much longer than that. That more than anything else rendered the intelligent design argument absurd to me.  


"Man was only created on the sixth and last day."  My divinity said simply.  "Who knows how long a day was in your idea of time now.  

"Besides, the creation myth was the best science available at that time."  He explained – as if I didn't know!  "And it was a reasonable philosophy.  People were already fully aware the universe was older than the garden at the time – Cain wanders among the cities of the world after he murders Abel in the myth.  The Egyptian Empire must have been in full swing. The story was a myth explaining meaning more than banal fact, so it is not hard to see that the two will clash.  It is easy to pretend to be humorous with literal equivalents to myths!  The answer to a myth can only be in terms of another myth.  This one served to understand our origins and it was easy to invent a deity, as well I knew.  The Jews had worshiped the golden calf while Moses was in the mountain getting the laws.  It is not hard to find evidence in the Bible that people can invent gods and can have a motive to do so.


"When the human species became conscious of itself, the skills it had evolved to survive made it aware of powers around it like the sun and the wind and within it like sexuality and disease, and created gods to represent them both to define and understand and to control and suppress them.  Quite an impressive pantheon – too bad you do not know it better!  I can only work with the images in your mind."


It was true I could identify much more easily with the myth of the Garden of Eden than with the Lucy or other hominids we had been discovering.  


It must have been terrifying!  Suddenly to be able to see the world through different eyes, to see oneself.  To realize we are not very good at anything, that there were always other animals faster, or stronger, or bigger.  


We should never have survived, but our special skill was to see what they were going to do.  Oh, they could beat us in a fair fight, but we saw how to change the rules.  We could never outrun a gazelle – even the weakest, oldest or sickest in the herd, – but we could trick them all and take the best and healthiest! It seems a little deceitful when mockingbirds imitate the songs of other birds to steal their eggs, but that is somehow different from what we do…  I guess.


It must have been scary.  The other animals were clearly so much better then we were!  And yet, we could beat them in the end.  So who was better?  We had to be different in some way! So what if they could run faster?  What did it matter if they all were better than we were?  We could beat them in the end.


It must have been a terrible power.  It must have been very confusing.  And we were so alone.  There were the other humans, of course.  And we did talk to them, though we usually wanted something first.  We didn't just talk much.  And like the other animals we did not communicate with other species.  Oh, we did domesticate a lot of them.  Dogs became our "best friends".  But somehow animals in the wild… it was hard to relate to them. We always saw animals essentially as people in a different form.  


Gods were different.  We could talk to them and ask for favors, but they were not supposed to say anything we did not say ourselves.  It was like they were the essence of the thing.


“No other species looks for divinities like me.”  He said.  "There are gods in the shape of animals and of just about anything, but they were all made by humans.  Animals fear things they cannot see or understand too. But only humans seek to trap these forces in representations and develop an understanding of them.  You tried to steal the powers in the animals and forces you found around you and make them your own.


 “And you needed power!  You were surrounded by forces you could not control or even understand, and the more you could dominate, the more you discovered and the more there was to fear.


"By attaching meanings to words, you could think about things when they were not actually there.  Your abstract plans were usually much better than what came naturally to you -- especially given your pathetic bodies -- and your words both internally and externally came to outweigh your animal instincts.  


“But this was all unnatural!  It was the Jews actually who tried to put a stop to it.  There was a right way to exist and it was not by stealing the powers of the animals and forces you saw around you.  You had to stop this endless search for images, words and divinities.  You had to learn to be yourself.  To see the universe as a given -- like the Garden -- everything was there for you and you in turn were there for it! That's what the Garden of Eden was supposed to be!  Why couldn't you have just enjoyed your existence, like a gazelle?


“The way the Bible puts it: there are two trees in the garden.  One to teach the difference between good and evil and the other the tree of knowledge that would set us free from Time itself and make us like gods.” Though we have come to see this as something we should strive for, it was clear that we were not supposed to eat of this fruit and to do so would have horrible consequences. Neither could serve the gazelle in us. 

Monotheism got rid of all these gods and replaced them with a single overarching force calling for the respect of the universe that surrounds us.  And it imposed on us a lot of rules designed to show the best way to live but not because the deity would intervene or even care, but because this was the order within which things worked best.


“You aren’t Jewish or even Christian, though you seem to have accepted some of their forms. Too bad I can’t find more in your mind about other religions that still put the forces that exist in their environment into gods rather than people, or about Buddhism or the transmigration of souls that also put people back into their environment."


That was so unfair!  I thought in my sleep. Wichit had been a Buddhist all his life and something must have rubbed off.  I had noticed the little smile on Buddha's face.  What had he seen in Nirvana?  But I remembered that I had stopped to look at the Gatling gun we had sent the king of Siam after the Civil War that was sitting at the door to the temple in Bangkok. So many doors had been opened to me during my life, but I had only been able to stand on the threshold staring awkwardly unable to go in.


I must have fallen deeper asleep again.


"Welcome back to the garden!"  My deity pronounced solemnly.  At least I remember what he said and showed me as a series of statements, ordered in time, making sense as I understand sense. But when I think about it, maybe I never actually saw him, never really heard sentences… it was all this noise… 


 “You once said you believed…” He said. My divinity had become bigger and older.  His clothes were whiter, incredibly clean. I could not really see him, but I knew he must be walking in the garden.  He was just there.  Like a big father… or grandfather. I did not really see him, like a god. 


There was a welcome sense of belonging.  I had known this world, everyone in my community had once lived in it.  It taught us an order, a sense of the right, it included everything I needed to survive.  I felt a sense of time, my time, what it took to explain my existence.


Delicately carved wooden stalls. The light, an even yellow glow, sort of like candlelight, but not really candlelight.  Colorful stained glass in the tall thin windows. Music in the background, a real organ playing something that I could identify as human but supposed to suggest the heavenly.


I had broken down and cried the last time I went to Chapel in Oxford, England, in 1992. I had been a choirboy in 1966 at age eight, a different Oxford, which still used pounds, shillings and pence, where the fathers of the bus drivers had been bus drivers, and where they hoped their own sons would still be bus drivers.  I had migraine headaches then and maybe that was why I threw up so often in church then.  But in 1992, I do not know what it was. The music was… was always beautiful.  The English promise of ethereal perfection so different from the one hinted at on the Continent and very different from the commercialized world that existed in the United States.  I identified the slender columns as neo Gothic.  Had I been wondering what it meant to the people who had built this chapel to use a neo style then or why there was no one else in the congregation now?  Or had I just remembered the pain that had accompanied the promise then and failure to deliver?


The first time that came to mind in my dream about being shown the garden came when we lived in Lawrence, Kansas (ages six to seven, 1962-1965).  The church there was not magic and I remembered mainly having to wear Sunday clothes and go to Sunday instead of plain school there.  Sunday school seemed even less magic than the church with its red plastic slide projector and pictures of the garden that were banal and unreal. Adam and Eve struck me as boring modern adults, unreal as so soft and white in that setting – as if the grownups in the church had just taken their clothes off for a moment, a sort of Sunday morning ritual -- and interesting only because they were naked kind of, but not really as they were still always turned just so or put their arms in a position that made it impossible to see… what?  They were not really naked.  There was something we still could not, we still wanted to see.


England gave me the first real promise of something different. A promise of beauty tinged with the hint of something powerful, something terrible, something incredibly evil.  We practiced our ethereal singing deep inside an air raid shelter and I was told gleefully what that meant. 


There was nothing like that at choir school in New York (1967 - 1969), the New York before the Twin Towers were even built, could not have been knocked down.  The music there was … it was the kind of thing in which pieces were labeled with the first three words of the song and the name of the composer so that when our choirmaster, whose name was William Self, had us sing his piece -- which he did frequently -- it was labeled "In praise of Self"… It was not magic. And the church was the same.  One could imagine it chosen from a catalog.  It had meant nothing to the architect or builders and it meant nothing to the people inside.  Or rather its form said it was a church, a sign outside labeled it Episcopalian rather than some other brand and one could see clearly that it was big and very expensive.  But it said nothing about the garden.  It was just a place to do one's duty.


And I suppose I did.  I remember joking about "dust to dust" as I was tickled by some friend of my older brother’s.  I asked the theology teacher why a man and a woman should only have children if they were married -- and he laughed at my ignorance.  I think I could ask the same question today – indeed I have spent my life trying to figure out if he knew the answer himself or was just laughing because he did not know or it was too scary for him to handle.  I was not sorry however to see his girlfriend continue to sneak up to the same room after he had moved upstairs and the science teacher had taken his old room.  Or perhaps the answer to my question is the same thing that made churches in Europe magical and this one just a place of duty.


My older brother chose to leave the church then.  He always knew his mind and could never go halfway.  I kept on looking.  I guess I had seen something of the Garden in England when he was already in New York. There was certainly nothing here. I only remember the 666 building on the way to the station – an ordinary office block – just that number … some people said it was incredibly evil. Six was my favorite number – after 26.


In Geneva, at age 13, I felt the austerity of Calvinism.  No one seemed to follow Calvin’s strictures now and there was nothing in his church to attract me.  In Augsburg, age 13 and 14, I could feel the weight of the Catholic Church in Southern Germany.  In Prague, I saw statues of the four evangelists crushing the evil ones under their feet -- the Catholic Church had clearly defeated the Protestants there.  The evangelists were terrifying in their unquestioning holiness and the evil Protestants so clearly deserved to die horrible deaths. There was no loving persuasion here.


I attended the Old Catholic church in Augsburg for a while -- they were Catholic once but did not recognize the authority of Rome -- but the congregation was just old now.  I was evil as much because I was 13 as because I was a Protestant. In Obergriesbach, a village I lived in near Augsburg, the first time I saw her, my friend’s grandmother told me about her Catholic Church and gave me a little leaflet about her son, who had died in the faith.  The picture depicted him in the Nazi uniform he had been wearing when he fell in action in Hungary at age 23 in 1945 after six long years in the service of the Reich.  And she told me how she knew the Americans.  Unseen and without explanation to her, they had rained down bombs on her church from their airplanes.  I attended one of the services with my friend's very little brother some seven years my junior.  Luckily, I had not gone with his sister.  The priest had segregated the church not only by height but also by gender, and I was clearly already disturbing this divine order by sitting next to my friend’s younger brother.  The school was a church school and had been secularized under Napoleon.  When the first railroad was opened in Germany in nearby Nuremberg in 1835, the Augsburg newspaper was full of the reconsacration of my high school and not the railroad.


In Rome in 1972, I could see St. Peter's from my window, and if the square in front of it did not make it big enough the road in front of it did – built by Mussolini, the same man who had given us the marble for our Supreme Court.  Here, I met my Jesuit Latin teacher, who never sought to convert me.  When I told him I wanted to join the Jesuits, he told me not to join for the wrong reason. I have often wondered what he meant.  He spoke a lot about the difference between faith and reason -- something I did not understand much at age 15 -- and he talked about what a calling was.  He clearly felt he had given just his soul to the Jesuits, but not his body.  A distinction clearly understood by his brother and sister-in-law.  The village no longer exists as a separate entity.  It had already been absorbed politically into the larger town nearby while he was alive -- at town whose dialect was noticeably different when he was a child.  But they all now speak a dialect common to the whole region and no longer all live in the village.  The town has now swallowed the village architecturally too so there is no true distinction.  I was there when the streets were paved for the first time.  I took a picture of the old men watching sadly as the mud in which children had played since the Bronze Age at least in that village disappeared and the street came to resemble any other street in Italy and the world.  Globalization exists at the smallest level too.  I remember a plumber in Trent asking me as a representative of the evil history profession why they did not teach their own history in school.  I was taken aback.  Did they not teach Italian history?  Was he a closet Austro-Hungarian?  But that was not what he meant.  He meant the history of their village, their own history, not the political history that would make them a part of the hated Austro-Hungarian Empire or the much younger Italian national state.  He had probably become a member of the separatist political movement that had co-opted this deeper feeling of local belonging.


When my Latin teacher died, the family traveled from the village to the holy city of Rome to reclaim his body.  They had prepared a full grave in his name in the cemetery in the village. But the Jesuits would not surrender his body.  They did show his family where the body lay with the bodies of many other Jesuits, but when he joined, he had surrendered both body and soul.  They did give up his few personal possessions -- although these also belonged to them.  His briefcase -- which they gave to me.  His Kodak instamatic.  And the author’s copies of his books which no longer represented the Church’s position on Latin and were of no interest to them -- or to the villagers either, so they were given to me too.  He had spent his life proving that it was easier to understand the modern world in terms of Latin than in the competing but immature modern languages that are used today.  So we now have the horrible image of a German pope commandeering the Italian language, making a cruel mockery of what those differences meant.


My Latin teacher did tell me he had once given last rites to Italian civilians killed in a surprise bombing by the American Air Force in response to a final demonstration in that place by the retreating German army at the end of the war.  He had been unable to tell the dying their deaths made any sense.  He had raced up the nearby church tower in despair afterwards and rung the bells, he told me.  This had been his response to the Holocaust too.  He had been told the Jews had to die because they had crucified the Christ.  But he said the Christ had been crucified by a Roman legion recruited near his village and he would have them ring the church bells for a week and that would take care of it...


Bells on churches used to mark out the neighborhoods in which Christians, humans, lived, defining moments of public joy, fear, solemnity and alarm! They annouced deaths, marriages and important events. They have now often been reduced to merely ordering the hours as determined now by the State and no longer Nature and announcing services.  And they were put in their place finally when they were silenced to allow people to sleep.  I think the most telling moment for me came when the fireworks in Venice were interrupted at midnight the night of the Festival of the Redeemer during the Balkan wars and, after the violent cacophony of the fireworks in the skies, there was silence for a moment and the church bells all over the darkened city began to toll…


In Hong Kong in 1973, another Jesuit, also taught me Latin. He worked in and around Ricci Hall -- the man who had first introduced Catholicism to China -- and told me he preferred Ricci's original position that the Chinese could keep their traditional ancestor worship and beliefs if they could only accept Christianity their own way to the pure position adopted by the Catholic Church later that the Chinese could not retain any non-Catholic beliefs.  He had dedicated his life to Hong Kong and spent the war there, untouched because of the neutrality of his native Ireland.  This had left him free to watch the horrors of the Japanese occupation in disbelief.


He had fallen into a chink in the armor of the banality of evil.  The Japanese in the war killed and tortured people but did not violate the neutrality of Ireland.  The Nazis killed horrendous numbers of Jews and other people, but they did not kill the Jewish husbands of Aryans in Berlin.  The Mafia, I have always wondered about them.  But they are not just killing people at random.  The people they kill have violated some rule by their standards.  They keep meticulous accounts, and if it is difficult to keep them straight, those who do are not killed.  I wondered what accounts I had kept straight to be so free of interference all my life.  Perhaps that was what that East German spy meant in the secret assessment of me in 1978. "He is well but not stylishly dressed."


The intelligence of the design had not caused the war, I knew. But it seemed to have nothing to do with it, to stand there and watch. At best, it hated what it saw.  But how often have I heard humanity was just unworthy.  My landlady in Munich in 1989 said she had not been a Nazi.  Of course she had seen the Jews marched off down the main street in her native Regensburg -- isn't that where the German pope spoke of how the religion of Islam had been spread by violence? She had not known they were going to their deaths, of course.  She had thought they were just being taken to Dachau as was only fitting!  The Jews had after all murdered the Christ. She could not have been a Nazi, she told me as if to justify the unjustifiable. Hitler opposed the authority of the Catholic Church. There is room to the right of Hitler.  She knew there was a God, she told me. She had planned to take a certain train, but a voice in her head had told her to take a later one and the first one was bombed by the Americans killing all the passengers. God had saved her and all the others had died.

I did not go to church very often anymore.  I had put a mark on the back of my left hand that I renewed in ink daily after my pathetic suicide attempt in Germany when I was 13 until I abandoned it at age 26, shortly before becoming involved with my first girlfriend for some seven years.  The mark signified that while I accepted I had been too cowardly to commit suicide except in a story, I would live on Earth as an observer and not become involved with anyone.  There were certain advantages to this as an observer.  Heterosexuals assumed I was gay and I got to know women often more intimately because they assumed I was safe!  Gays, of whom I got to know a fair number quite well, never thought I was gay, though.  Somehow they did not leap to the conclusion that a lack of personal involvement implied I was gay!  I suppose it was like when a black person in Mississippi explained to me a few years ago why he could talk to me -- I was not white.  Somehow I was just transparent, I did not really exist.


I think part of me did not fully accept this commitment, but I was an observer -- transparent.  I dreamed about one trip in 1978.  I had to go from Hong Kong to Spain and the cheapest way was to fly Royal Jordanian Airlines from Bangkok to Amman, Jordan, and I decided to stop off a few days there before flying on to Spain.


But on the flight from Hong Kong I met a beautiful young Chinese woman about my age taking the same flight from Bangkok, but continuing to England immediately from Jordan.  To say we were just taking the same flights might be an understatement, however.  She did not know what the mark meant and I was not sure that I really still wanted to apply it – certainly she was not making that easy.  Our schedule imposed some practical constraints, of course.  We had all afternoon in Bangkok, but I shied away from the problematic offer of a hotel in favor of a rather feverish vision of that city and at midnight we were at the airport watching the surreal scene of the search of carry-on baggage after a bomb threat when a group of passengers were carrying live chickens on the plane.  The airport staff had to decide quickly how many live chickens you were allowed to take as carry-on baggage.  I mean, while it was clear how much reasonable reading material you could take, the rule books had somehow not addressed the matter of live chickens clearly.  The aircraft once we got on board was a --for that day -- super modern, bright red and royal blue (the airline colors) 747 rendered somehow ridiculous by the noisy presence of the live chickens.  During the flight, I sat between the Chinese woman and a Swiss German priest in full ecclesiastical garb.  He was very talkative and attentive and my friend and I had our other interests.  The priest was particularly interested in my name – David – although he did not say why – and his interest in me inhibited us sometimes more and sometimes less.  In any case, when we got to Amman, she had to continue her flight and I deplaned with the priest.  My memory of the airport in those days is somewhat mixed.  The plane was super modern, but the airport was not and did not even have equipment to unload the baggage without dropping it from a considerable height onto a waiting baggage cart below.  Thus my brand new Samsonite was broken on its very first trip.  As we waited in line at immigration, the large sign behind the counter reading "No Jews or Jehovah's Witnesses allowed!"  seemed to jar something in the Swiss German priest’s memory.  "Your name is David." He began in that awkward place. And he made a rather extensive assessment of my features concluding with the question – was I a Jew?  I had made a rule about that too.  I had resolved never to deny being Jewish to a German, but this priest was making it as hard as possible for me to stand by my principles.  


Maybe I was being unfair to the Germans. Anti-Semitism and racism are by no means limited to them.  And I guess I never understood anti-Semitism.  As stupid has the criteria might appear to me, anti-Semites really do hate Jews.  They want to unmask anyone who looked Jewish and for different reasons anyone who was but didn't look it.  They were only annoyed by my refusal to deny being Jewish – though I suppose they realized I was not.  And the Jews would probably agree with them that I had no right to allow people the impression that I was.  In any case, I was never in any real danger from them.


I was not sorry when the customs official found a certain magazine – clearly hidden away for frequent personal and not commercial use, but nonetheless prohibited in Jordan – in the priest’s luggage.


On the flight to Spain a few days later, I was glad to be transparent.  My seatmate was again a beautiful woman – but she was very aware she was turning 40.  I don't know she would have told me her story if I had not been transparent.  


She was English, but had dedicated herself many years before to flamenco dancing and moved to Spain.  And she had apparently been very successful with it for many years, but as she advanced in age, the best engagements had increasingly gone to younger women and she had ended up on humiliating tours like the one that she had just completed throughout the Middle East.  The recent loss of her suitcase with her costumes and address book just symbolized the end of her career that she saw coming.  Flamenco dancing was her whole life for which she had given up everything…


I did not go to church in Italy – except as a tourist and for funerals… I do remember stepping into a church on Murano one time in 1987.  It was magic.  Perhaps it was my mood… The gold of the mosaics in the niche behind the cross.  Beautiful organ music… magical – at least until it came to an awkward stop in the middle of the piece!  It had been a tape.  The priest was coming in.  And it was just business.


"The ancient Jews never asked to become gods and live forever."  My deity broke in patiently.  "They nibbled at the tree of knowledge, but they saw knowledge could be a dangerous thing.  Only by living right could humans – like gazelles –fulfill themselves all the days of their lives and after that death came to everyone. They only asked me to smile on them – and often to smite their enemies."


Everything was taken care of in the garden -- I was back in the chapel -- and everything made sense.  There was nothing left to ask.  The world was created for us; it did not exist except for us.  We were there for a purpose.  All that was left was to appreciate it, to study it, to be ourselves within the rules of the garden. And the rules were so simple!  Do not seek knowledge of good and evil, and knowledge generally outside the context of the garden.  It did not seem so difficult.


Or was it, really?  I guess my image was of standing at the door to the chapel and throwing up on the steps.  Where was my divinity?  I guess I believed then he existed.  I studied history.  In a way, I suppose one could say I was looking for the intelligence of the design. It was this good and evil…  And what was this knowledge?  Can I blame Adam and Eve for wanting to know?  Would I not have eaten of the apple myself and do I not still nibble at the tree of knowledge?  I guess it makes sense we were not allowed to stay in the garden for long!  No wonder my personal deity was wailing! Or was that just me? The Old Testament Preacher said “He hath made every thing beautiful in his time: also he hath set the world in their heart, so that no man can find out the work that God maketh from the beginning to the end.”


Some had learned things in the Garden where everything was known and nothing was needed.  We could make anything -- even gold!  And we could read the stars!  Everything was there in the garden in a way.  We tried to keep what they had learned alive when we were thrown out for eating the apple, but each writer just took things that bit farther from the truth.


We had nibbled at the fruit of the tree of knowledge and acquired a little knowledge, he told me.  We could see problems now!  We saw death, disease, hunger, problems giving birth.  What animal had ever worried about these?


Outside the church lots of people had harnessed the power of animals and other forces, found new gods, secular philosophy and could think about anything even that they knew nothing.  Time was finite here too. It existed only for as long as could be remembered by humans. 


I saw the real Jesus in that atmosphere.  I do not get much of a sense of him as a person from the Bible. He seems to have been pretty much the opposite of what has been made of him.  I like to think he wanted to get rid of the law -- not create more of it. He did not seem to be teaching anything practical at all.  Everything would just follow naturally, if we kept things simple.  The most complicated problem could be resolved if we took it simply.  I did not hear him claiming to be a God -- certainly that was not at the center of his teaching.  I saw him like my own divinity.  Everything could be so simple, he seemed to be saying.  Like a garden. 


And other people were explaining things in religious terms too, other religions.  I wondered what a religion was.  I wrote a paper in college once comparing the use of the words "religio" and "superstitio" in Latin literature.  


A lot that was once believed still existed.  I remember when I first went to Alle, Switzerland in 1970.  One of the children had a serious ailment that the doctors with all their strange machines and big modern words had been unable to cure.  They had taken their number and waited in an anonymous restaurant somewhere in northern Switzerland to see a woman who just knew.  And they had known how to find her though they warned me it was illegal for her to see people like this -- it was a threat to the medical profession and to the State that wanted to provide modern medical treatment to its citizens -- and about 100 people were waiting to see her.


In 1978, I saw the macho worship of the bulls in Spain.  We all know the horrendous bullfights and tourist attraction in Pamplona.  But they were still running the bulls in Cararas in 1978 and I got the impression they always had.  I had not known what was happening really.  I was hitchhiking and there were not many cars.  In fact, when I was let out, the only traffic on the road was on foot.  And everyone was going the same way.  I could picture the pilgrims in Chaucer.  There was a certain joy and purpose in their gait.  And they soon told me where they were going.  It seemed unbelievable to them that I would be there in the middle of nowhere and not know.  The bulls were running in Cararas and everyone from miles around was going there -- mostly on foot.  He and most of the others already had some place to stay but I had not planned this stop and had to look.  The room I finally found was over the bar and was usually rented by the hour -- not for the day at a time.  But they decided finally to let me have it alone, a little amused to see an American at their festival and I must have been amusing -- as I hitchhiked through Spain, I was wearing a German hat, had long hair and somewhat archaic mutton chop sideburns, an College black and magenta scarf, a dark blue raincoat over a white shirt and corduroys and carried a small brown faux-leather suitcase and umbrella.


 Nine bulls had been corralled in the ancient square at one end of the village and would run up and down the crowded streets to the other end of town.  Finally, matadors put an end to our terror in a sort of arena.  And you did feel terror.  Everyone was in the street when the bulls came.  And they were real bulls, angry, with real horns.  I do not know how many people died that day.  But everyone knew their place, knew where to climb up the wall, out of the way -- except me!  Here was one's chance to feel what it meant to face a horrible death – only I didn't want to.  I was as relieved as anyone when the matadors purged the evil.


I remember in Hungary later in 1978.  I had gone with some Hungarian city people to work on someone's weekend home in a small town in the north and had wandered off until I met three old Slovaks who had come together to celebrate Mass banned both as religion in communist Hungary (although this was not much enforced at that time) and as ethnic identity.  The old men had been captured as workers after the Second World War and collapse of greater Hungary.  But they had saved their Slovak Bible and celebrated mass each Sunday in that spot since.


At graduate school in 1983, I was one of the few people who could talk to the Italian fiancé of one of the senior graduate students when he visited.  Angelo’s mother was a witch, the American graduate student told me with a smile. And they wanted to get her a new hat.  She had told them just how it had to be -- a bronze hat to concentrate the cosmic rays her clients could feel through her finger tips. The American student thought it was funny. Angelo was embarrassed. His mother’s had been damaged when she had moved from a village to the city, where such arts had been forgotten. But she was sure such a thing could be found in America – a mystical place in her imagination, somewhere beyond the reality she had experienced.  


I was writing a paper about three fourth century saints who had sought martyrdom to replace the pagan gods in my Latin teacher’s valley with Christian saints on their agrarian festival dates and their patron Bishop in Trent when the Church was becoming critical of this macabre activity whereby they won the undying support of the valley for the almighty Church and state and for themselves the immediate place in the Kingdom of Heaven reserved for martyrs.  Much like the beliefs of some Muslim suicide bombers today, I suppose. 


 I was asleep during a cross country trip in 1986, too.  I had been driving through Utah and stopped at a motel for the night.  I wondered suddenly – it must have been three o’clock in the morning—what Bible had been left there for the troubled traveler.  I switched on the light and felt feverishly for a book in my bedside table. One was there all right.  But the title was something like ”Shardik, the story of a great brown bear”.  

“Your environment was growing.” My divinity continued -- unfazed by my wandering attention.  "Only slowly at first.  You did travel, but you did so on foot or at best on a horse or ship. You were developing a greater concept of the world – one of your philosophers even calculated the circumference of the earth.  But foreigners were just barbarians who did not talk with words.”  


There was a huge lightning flash. I do not know if it was real or in my dream, but I must have woken up a bit.  It was too late now anyway.  We wanted to resolve these problems, to remake the world in our own image. I was already on the threshold of the church, throwing up. Good and evil – yes, we had eaten of the tree.  There were no gazelles outside the Garden, at least only gazelles to eat or make money from by exhibiting them in zoos. 


Theologians divided the universe between good and evil and the two were at war! They could not eat each other, they were just different. The world was not big enough for them both. And we were so small!  We had to take sides if only to beg for protection.  The world was black-and-white, darkness and light, beauty and ugliness.


 Death more than anything else preoccupied us. We no longer just died when we were too old and tired, or sick or hurt to want to live, or because some other creature needed to terminate our life force to eat our bodies to keep their own alive, as we ate other living beings to stay alive ourselves – I suppose we do not actually kill them ourselves.  We buy food already dead like the most despicable of the scavengers -- who only eat animals that are already dead.  Our food often never lived free!  Never ate food it had found or hunted itself.  Only ate the feed – the cheapest feed – we gave it.  Many of the animals can no longer even reproduce without our assistance.  Certainly they would not have any natural desire to do so.  We have created a strange species in ourselves!


And we kill each other, and we want to kill other people, for no purpose, only to beat them, and keep them from beating us…  To really win we have to live forever – at least there is no good time to die!  Our species will die, our planet, our sun, our whole universe all end. And yet we want to live on, alone, for eternity, endless solitude… we have not learned any good reason to end. The Greeks had a myth about a beautiful woman becoming the lover of the god Apollo and asking to live forever. But she did not specify that she stay young and became shriveled with age and ended up begging to be allowed to die. 


The world can become incredibly complicated.  Outside the borders of the Roman Empire real poor people were being pushed in and it cost a lot of money to protect what we had.  The cheapest way was to pay some of these poor people to fight for us themselves. There was good and evil – and we just had to be the good.  Or if we could not do what we felt was good in fact, we could again define the good as what we had to do.  


I imagine them thinking the people following this Jesus person threatened both the war effort and suggested the good was not so clear.  These people feared that what they had to do to defend their recent enemy, the Empire – which was only good charity – could be more of a threat than a defense.  And some were thinking like them.


"Constantine just handed the Roman Empire to Catholicism."  He stated simply.  Everyone knows that much. But I think the Empire made just a few changes to make the teachings of this single individual preaching a simple personal solution fit the complex political needs of an empire in crisis. A man who had sought to end the pharacean worship of the written law with no concern for what it meant was put at the head of the religion of the books – the Bible! – and the Romans chose which stories about him were true – the four Gospels.  These did not so much tell his life as an individual, but showed he was the Truth because he fulfilled prophecies in still other books.  Very little was left of the man who had lived and a very good institution was born to shore up the collapsing empire.  Very strange for the man who said "render unto Caesar that which is Caesar's".  I suppose if doesn't matter that the names of the days of the week and months continued to pay homage to the earlier pagan gods and state.  The people came together to worship in buildings named for state power and built by the state, prayed to the divinity in what looked like state garb and using the philosophy of the state.  The church was supreme, but Jesus had been lost. 


"You had eaten of the apple and were preoccupied with death and immortality.” My divinity wailed. Something only humans of the animals had ever been.  Humans had begun to notice that each individual was different -- something we always assumed was unique to humans -- and saw it as an unnatural loss when any individual died.  Where did that individual go? With the new concepts, death became a moral problem. Not only did the individual cease, but it could be counted among the good or the evil– indeed it had to be.  


And the new Christianity provided an answer to this problem too. There had to be an answer!  And it very conveniently placed incredible power in the hands of the Catholic Church and diverted attention away from the world as it was.  Jesus, I believe, had focused on what people could achieve by living right in this one. The second coming he predicted was to this world, I think. The utopian world would be our own without the discord we were making.  Like the Jews, he taught people to live correctly in this world and not to worry too much about death. Individuals who could live according to his precepts could indeed live well, but that was of no use to the Empire!  They needed a solution to keep all citizens in line!  Heaven had to be an incitement for everyone and hell a punishment to threaten all in the hands of the Catholic Church!  The utopian second coming that was promised within the lifetime of many listening became a great stick in the hands of the Catholic Church.  The new utopia came with immortality another endless universe after death! 


“Yet another universe!"  My divinity exclaimed.  "A universe conceived as having no death, where nothing could change, get better.” This one in the meantime could be abandoned as something dirty for which we had no responsibility, love, or identity, to go forward according to its own rules, decay and grow rotten, or even be destroyed to prepare for the next. The horrors people could do in the name of religion here as long as they kept their minds focused on the profits to be had in some other world we had imagined.  Somehow they would care about the next life when they did not care about this one. 


No wonder there could be no Second Coming.


There was another lightning crash and the soldiers pushed me with everyone else inside the Catholic Church to escape the capricious weather outside.  Inside it was safe, but outside a cold wind was blowing. Outside there were people who still thought Jesus was just a person like us – like but not the same as God. The difference of just one iota, as the man said, but what a difference it made! In the Catholic Church I could see my deity seated harshly in glory. He did not really look like me. I could never become part of god. I could only obey. Here images of the divinity I do not think Jesus had ever claimed held sway, and the words that had been chosen about him were truth.  They even replaced the old posture of exaltation with a feudal gesture of submission to pray.  Christianity and the state were supreme.  Outside was chaos.


"For a long time, you put my image on the throne like royalty!" My divinity exclaimed.  "As if a god needed your homage! And you said I was a ‘jealous’ god. You mixed up divinity so much with the crown that we both wear archaic clothes now!  


The new Christianity -- despite the prohibition of the tree of knowledge -- did foster education and science.  There was new thought and expression, but it was that poisonous mixture of religion and politics.  It kept literature and writing alive, but it was not the free expression of thought but the ordered learning of texts.


The state needed writing and science – even pagan science. But it all had to fit religion somehow.  It made sense that the words "clerk" and "cleric" should be the same.  They organized all of knowledge in the most beautiful libraries! I was thinking of that beautiful building on the Danube at Melk.  Even without reading the books you felt you knew everything, that everything had its place, made sense… I imagine, but do not know that these perfect libraries formed the basis for our Dewey decimal system to organize knowledge today.  But how much more beautiful it was then!  


They put it all in the Book of nature and what one could learn was about God and Truth. It was all there, nothing was hidden.  What is it about now, I wonder?  


Until the Renaissance, even the philosophers in Europe had little interest in anything outside the Church.  They were not interested in the universe that surrounded us per se but ready to jettison everything in favor of a new universe they imagined after death.  And this was convenient for the state, because it was free to continue its own interests without criticism.


 “Slowly the Western picture of the world was changing."  My divinity lectured on.  "The Muslims who had given your philosophers the non-Christian ideas of the Greeks and the number system of the Indians to create something new were now establishing an empire that threatened both the homeland of the Catholic Church itself and Europe’s commercial wealth.  


"Christopher Columbus may have wanted to understand the garden at first, but he needed money to do that and Spain wanted gold and the Church wanted to use it to overthrow the Muslim empire to bring about God's millennium and liberate the holy land! Quickly it was all about power and money for the state, the church and later individual businesses and business men.” 


People did not see races of people as equal – if ever – until very recently.  The size and complexity of the world we see now was only discovered at best 500 years ago, and many do not see it the same way I do even now. The Republicans could still choose as their speaker in the Senate in 2006 a man recently criticized for praising a man who advocated racist views.  


When Western adventurers began to travel, they found many more peoples than had ever been conceived of before and, if they could be subjected to the church, they also had their own gods. If the French in the 17th century could argue that the Roman Empire had been chosen for the coming of the Christ because its road system would make the diffusion of the Truth easier, his follower had to admit that the Peruvians also had a road system as good as the Romans’.  It was sometimes hard to see technological advance as the same as Christianity and subjection to a Western government.


“Even the universe itself began slowly to change.  Humans had been reading the stars since the beginning – the alchemists in their arcane laboratories remembered the gods had told them that what is below is as what is above.  Galileo turned the telescope familiar as a tool to identify distant ships on earth to examine the universe above and argued the merits of one Greek philosopher over another.  The father of modern chemical medicine based his research on the alchemical knowledge learned ultimately in the garden. One of the founders of modern physics spent most of his time studying alchemy with its roots in the garden.  

But things were changing. The whole world was changing direction!  Science was no longer about the infinity of arcane knowledge that once was known, but about technical facts we had never known. Everything was reversed.


 Until Copernicus, the universe rotated around the Earth and the science of the garden told us that everything we saw told us about ourselves.  If the Catholic Church told Galileo that God could have created other planets, it was to prove that God was omnipotent, not to suggest such things were really possible. The idea that the sun shed light on us only gradually has given way to the idea that the benefits of sunlight are irrelevant to the sun. 


Some of us draw the line when science begins to tell us who we are.  Evolution has become the poster child of this whole pseudo-debate. It must have been a difficult understanding in the 19th century -- some people cannot accept it today. It must have been difficult to realize that things can change so slowly that we cannot even see it happen.  We still really think the world is flat. Just look at it! It certainly looks flat to me. And yet we laugh at those who still say it is.  But to say that we are related to chimpanzees, descended from the trees?  From Africa?  Were black?  The Bible says Adam and Eve were white! I saw them -- naked!  Nothing to hide, really.  Who said being white was a mutation – a kind of ancient albino! What could be certain anymore?


The whole weight of the church and even at times of the state gets thrown into the debate -- although it is ridiculous to say that the Bible said anything about evolution -- a theory that is less than two centuries old! 


And yet the idea is very old. People had used such knowledge for centuries to turn ordinary little horses into giants that could hold a knight in full armor. It seems so obvious that we evolve.  We see it all around us.  Most animals we have domesticated we have altered enormously to fit various human needs.  Evolution is key to so many of our economic activities -- like even medicine -- it seems unbelievable that anyone would want to deny it.  And yet people do.  I don't think there is any point in debating the facts.  There's no debate.  On the one hand, there is a myth and on the other banal facts.  The two are not even in the same room.


"Some people see evolution as an attack on religion, somehow afraid that learning facts about the truth could somehow change the truth!"  My deity said impatiently.  "As a theory, Evolution could not explain anything else.  But it could be used to say many things.  Some people think it has to do with religion, while others have used the same knowledge to mold human beings as in social Darwinism.  It could be used to justify the most horrible acts. The rejection of these abuses never meant the theory was incorrect."

With the self-confidence that came of new knowledge, even Western religion was trying to break free. But it remained allied to the state.  Protestants of all kinds fought with Catholics to define what Christianity was, and maybe there was even no God!  I will not even ask how much was political and how much real belief. 


Some people have always sought to understand existence without gods -- I would be the last to say this is easy!  Philosophers had pointed out that the virtues we attributed to God had really been stripped from humans.  


Some missionaries came into my house repeating the same old story. Love. God’s love. It’s like a mother’s for her children, they said. We have all seen love. They told me. I was just frustrated by the banality of the arguments they wanted to use to convince me and by which they had been convinced themselves.  What about a mother chimpanzee? I asked.  What about a mother elephant or hippo? Why not say all atrocities come from God? It is harder to find such gratuitous cruelty in animals. They kill for food not fun or some misguided sense of right.  Attributing ideas to God just made it possible to seem virtuous when we pursued our own interests.  It was hard to talk to these people.  They were even proud that all their knowledge came from a book, a book I knew well enough to confuse them.  I felt very alone with them in the room, like they could say anything I had not heard -- much better -- before and I did not dare speak lest my words get simply ignored as contrary to the faith.  

Now everyone thinks they know Time is an abstraction.  It was no longer just the time we live in, the time our prey might take to assume a certain vulnerable position.  Time moved forward -- and not because we are counting the years since the Christ was on earth, which would indicate when we might reasonably expect the second coming. Time was no more than a sequence of numbers.  One year follows the other, the numbers getting bigger, from zero or one to infinity.  And an equally infinite number of negative numbers before that. Time was just another constant, like numbers it stretched out far beyond anything that might be useful to us. Time was no longer reasonably a measurement leading to us.  By the 20th century it could even be stretched by gravity. 


We see knowledge as getting better now. We are no longer just forgetting ancient perfect wisdom. We still laugh when we see old advertisements proclaiming the latest improvement -- something we consider old hat by now.  We do not yet fully see that what people would know in the future would make us seem as alien and primitive to them as Lucy does to us.  And there is nothing in the advertisements to suggest they were preparing for the future that awaits us.  We have forgotten that knowledge can be dangerous. Knowledge is no longer on a tree in the hands of God.  It is made by us.  The ascent, not descent, of Man. Our fantasies are now of the future not the past.


There were lots of reasons why people started not to believe in God.  It was clear that there was no scientific proof that he existed and there were numerous examples of the creation of divinities for other purposes.  


We found evidence that the tops of mountains had once been at the bottom of the sea.  We could trace the development of modern Indo European languages from their common root. 
We could see that there had been species on our planet before we even existed.  And these animals were huge, much more powerful than we were, perhaps even with all our machines.  And yet they no longer exist.  They, their whole world, had disappeared without so much as an echo, obliterated in the course of things, without thinking, by a meteor, of a kind that still orbits the sun, waiting, for nothing, no purpose. It could obliterate our species just as easily. 


I could not help thinking in my sleep the dinosaurs had not been very smart.  I have seen lots of pictures – even movies! – of what they must have been like.  They could not even talk – let alone write.  I bet they did not even have any imagination, or sense of themselves.  Time when the dinosaurs existed was … did not really exist.  There was no one looking, no memory of a past, no ideas for a future … 
And yet they had dominated the planet for much longer than my species had even existed.  What had really happened in all that time?

Maybe I was being unfair to them!  Maybe they have something to tell us if we would only listen -- could ever learn from a species different from our own.  We are all really discovering that dinosaurs could see colors, that they may have attracted mates -- to intrude in such a condescending way -- by their colorful skins.  We have found evidence that tyrannosaurus rexes may have had -- worn?  -- feathers, that they were so imbalanced they must have moved like chickens, and great hunters that they may have been, they probably spent most of their time -- like modern lions -- in restful idleness between hunts.


They were probably not the first species to disappear even on earth.  Where were they now?  

Time had developed from the interpretation of the myth in which time was limited to our own existence and creation!  Our species had only existed of fraction of that time and structures that we could recognize -- like the United States of America -- had only existed of fraction as long as the Egyptian empire. 

I was pulled back inside. I was mad.  What was going on around me was not religion. The American government was taking the side of religion -- again.  The evil Empire no longer seemed to care what God people focused on now, as long as they focused on some abstract essence rather then the complex facts that secular researchers considered so important, but which were often so contradictory and so negative.  It did not seem to matter which God one worshiped.  It was a war on secularism.  One of the many ways Bush and bin Laden seem to agree. 

Knowledge by the book seemed to exclude personal experience -- or perhaps Bush never experienced certain things.  Certainly he did not go to Vietnam.  He could never have sent soldiers to Iraq if he had.  I did not go as a soldier either, but I went in 1974 when the American troops had been withdrawn but the North had not yet taken over.  The most striking image in my mind was a woman in despair outside a military hospital.  Her head was on the lap of her husband in a wheelchair.  He had lost both legs.  She seemed to be realizing her options …


People still seem to be able to think that good can ever come from the barrel of a gun.  In Vietnam, I saw what we left behind.  It was still a victory then.  I was staying with a Vietnamese professor – one of our luckiest beneficiaries, because he was able to leave before the people we had made our enemies came. I remember meeting a man who cultivated delicate orchids in the middle of war-torn Saigon… The young people in the elites spoke perfect French, put salt in their Coca-Cola to make it go flat and wore spotless white outfits to play tennis in the sports club. I wonder how many of them survived the arrival of the North.  Our troops had withdrawn but the drugs and destitution to meet the demand they had created were still there.  I was warned not to accept candy as it had probably been spiked with drugs to addict me and help fill the gap in demand our troops had left behind.  We depict our fallen soldiers as the innocent young men and women in spotless army uniforms we record in photographs before they leave.  But they had probably been less innocent and their uniforms less spotless when they died.  When I was in Vietnam, many prostitutes had lost the clients they depended on for survival.  When I was solicited, the pimp usually described the prostitute as his sister -- to symbolize cleanliness and purity -- I suppose.  I think good people back home should keep in mind the image of prostitutes being sold as someone's sister to the innocent young heroes we had sent to save them and the money so piously collected to feed the resulting blue-eyed offspring stolen and the children in orphanages fed on pig food purchased on the black market.  After the war, the survivors became boat people and many ended up in camps like the one I visited on Guam, where we fed our victims generously with food donated by charity and entertained them with war movies on the four screens at the corners of the camp.


I went to a church in Brussels in 1985 – before my younger brother moved there with his wife.  It was already the capital of the European Union I suppose, but the new development at that time only made a drab city more drab.  It was December.  I had arrived on a People's Express flight that morning and would only leave by train that night leaving a long, cold, lonely and tired day. I saw an advertisement for a service with live classical music outside a red brick church and was driven inside by the rain.  The music was… well it was beautiful, ranging from classic pieces I knew well to modern experimental music -- all played incredibly convincingly.  It was music that did not have to pretend it was anything else.  And there was a sermon.  And it was magic too.  It was about the homeless and it spoke about the homeless -- the beauty of the people, the immensity of the problem.  I don't think he mentioned Christianity once.  He made us care about the homeless because we were people, because they were people.  And he made you want to be a Christian because he cared about people and one wanted -- wanted desperately -- to be like him. But care for the homeless had nothing to do with being a Christian.


   God had given us nothing.  Immortality, goodness or health.  There was no profit in religion. I was thinking.

"Okay, okay." My deity interjected impatiently.  "It is easy to say what is wrong with organized religion.  I think you'll find that God never promised these things and often said the exact opposite.  The peace of God is something else altogether -- as you well know.  It is true that the church often calls on people to pray for specific favors.  That is part of a profit oriented view of Christianity that the state church has adopted.  So what?  So using human motivation is a little ridiculous in divine questions.  Just ignore it.  It is as stupid to be scared off by such tactics as attracted by them.


We have learned so much in our universities and professions we do not need religion anymore, I was thinking. We have learned so much!  Who would deny that we understand much more now than in the past!  I was thinking our advances in all branches of thought would be so striking as to need little thought.
 But it did not sound very convincing to me even then.  If our great advances in knowledge required so little thought, it was perhaps because they meant so little. In fact it is a cliché to reject absolute truth. In a few years, our new knowledge would be obsolete too, and if we so damaged the environment, this new knowledge might seem totally irrelevant.
 The universities had developed from church schools -- clerics and clerks, indeed!  If the church had been co-opted by the state, the state had created the universities outright.  The knowledge preserved in the universities and professions was all in books protected by the state!

Bush did not even have to pretend he was following its precepts to use the army and all the skills of the universities. The Germans had advocated nonviolence since the war.  But we could tell people it was all right to bomb anyone we wanted because we had smart bombs -- and it was the Germans who made the chips that made our bombs smart.  What chip could be as smart as a suicide bomber?  I suppose we think our unmanned planes killing unseen and unseeing are smart and not terrorism!


Even now, a satellite was planned to photograph the earth continuously.  It would give us a view from outer space as striking as that first vision of the world from the moon in the 1960s that so changed our view of ourselves.  It is true that the satellite would measure global warming as well – which threatened interests that do not want to believe global warming exists and measures have to be taken.  But the satellite was canceled.  It is still better not to know things that will change one's views.  It shows how different things can look in a very short time.  No wonder my deity was wailing!  It is not hard to understand how one person can see production as creating pollution that may annihilate mankind while another just as seriously thinks production necessarily leads to the good.  Gazelles do not know anything but they cannot hurt the world in their ignorance.  It is only now that we can.  


If they used to speak of the book of nature, I was thinking, knowledge today with all our freedom of speech and belief in the free exchange of ideas was still locked up in books given authority by impersonal institutions. Perhaps that is like keeping it as a fruit on a tree in the garden.  Today knowledge is the possession and definition of the professions.  It is true, the difficulty of being accepted to a profession keeps unworthy people and ideas out, but it also keeps old ideas and people in and many different and new ideas out too -- which might have been good.


Scientific revolutions by definition have always occurred from outside the scholarly norm, most artists considered great today were not regarded highly at the time, Albert Einstein did everything wrong – a German Jew at a time when it was not a good thing a to be a Jew in Germany and even American universities – including my own graduate school turned him down – solely because he was Jewish – and he overturned every idea from space and time to energy, and yet I do not think his influence on physics has suffered!

   
I once read the conclusions of a conference on environmentalism in 1987 – I think.  We are so sure that the worst has come in this environmental crisis that almost any year will see the reaching of a certain turning point. I think they had calculated that we had upset the balance of nature so much that it was no longer possible for nature to right itself without human intervention.  Environmentalists could no longer concentrate on the exclusion of human intervention in nature and now had to focus on erasing the effects of our presence so far.

   "Don't flatter yourself!"  My divinity screamed impatiently. I caught another glimpse of his clothes I think.  They were white, a kind of off white anyway.  It was that kind of robe we picture shepherds wearing back in the time of Jesus.  I do not know how accurate this is, I was thinking pedantically.  “You cannot destroy Nature! What would I care if the oceans on one small planet nowhere in the universe are full of plastic and kill all the fish for one small moment of time?  It doesn't matter to me that it may matter to you.  Does it?  You can only make nature unpleasant to yourselves.  The barren wastes of Mars where water may once have abounded should tell us that.  Mars is still subject to Nature.  It is just no longer very hospitable to life as you know it.  You should embrace environmentalism for your own selfish purposes – the destruction of humanity will be no more of a loss for nature than the destruction of the dinosaurs."

(Maybe I should not mention this here.  It was not part of my dream.  But I have since translated a discussion of religion that mentioned it and it rings true for another generation.  The bomb!  We are in the atomic age!  We can destroy mankind.  I think that affected my parents’ generation more than me.  The pictures we saw of the hydrogen bomb seemed unreal.  Who would use such power?  We yelled "Bombs over Tokyo" when we ran down the hill.  That was the horror, the Black Death, we had to exorcise, our "Ring around the rosy".  Perhaps we were not so secular!  I see our image more in the painting "Guernica" than in the technical manuals about nuclear weapons.
(And who needs nuclear weapons?  I rented a room in a social estate in Munich.  My landlord was one of the last to be evacuated from Stalingrad -- he had lost his leg.  That battle has gone down as horrible in history, but what he remembered was when his train was stopped outside Dresden and the allies had destroyed the city before his eyes.  Kurt Vonnegut wrote about the bombing, I think.  My landlord did not say much about it.  But you could see it in his eyes.

(Oh, we did a lot in Germany without nuclear weapons!  I remember a woman on a train coming into Cologne one time.  She looked sad for a moment.  She was just talking, she was not talking to me.  She had lived in the village we were passing through during the war, she was saying.  They could see Cologne in the not so far off distance and when the allies bombed it, their planes passed heedlessly overhead.  But the day they flattened the magic city, there had been no warning.  She had been just a child, out in the fields with her bicycle.  When she rode home through the village, she had seen where the city had been -- it was all smoldering ruins then.  Somehow the magic city had not been real anyway. She had only been there once or twice.  It was just one of those unbelievable sights.  But as she rode to the village square, she saw a little pile of her fellow villagers -- people she had known very well and seen very recently.  Very real.  They looked almost comical, she told me, clearly remembering guiltily what she had felt at the moment.  They had not even taken cover.  One of the planes must just have dropped one of its bombs early... 
(I remember the station in Dessau I saw in the former East Germany, it must have been 1990.  I had gone there to see the home of Bauhaus and the station was beautiful.  I could not believe it had survived the war!  But before I could ask, the older woman sitting next to me just said, "I cannot see fireworks now.  I was on a train outside the station when the Americans bombed the station at the end of the war."
(I met two brothers on the train from West Berlin before the Wall came down.  They could not have been more different.  The younger was if anything a little overweight and jovial, the older a living skeleton, shrinking from all contact with the world.  The younger was eager to talk for the both of them and this was probably not the first time he had told the story he told me.  They were ethnic Germans and at the end of the war had been just 12 and 14 years old.  They had been in the fields of a former Polish farm when the POW train rumbled to a stop nearby.  One of the prisoners had escaped.  The Russian prison guards were required to deliver a certain number of POWs, so if one was missing, someone would have to take his place.  The older brother had been in Russia until 1957 -- the year I was born.  He had only been released because they thought he was about to die anyway.  The younger brother told the story with more relish than the older brother could muster listening to it.  I wonder about the many stories we hear, how many are but the pale reflection of the original horror, possible only because the teller had no idea what it really meant.
(These stories will be buried with me and the horror will be repeated in Iraq for those who will listen in the next generation.)
Public opinion and the political form that evolved from it, democracy, has been corrupted too.  It was supposed to create governments but now it was the government that could create it.  What incumbent would lose an election?  And once in government, what chance did the dream of an individual have?  There was so much money to get and you needed money to be elected again – not ideas or dreams!  No one will hear those if you do not have money to package them just right and what is left when you get the money and your dream has been packaged?


We say we are free to express our opinions, but most of us see the universe very differently and cannot take common decisions that would make sense.  The others may be making rational decisions, but these are based on premises I do not always know or understand or accept.  And yet we do not discuss the basic ideas that would provide a basis for such rational decisions.  Instead each person is expected to form such fundamental and complex conceptions on their own or in their own separate churches. We might as well not talk at all.

“You are only beginning to realize what it means that what you see now in distant galaxies happened many years ago." My divinity told me impatiently.  "And you will never know what they are like now.  You want to know what was there before and what there will be after.  You do not know how to exist now, and yet you want to exist in all time.


“You did not just look at the universe with wonder! You could look at anything! And you did not have to worry what it means. Why do you still eat from the tree of knowledge – you proudly call your whole society knowledge-based now! – but the Bible says that would get you thrown out of the Garden. You just have to know everything even if it is not good for you. 


"Sometime in the 20th century you decided it had all begun with the Big Bang!"  My divinity proclaimed a bit sarcastically.  "That was scientific, I suppose, and made sense when the Genesis story clearly did not."


I suddenly realized what that noise all this time had been.  I had heard it before!  It was the noise that you can still pick up on radio telescopes of the radiation from the Big Bang itself.  The cacophony I kept hearing could be beautiful music, the music of the spheres!


"You knew all that, didn't you?"  My divinity stared at me.  "Can you deal with what it means to know? You are no longer in essence like the gazelle."


I was not listening. Maybe DNA was the key!  We had discovered it what?  60 years ago?  It seemed like an eternity!  We could read… we could read anything! All the species on Earth shared the same DNA and we should be able to understand them in some way!  And DNA might have come from comets, outer space!  There might be others out there similar to us!


Now everything made sense. I was thinking. The universe had a beginning and everything followed rules.  One could understand everything if one just studied it hard enough. Life just follows rules too. Lives intersect, grow. There is a logic to them.


"Do you think I don't know that?"  My divinity protested.  "Of course I know that!  I know everything! It is what I am, or perhaps I am what it is. But doesn't that just make it more horrible? 


“But you know what it means?


“Maybe you still like the rules." This tortured body turned to stare at me. “You think it gives you power. The power to be the same, though. Conformity. They really do not change. Just like me. Or maybe they are just me -- a copy of me, me unable to even think of something different from me.


“Now you are finding the planets that orbit other stars. You cannot talk to any other species on your own planet -- you cannot even speak with many of your own species, and you cannot really understand your own past, let alone future. How do you think you could talk to someone on another planet, and in another time?”


 “And you are trying to figure out just how much matter there is. Does it really make any difference to you? Now you think there is dark matter too and so that much more than you thought there was. So the universe would contract into another Big Bang or go on forever! Getting farther and farther apart! Long after you, your race, species, planet, solar system, sun, and galaxy have ceased to exist. What does it matter to you? 
“Or are you thinking about me?


 “You had not even discovered dark matter until a short time ago – even as you understand time. How long before you discover something completely different and the whole universe and all space and time changes again? Maybe you see now why I don’t follow you or couldn’t understand you really if I did…



"Or maybe someone else is watching. I have often thought about that. The universe is so big. Sometimes things seem to happen I have not thought of. Is someone else thinking?" The thought seemed both to fascinate and frighten it. "Or maybe there are other universes, the thoughts of others! Maybe I can’t see them. Maybe they are in a different time. I don't know, I don't even know what it would mean… would we have to fight? Everything seems to fight in this universe.”


I looked at the deity in front of me.  Had I invented him or had he invented me?  Was I a creature of the red King's dream that would just disappear if he woke up? Humans, unlike any other animal in the garden, had tried to understand why we were there and have the hubris to think that it might matter what we do.


"Why did you make the universe?"  I asked finally in my dream.  Did I really think the divinity would tell me why the world, why I existed?  Did I really think he was saying anything I did not think already – that he was not just me?  Did I really even think there was a meaning to the universe?  Some reason I was there, something I was supposed to do?


So many philosophers had pondered this question.  There were whole departments in the universities to discuss this!  How could I think I had any right to think about the purpose of my existence? 

There were so many people with an interest in how I thought about this question. There were religions, scholars and philosophers to tell me.  It was so easy to be naïve, uninformed. As if they knew anything themselves! And was just the issues had all been discussed before, if they had not found the truth themselves, they had found that absolute truth might be unachievable and had said much of what could be said. It was foolish to repeat the same things again.
My choice was clear.  I could choose to join one of their schools and learn everything that had been said before and if I still remembered what I thought I had heard in my dream and could learn to express what I had heard in the terms they used and responding to what they had said before, I was free to express an opinion – though I would be foolish to think I could find anything like truth. But otherwise I was just another voice in the cacophony of the Big Bang…

“I have been here so long…” It told me simply.  And added, as I seemed to be waiting for some kind of explanation, "Well, you put me here. I am what you can see.

“I guess I was thinking of something when I made the universe."  He began tentatively. .”But I do not remember what it was. Or I can't express it so that it would make sense in your terms.  I don't think I could ever what you would call want anything! To want means to lack. I have never lacked anything. I am everything! I just think of it and it is. I could not “want” as you understand it.”
I stared at my divinity. He did not care how I saw him.  He did not want my homage.  He had spoken as if I wasn’t really there, or like my presence was not real and would pass, could mean nothing, change nothing in the way things really were. We existed in different realities. I could not matter to him. I was not real to him!  He just had to close his eyes for a second – or whatever that would be for him -- and I no longer existed. 


I have no time for deities. Maybe he exists. Who cares? What if I am part of his dream?  Or did we invent god – or laws? Pretty pathetic! I have my own dream. 

I used to think the conflict was between faith and reason.  But they are together in the service of the state.  The conflict I saw was with myth.
When people talk about facts using mythical truth, they say things that sound at best ridiculous in the real world and can be very dangerous.  Less discussed is the danger of using all these questionable facts without the support of a myth.


Truth changes so much as new knowledge is found.  It is a cliché to say there is no absolute truth!  How could our universities or professions really have the answer then? The best science of different eras has been used to reinterpret the myths.  The science is usually discarded or replaced as new theories are developed, but the myths remain. 

I could still see how frightening it was to be able to see oneself and wonder why we are here, why we are not very good, why we win anyway.  To wonder what happens to us when we die. We are in very purposeful species.  Everything has a clear purpose or use or is considered useless and to be disposed of.  It is hard to accept that we are just supposed to be here – that we are just here, among the many things that make up the universe.


I can still feel the fear of death.  The idea that I might have been useless or that I was supposed to achieve something but I did not because I did not know what it was.  And I don't know what death is, because I still think of my own existence as somehow different in kind from that of the universe I see around me.  But I still do not seize my opportunity in this brief moment of consciousness to contemplate the eternity that surrounds me and still want to preserve the pettiness I can see though I do not understand it.  

I suppose I do want to make the most of my existence.  And I suppose that is the purpose of religion. 


The most telling moment for me I read about in graduate school when they finally closed the Delphic Oracle sometime in the fourth century A.D. – I used to carry the last verse of dactylic hexameters around in my pocket.  The Oracle had survived the transition from the female dominated Earth divinities to the male-dominated sky gods only to fall to Christianity.  "The talking water speaks no more…"


Could humans really suppress the magic that surrounds us?  I wondered.  Is it not just that we now refused to listen?  In my dream, I remembered a trip to Tiger Hill to watch the sun rise over the Himalayas.  It was in magic place, where the colors of the sunlight appeared one by one only later coming together to make the star we all know so well.  To get there, you had to take a Land Rover and most of the other people I saw were Indian -- but from all over India.  The magic of the site was very powerful and must have attracted pilgrims for a long time.  The army had built of military installation on the site and asserted control, but the experience made such control seem petty.

Despite our knowledge of the universe, we still perceive the world as flat and stationary.  The sun rises and falls, everything seems to revolve around us.  I remember one evening in 1987 in Obergriesbach.  I had left the house a little angry and was walking up the hill past the little chapel and cemetery.  The moon had just risen and had just moved over the top of the hill.  At that height, it seemed so large and near.  I was feeling very upset and alone and could speak to the goddess in the moon and hear her response to me.  My place in the universe was very clear at that moment.  I was nowhere on earth, but the moon had come to me in the whole universe seemed to make sense.  I wish I could remember that feeling.


In the real world, things were seen as different. One could only live by the book out there -- the book of profits or laws or professions or religion -- and only come into the myth for some peace. No one said that the myth was practical or that there could be peace outside too. Somehow outside we could not expect peace.  Outside there could at best be law or technical correctness, there could be no peace. We could create it in the garden, but not in real life. 

But how can there be one truth inside the myth and another outside?  Is it so impossible to find a new myth that can accept the new facts, the transformations that occur as new facts are discovered and old ones proven wrong, and maybe the old myths that were told by earlier people with fewer facts but maybe some valuable insight into the truth?


This is not to allow people to hold superstitious or stupid or unconsidered beliefs just because their parents had.  Quite the opposite.  It is that belief in the latest science was just as superstitious and stupid and to remove any excuse that faith allowed you to espouse ridiculous facts.  It is possible to keep the facts as accurate as possible and to keep that separate from the interpretation. It is too easy to learn a few new facts, to get the form right and to concentrate on answering the petty questions raised by the field. What about the truth, the story, the myth?

Oh, artists still manage to say things!  Thank God for that.  There are still myths!  Myth is still there even if it has been corrupted.  We have watched six long movies about Star Wars, about what happens when a good democracy creates unthinking soldiers to fight for freedom and the dark side -- we have still accepted the myth of good and evil!  -- takes over those unthinking soldiers… we have all heard the myth.  Or if we do not like myths, have we forgotten the Roman Empire -- the people who gave us that Christianity we so admire today -- and their unthinking army of Germans that took over the Empire.  And yet we are doing the same thing today.  Oh we are a democracy!  Such things cannot happen to us -- again.  How many people know how many billions of our dollars have already been spent developing these robot soldiers that will do the bidding of whatever President holds the box?  Oh we fight for the right to bear arms put in our Constitution to save us from a government with the monopoly of force.  But we have changed that noble concept into the right of the arms industry to earn money which it uses for that very government, while the government creates the very monopoly of force our founders feared.


And while I think we would have been better off not eating the fruit of the tree of knowledge, it is what we are, as despicable as that might be.  I still like myths -- and I hope artists continue to create them.  But no one is listening -- and if they were, the government is too strong to worry about myth, religion, secularism, democracy or public opinion.  Besides we already have a myth -- the myth of the garden -- the Bible is full of them.  Myths are great.  They do not tell facts but only truth for those with the wit to listen.  What did the writers of the Bible know about globalization?  But does not the myth of the Tower of Babel tell us all about it?  We do not have a single language like in the Bible, it is true.  But translators tell the Chinese what the Americans want them to do.  We all speak English through our translators.  And we have created a tower that threatens our very existence as a species.

Oh the design was intelligent!  I do not know who made it. Think of a gazelle leaping through the underbrush – a  perfect animal evolving only to become even more perfect, a gazelle to appreciate not to use --, but things outside the garden seemed a bit different.  We had real problems, enemies, desires, needs… and death!  Outside the myth we did look for answers.  And we found out lots of things!  A man who knows certainly knows much more than I do, but he does not really know that much!


In the universe, whole worlds had disappeared. Perhaps whole species were annihilated. Whole planets, solar systems, galaxies. The whole universe would end.  Somehow, one could not cry about them. I mean, in the beginning there had been just one thing, and it was really hot, and really fast. As it cooled, it changed. Sometimes it got hot again and changed more. It was always changing… Maybe that was what made it the same, it was always changing.


We have developed a complex understanding of humanity and our universe in our science. But we seem incapable of perceiving and appreciating the realities we have discovered.  We seem to be unable to change our perceptions which are more consistent with the science of the Genesis myth than the complex interplay of forces we are discovering now.  It does not make sense to measure in days and years when these were only relevant to our planet and even on earth had only been relevant for a small period of time.


What would it be like to try to experience the strange dance of the celestial bodies and natural forces we have learned to recognize in our science, to feel the earth spinning, the moon orbiting around us and ourselves moving around the sun?  What if we could see the stars in the sky and feel ourselves in that universe?  What would it be like?


And we have all those machines to show different ways of perceiving -- but we always translate everything into something our rather primitive senses can understand as if the truth were something a pathetic scavenger could understand. 


Maybe if we could understand the myth better, live by it, maybe death and rejoining the universe may make more sense. I like the concept of learning in myths that the truth is already there, is something we have always understood but are hiding from ourselves, getting that bit farther from the truth each time we try to express it in objective terms better than the idea of truth out there that we can reach slowly by accumulating banal facts.
I was pulled back into my sleep -- you know how it is just before you wake up.  I had seen someone who lived his own life -- maybe he did not think he was doing anything special.  I had gone to Cologne in 1987 to research my dissertation and spent a lot of time at the university library -- a clean, modern building the gift our bombing in World War II had given Germany by clearing out old buildings.  Everything was efficient and purposeful.  But there was one person who stood out.  He was about 40, had long graying hair that showed clear signs that he had cut it himself with implements none to adequate for the purpose.  His clothes too contrasted with the clean modernity of the library.  He had made these himself too out of discarded cloth he found in the garbage.  One was generally not allowed behind the counter to hang up one's own coat, but the staff would not touch his and let him pass.  It is a credit that the all so conformist bureaucracy in Germany allows such nonconformists the same rights.


This figure clearly attracted attention -- strikingly negative from the well groomed undergraduates that filled the library -- but I was watching him closely.  In the library, he read Buddhist texts in the original Sanskrit.  He clearly knew no one and his reading went to himself alone.


When the library closed that evening at around 9 p.m., I found him leaving at the same time and introduced myself.  He clearly was not going anywhere and our conversation continued until some 4 a.m. the next morning.  Yes, he had taught himself Sanskrit and traveled between libraries that housed important texts.  He had spent time at the British library in London -- he looked a bit like Karl Marx!  But I suppose Karl Marx had adopted a perfectly bourgeois exterior.  

I have no real knowledge of Buddhist texts, but I got the impression the understanding he was getting was very impressive.  But our conversation was not primarily abstract and scholarly.  He told me a lot of things, opened a view of the world I could only dream about.  Although he was a German and had clearly been brought up in that cultural mold, he had created his own world and moved in it comfortably as the modern world struggled around him.

He had no home.  He was not homeless in the sense that he had lost or been unable to get a home.  He was just free to go where he liked, when he liked and satisfied his essential needs with the surplus discarded by the opulence that surrounded him.  I asked if he had never had a job to earn money and he admitted shamefacedly that he had once accepted five marks a month from a woman to keep her porch clean.

I said I would be afraid to live without any income, possessions or home and he replied that he in turn was terrified by what he would have to do to have them.  He had met lots of people who had chosen the streets over the real world I seemed to accept.  But, he admitted, many of them had gone back in the end.

We talked outside the library as it got colder and colder.  Outside the library nature still existed.  Rabbits were foraging on the well-kept lawns the humans had left behind when they had gone home to bed.  I was thinking of my own long, cold bicycle ride home, and my warm room and bed afterwards.  And I knew I would have to walk past my landlady's apartment -- where I had reason to believe she had cameras set to watch us -- she was a little paranoid!  I remembered her fury when I had opened my curtains all to one side rather than half to one side and half to the other.  What would the neighbors think?  She had asked.  What indeed?  I had thought, but had not dared to answer.  He would sleep on a grate somewhere.  The neighbors would certainly have something to think!

I was waking up.  The vision was no longer spontaneous.  I glanced down at the crumpled white sheet on my bed.  

   
My divinity was still sitting on the bed looking very august in his white robes.  He had not said anything for a very long time but I was getting used to him.  I liked the idea that he had given me this vision! I thought of going to church, but I realized I still do not believe and there were so many people waiting to take advantage of my presence for other reasons.  


And I found I could easily exchange this figure for one that reminded me of Buddhism and even Indian rain dances.  What was hardest was for me to admit that it had all been my own – if hardly very original – prosaic dream.

I had already written and rewritten this when I realized suddenly that it was all wrong -- that I too had fallen for the lie.  I was talking about death, but I had not even mentioned my younger brother who had died at 42, or my brother-in-law, or my adoptive brother, or a friend -- who had all died young.  I had not even mentioned myself -- normally so egocentric -- who sit here permanently in a wheelchair, who love to write -- bang out words on the typewriter keyboard -- and modern medicine cannot even make my fingers do what I want so I have to write by dictation to a computer.  Edward Gibbon -- the author of the famous Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire -- had the same name as his brother, because his father wanted to leave a son bearing his name.  He could not count on any particular son surviving, so he named two of them after himself, and by chance they both survived.  All throughout history, they had known they would die, however much they sought to deny this or find some way to get around the Grim Reaper.  It is really quite new that we deny it.  Our medicine has cured so many particular maladies, and is always about to cure other things.  It does not dare to say that we will live forever, but it covers this over with another lie -- that we will live longer and healthier.  But it does not admit that we still die. We do not show people dying.  We do not show people leaping to their deaths from the Twin Towers.  We are shocked by the spectacle of death in the Roman arena.  We still run the bulls at Pamplona, but no one is supposed to die.  They even cut the bull's horns before Portuguese bullfights.  It is like two men facing each other at high noon knowing that both have blanks in their revolvers.  We pretend there is no death, and yet we still all die -- that is still what it means to be mortal.  And we do nothing to understand -- to love -- what that means.  We instead do everything to imagine we are immortal.  I do not even know where to begin to imagine death -- somehow it is the opposite of imagining.
With much hesitation -- we all die, but we never talk about it honestly -- I asked a friend about it once. I had recently received my own MS diagnosis and was facing mortality too -- if less immediately.  She was 36, had become a full professor in philosophy when her second book was accepted for publication, and her doctor had given the thumb down signal to her mother to indicate that she had been denied access to the last clinical trial that might have promised to save her life.  She was too far gone with the cancer -- a woman who had never smoked cigarettes and was, if anything, annoying in her following of a hilarious personal lifestyle of clean, athletic living.  It was her mother really who felt the thumb down -- like some Roman gladiator -- most immediately.  It must be hard to lose one's daughter before oneself.  My friend agreed that philosophy dealt with humanity the way it should be rather than the way it was -- like an ideal Greek kouros before they depicted humanity as it was, warts and all.  But she did not use her skills in philosophy to understand what human beings really were.  We were all pleased when her live-in boyfriend proposed and carried out a marriage after it was clear she was going to die.  Everything was made perfect from the perspective of life.  But she opted for that larger dose of morphine -- necessary to kill the real growing pain  --although the doctor had warned it would shorten her life by one day, the only physician-assisted suicide commonly accepted in the United States, although it too was being banned.
My younger brother too had chosen not to undertake any extraordinary measures to prolong his all too short life.  He had traveled several hundred miles by ambulance to a specialist clinic and the doctor had told him they could prolong his life perhaps by two weeks if they rendered it a scientific torture.  Much better would be to accept the inevitable with dignity in his own home -- which he did and his death was as impressive as his life had been.
Wichit seemed to focus more on life when he saw his own cancer as beyond remedy.  I remember a phone call in those last months when he asked all about what I had seen in Europe and said he wanted to go there -- something he had never wanted before.  But the cancer was too advanced and he never came -- if he ever really wanted to.  Perhaps he was only disguising his own diminishing interest in life with an apparent curiosity about mine.
Ecclesiastes sees an impenetrable divide between life and death.  There could be no concern for the living among the dead and no understanding of death among the living.  Only our species prolongs the time we spend not quite dead, but not really living either.  Like the vampires of myth -- the undead, beings interested only in staying alive, but not in living.
A German friend had sat beside his father-in-law as he lay in a coma, attached to everything modern science could do to prolong his life.  After six long months, the older man came to and lived for a short time in great pain, before dying.  While he was in a coma, he said, he had been conscious of incredible bliss, he had no pain and everyone he had ever known was there with him.  Although again in great pain when he awoke, he said he would not trade a second of that pain in reality for all the unreal bliss he had experienced during his coma.

I have always supported physician-assisted suicide.  I do not think anyone will choose death over life if given a reasonable choice, and the availability of easy death would only make that dream unnecessary -- as cruelly denied as it is now.  In 1985, my grandmother wrote a poem entitled "A prayer from an old lady waiting to die”.  In it, she begged them not to employ extraordinary measures to keep her alive and they cured her of pneumonia -- what physicians used to call the "velvet glove" -- three times.  How she must have envied her husband, who had woken up early one morning, finished something he thought he needed to finish in the garden, returned to bed and never woken up.

My own pathetic suicide attempt at age 13 in Germany never seriously threatened my life and was easily diverted into the literary.  A friend in high school at Andover had spent time in juvenile prison for his own suicide attempt -- illegal by the state's standard.  He was a brilliant child, chess champion in his state.  I tried to interest him in Greek and we read the classics together.  But I was never brilliant like he was -- I had only seen more of the world.  But I wonder sometimes what I am doing with all those pills and that expensive medicine I take to stay alive when I cannot even write by hand, walk or see the world like I used to or in any sense live without this strange modern medication.

I was unable to bring myself to go when someone at home decided to kill what she had become with MS -- even though a friend knew her and could introduce me.  She had been almost totally paralyzed and bedridden for some time, and although enough of her personal charm still showed through to make someone else in the home propose marriage, she was not the person she felt she was -- a dancer!  The very opposite of what this disease had made her.  But she could not commit suicide by herself and doctors are not allowed to help.  But patients do have the right to refuse certain interventions.  The home had neglected her and she had got gangrene.  The only option to save her life was to amputate both her legs and to do so she had to be revived sufficiently to survive the operation.  But when she was strong enough to lose her legs, she was also strong enough to refuse.  The law will not allow doctors to assist patients to end their suffering, but it will allow patients to choose to die of gangrene poisoning rather than undergo the further humiliation of this operation.

In 1982, I had had to walk out of a beautiful concert in the Royal Albert Hall in London due to an intense attack of claustrophobia.  When I stopped to pick up my coat, I began talking to the woman behind the counter.  She was a little over 50 and sounded excited.  She had heard the day before that her cancer was untreatable and she had six months to live.  Everyone had had something to say.  She should take a round the world cruise!  She should blow her whole savings on a beautiful car!  She should do something she had always wanted to do!  But, she told me excitedly, what she had always really liked was to watch the strange people who gave her their coats when they went to concerts at the Royal Albert Hall.  What she wanted to do with her last six months was continue doing what she had wanted to do all her life.

Suicide seems to come easily to my mind, even if I do not dare to commit it. I sometimes wondered if I could ever be anything more than a burden to my family with this disease.  I remember walking around the block in a different life with different people and it being said that they would commit suicide if they could not at least run around the block.  They were talking about old age -- a person I knew had always hiked in her life and refused to get out of the car when we had driven to the top of the hill on a WPA road to look at the view.  She had not earned the view by hiking to the top herself.  Everyone murmured agreement.  I hesitated.  My foot was already dropping at the end of long walks in the botanical Gardens.  Now I cannot even stand by myself. In 2002, I wrote a story called “Plastic!” I no longer felt I knew myself in my body.

I used to think sometimes that I should spare everyone and just go away.  I pictured a series of low-cost bungalows in a row on a mountain pass. I could just disappear there and do my writing without being a burden to anyone. Later I realized I could no longer live alone. I would have to die. I fantasized about taking the car one day alone and driving to a bridge. I have always been scared to drive over bridges. Something seemed to be calling to me to drive off.


But I cannot even drive anymore. Wal-Mart’s sells guns and my wife could even return it afterwards for a refund. I only planned to use it once. But there was a long exchange on the MS forum from someone -- I got to know him quite well.  He had been quite successful before and had a perfect house, a beautiful wife, an exquisite gun collection.  As his MS progressed, however, he had become less successful and finally completely paralyzed.  His perfect wife lost interest in the end had a lover she met regularly in his own home and in front of his own eyes.  He told us on the forum he wanted to commit suicide, but he could not take and load the rifle himself.  That his wife had been more than happy to do for him.  She even put it where it could not help but blow off his head.  But he could not pull the trigger, and there she drew the line.  That would qualify her as a murderer and she did want to risk that. Before a friend had appeared and wrote his story on the Internet, he had lain for hours with the rifle pointed at his head while his wife had gone off with her lover.

Somehow we think of Germans, however, as perfect -- perhaps this is just something that has survived from Nazi propaganda.  In 1987, I got to know one of those blonde, blue-eyed models of perfection in Munich.  He was about my age, lived alone in a huge perfect family house, and rented out a room to the woman who was my girlfriend then.  Not that I should have felt jealous.  He was gay, like so many perfect Germans of the Nazi period.  And his family had been greatly admired under Hitler!  Just as they were prominent liberal Democrats then -- I think his father was an ambassador.  His room was lined with innumerable books and I got the strong feeling he had read and understood every one.  I do not like to let anyone use English if I can understand their native language, but his English was so perfect I had to make an exception.  He played the cello.  He played… well, he played perfectly.  It was incredible to hear him play.  And he knew it.  There was nothing automatic about his perfection -- he could appreciate everything he did.  Only the conservatory had ranked him number two.  He was never quite perfect, really.  And it was no longer stylish to be gay.  A perfect German should be able to control that, his parents had told him.  But his perfection was not something he had achieved.  He was just like that naturally -- almost perfect, but not quite, apparently.  Nothing he did naturally was quite right in his parents’ eyes.  He could never live up to the family ideal of perfection.  One night, my girlfriend came home to find the police in charge.  The perfect German had committed suicide.  And that too had not succeeded smoothly.  He had decided to stab himself in the heart.  But this is very difficult.  He was very muscular, there is a rib cage and the heart is difficult to reach.  He had only been successful on the painful ninth try.  He left only one short suicide note: "Das Leben ist nur Scheisse.”

Somehow my brother-in-law’s death from cancer was the most natural.  I must admit my own cultural prejudices would have ruined it for him.  But despite my insistence, he never knew he had cancer or that it was life-threatening -- in fact the doctors told us there was nothing that could be done -- although the best care was given and any slight chances were taken advantage of.  If he died a bit before the longest time predicted for him, he did so before the worst of the pain that might have been expected could develop and he died suddenly, with no warning or awareness.


I have always treasured a description of what death was in a letter by Seneca -- although I have never sought to discover if this was more than a passing belief or in fact a fully developed concept -- or even if I have understood it accurately.  Death, I understood him to write, was not so difficult to understand.  In fact, we are always dying.  We say we live for the moment.  But at the end of that moment, we become something else and the previous something dies as completely as anything else.  The me that had sung as a child in choir is as dead as I will ever be.  One can say the memories of that experience still survive in me, and it is those I can only hope to communicate -- to immortalize -- in my writing, as Seneca is still alive in his.

Is there a conclusion?  The scientists have continued to study death -- as I suppose they always will.  Now some think we can maybe see the evolutionary purpose and explanation of our understanding of things that are not there and abhorrence of a time without time, without imaginings.  
Do we still want to be immortal?  We create our own image in our children, who will pass that image on to future generations -- although we all know there will be an end even to that.  We could immerse ourselves in a myth -- we could, like Catullus, make a memorial more lasting than bronze.  But it too will fade away.  We can identify ourselves with the universe we see around us -- but that too changes.  Or we can accept mortality, learn to love it, to understand it.  I would never commit suicide for real, but maybe while we are alive we should remember that we die and what that means.  Perhaps that would help us learn to be what we are during life and accept oblivion lovingly when it comes.
I have started this again!  I am still dreaming about it!  It must be obvious what I am about to say, but I guess I never realized it before.  I thought the dinosaurs were stupid.  I guess we are shocked in particular that they ate their own young when they could not survive.  We would rather have them starve to death or die of debilitating diseases .But they did not waste time thinking about it!  What surprises us is that they could be here for so long without leaving any word, without apparently thinking about themselves at all.  We do nothing but, and yet we are not as good even as they were.  I wonder in the end if the truth can ever be stated rationally, whether there is something the dinosaurs -- like all the species we see around us -- understood naturally that we cannot understand.

Maybe those have been right to say truth was what came out best in love when one expressed oneself fully only to share it, to merge completely with another.  It is fitting that the merger results in a new being that is everything one and the other could be, something neither could have fully understood or willed.

As the pictures from my files scroll by as my screensaver, how many of the people -- even young people -- have died, and I am still alive?  Am I afraid?  Have I not understood?  Wasn't it Shakespeare who said, "A coward dies a thousand deaths, a hero only once"?
