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  Introduction


  The “Bottom Line” Up-front


  Full disclosure: I am a Catholic Christian. I write to other Christians. Muslims are invited to listen and talk back and correct what I may have gotten wrong about them.


  But where am I coming from? Neither left nor right, neither liberal (or modernist) Christianity nor fundamentalism. And that includes my take on Islam, which is neither the naive, limp “Why can’t we all just get along?” nor the blind demonization of “Enemies!”


  As a Christian, I say Islam crucially lacks the Cross, and Christ, and his radical love. But as a Christian I also say Islam has great and deep resources of morality and sanctity that should inspire us and shame us and prod us to admiration and imitation. Thus my subtitle. In the spiritual competition for the most sanctity, all sides win.


  My medium is not essays but fictional dialogues between a pious Muslim and various Christians. For my strategy is indirect rather than direct, showing rather than telling. (This is explained further in the subsection “Introducing ‘Isa Ben Adam,” page 13.)


  Why the West Fears Islam


  Many Christians today have a deep fear of Islam, as of no other religion. They have reasons: over three thousand of them after 9/11. Yet many Muslims, most Muslims in the West, and the vast majority in America, want to be our friends, not our enemies in our battle against our real common enemy, which is sin, Satan, selfishness and secularism. If those are not our real enemies, then Jesus and all the saints were fools.


  Why do Christians believe our irreligious media’s picture of Muslims as hate-filled, violence-prone, ignorant, superstitious, irrational, fanatical terrorists? To the secular media, the only good Muslim is a bad Muslim, that is, a secularized one. The same media believes that the only good Christian is a bad Christian; that is, a secularized, de-supernaturalized, modernized, liberalized, compromised, rationalized one—especially one that worships the gods of the Sexual Revolution (the old one, I mean, not the new one expressed in John Paul II’s Theology of the Body). To let this media define a religion for us is idiocy.


  The secular media fear Islam for two reasons: (1) because they think it is the reason, or the rationalization, for nearly all the terrorism, murder and war in the world today, and (2) because it is deeply religious. The media believe these two things naturally go together. They are wrong.


  What Christians Should Not Learn From Muslims


  While the subtitle of this book, and its main focus, is What Christians Can Learn from Muslims, there are many things that Christians should not learn from Muslims; for instance:


  1. Anger or jealousy at Western civilization


  2. Proneness or addiction to violence


  3. Politicizing religion (that always messed us up whenever we tried it!)


  4. Preventing apostasy by murdering apostates


  5. Treating women like slaves


  6. Prioritizing justice over mercy and forgiveness


  7. The continued chewing of centuries-old grudges


  8. Fear of freedom


  9. Fear of reasoning and dialogue


  10. Terrorism


  11. Theological voluntarism (the doctrine that God’s will has no reason)


  12. Unitarianism (the theology that insists that the one God is only one Person, not three, and that Christ is only human, not divine)


  With the exception of the last item, however, these are not essential parts of Islamic orthodoxy. If these ideas appear in the Qur’an at all, they are disapproved rather than approved. And they are not typical of all or even most serious Muslims in the world today, especially in the West, though they are typical of the ones we usually hear about in the news. For quiet piety does not make headlines; loud terrorist explosions do.


  Please ask yourself whether you would like others to judge Christianity based on the picture of it now being presented in the modern Western media. Then please remember the Golden Rule, and apply this to the picture of Islam presented by the same source.


  What Christians Should Obviously Learn from Muslims


  There are also many things we Christians already know we can and should learn from Muslims, or be reminded of by Muslims. These are things which we already believe, though we do not practice them very well; for instance:


  1. Faithfulness in prayer, fasting and almsgiving


  2. The sacredness of the family and children and hospitality


  3. The absoluteness of moral laws and of the demand to be just and charitable


  4. The absoluteness of God and the need for absolute submission, surrender and obedience (“islam”) to him


  You will not find many Muslims anywhere who are indifferentists, moral pragmatists, hedonists, utilitarians, materialists, subjectivists, relativists or libertines.


  The list of things Christians should not learn from Muslims is a list of things we already recognize as evils, and the list of things Christians should obviously learn from Muslims is a list of things we already recognize as goods. But there is a third thing, which is good, not evil, but which we do not clearly recognize as obviously good, and this is the thing we very much need to learn from Muslims. That’s what this book is about.


  It is not unique to Muslims. We could learn it from anyone, but Muslims seem to be the ones who are most clearly manifesting it today. So it is to the Muslims that we should turn to learn it—not primarily for the sake of being nice to Muslims or for religious harmony or ecumenism or even world peace, but for our own holiness and wholeness and humanity, our own supernatural and natural completing.


  I find it hard to give a single name to this thing. I could call it something like the “spirit” of Islam, but that is far, far too slippery and subjective a term. Rather than telling you what it is, by defining it, like a philosopher, or by selling it, like a motivational speaker, I want to show you what it is, by exemplifying it, in a fictional character, like a novelist.


  Introducing ‘Isa Ben Adam


  My protagonist, ‘Isa Ben Adam, is a creation of my imagination, though he is modeled on a few real Muslims whom I have met and many more whom I have read. ‘Isa is the protagonist of my novel, An Ocean Full of Angels (St. Augustine’s Press, 2010), and he has already appeared in print as one of the two dialoguing characters in A Refutation of Moral Relativism (Ignatius Press, 1999).


  The four characters ‘Isa dialogues with in the present book are also taken from my novel. They are: (1) Libby Rawls, a sarcastic, sassy Black feminist “liberal”; (2) Evan Jellema, a very straight Dutch Calvinist who is the opposite of Libby in nearly every imaginable way; (3) Father Heerema, ‘Isa’s kindly, wise, old-fashioned Jesuit philosophy professor at Boston College; and (4) “Mother,” a large, hospitable, bread-baking lady who wears bright dresses, has a parrot on her shoulder and holds continents of common sense in her brain. “Mother” runs a sprawling old Victorian boarding house shaped like a ship on the beachfront in Nahant, Massachusetts, in which she, ‘Isa, Libby, Evan and five other people live. ‘Isa also dialogues on campus with Father Fesser, another professor at Boston College, who has the reputation of being a freethinker rather than a traditional Catholic.


  I should also note that several others (including myself) make an appearance in chapter one, and so this chapter, unlike the rest of the book, is written in first person. The other dialogues are fictional, but chapter one is not. It actually happened in one of my classes at Boston College. Only the names have been changed. In fact, this was the incident that first prompted me to write this book.


  Please remember, in reading the following dialogues, that the author, as a Christian, does not necessarily agree with everything said by ‘Isa as a Muslim. I simply present him as a consistent and admirable literary character. I have unfairly “stacked the deck”: I have made ‘Isa a very smart and articulate Muslim, an “idealized” Muslim (though he has conspicuous social and psychological faults of insensitivity and bluntness), while I have made the Christians, especially Libby, less than flawless Christians.


  They are flawed in both their reason and their faith (like most of us, of course, in many different ways). Libby has a liberal heart, but, unfortunately, also a liberal head. Evan has a conservative head but, unfortunately, also a conservative heart. Fr. Heerema has both a good head and a good heart, but lacks toughness, as ‘Isa lacks gentleness. I stacked the deck like this only to make the point that we all have something to learn from each other.


  Without the novel to frame them, the characters in this book are bound to be somewhat thin and flat, even stereotyped. But this book is not a novel. Its point is not to convince its readers of the characters, but of a character—the character trait I find hard to define but easy to show in ‘Isa. It is a character trait I find more obvious in Muslims (and in Jews too) than in Christians.


  Identifying the Thing We Need to Learn from Muslims


  Perhaps I could call it “strength of will” or “spiritual toughness.” The Chinese word te comes close. It is the spiritual power of moral conviction in a person’s soul. I believe this is an admirable and even crucially necessary character trait because it is one of the traits that stands out in ‘Isa’s namesake in the Gospels. (‘Isa is Arabic for “Jesus,” a fairly common name in Arabic cultures.) And I am convinced that we need to recapture this character trait if we are going to winsomely win souls and fulfill the Great Commission (Matthew 28:19).


  The New Testament (Colossians 1) tells us that Christ is the complete manifestation of the Father, with nothing held back. And therefore Christ was, of course, infinite love. But he was also, for the same reason, infinite power. (But not violence. Violence is not power. It is weakness: the weakness of the bully.) Christ joined power (te) and love (agape) in one. We have tragically separated the two, and in doing so have reduced loving to liking, charity to chumminess, compassion to a passion, passion to politeness, faith to feeling, revealed theology to pop psychology, commandments to values, the Church Militant to the Church Mumbling, and the kingdom of God to Mister Rogers’s Neighborhood.


  Perhaps that is one reason why we are fascinated with the “primitive”: because we see there a power we have lost. (And this applies to both Christians and secularists.) Thus our love of movies like Crocodile Dundee, Conan the Barbarian, The Gods Must Be Crazy and Tarzan. And perhaps that is part of our secular civilization’s double attitude of fascination and fear toward Islam.


  C. S. Lewis writes about this loss in Reflections on the Psalms when he contrasts our modern mindset with the ancient mindset of the Psalms. He says that our


  absence of anger, especially that sort of anger which we call indignation, can, in my opinion, be a most alarming symptom. And the presence of indignation may be a good one. . . . If the Jews cursed more bitterly than the Pagans this was, I think, at least in part because they took right and wrong more seriously. . . . Though hideously distorted by the human instrument, something of the Divine voice can be heard in these passages. Not, we trust, that God looks upon their enemies as they do: He “desireth not the death of a sinner.” But doubtless He has for the sin of those enemies just the implacable hostility which the poets express. Implacable? Yes, not to the sinner but to sin. It will not be tolerated nor condoned, no treaty will be made with it. That tooth must come out, that right hand amputated, if the man is to be saved. In that way the relentlessness of the Psalms is far nearer to one side of the truth than many modern attitudes which can be mistaken, by those who hold them, for Christian charity. . . . I can even use the horrible passage in Psalm 137 about dashing the Babylonian babies against the stones. I know things in the inner world which are like babies: the infantile beginnings of small indulgences, small resentments . . . which woo and wheedle us . . . whimpering . . . “you owe yourself some consideration.” Against all such petty infants . . . the advice of the Psalm is the best. Knock the little bastards’ brains out. And “blessed” he who can, for it’s easier said than done.


  G. K. Chesterton wrote about this primitive fear (in St. Thomas Aquinas):


  The Fear of the Lord, that is the beginning of wisdom, and therefore belongs to the beginnings, and is felt in the first cold hours before the dawn of civilization: the power that comes out of the wilderness and rides on the whirlwind and breaks the gods of stone; the power before which the eastern nations are prostrate like a pavement; the power before which the primitive prophets run naked and shouting, at once proclaiming and escaping from their god; the fear that is rightly rooted in the beginnings of every religion, true or false: the fear of the Lord, that is the beginning of wisdom; but not the end.


  ‘Isa Ben Adam can show us that beginning. Even if it is we who can show him the end of wisdom, still he can show us the beginning. And that is our beginning too; and if we have forgotten it and he has not, then we need to let him help us recall it.


  We need to preserve this “fear of the Lord” because for any living thing (like a plant), its end is deformed and doomed to death if it is cut off from its beginning. Muslims will not be impressed by Christians who offer them the end of wisdom (the love of God) if that flower is cut off from its roots in the beginning of wisdom (the fear of God).


  For the fear of the Lord is present in the end of wisdom as well as the beginning. “The fear of the LORD is clean, enduring for ever,” says the psalmist. It is transformed by love, but not replaced. The tide of love lifts and moves the boats of fear, but does not sink them. Our progress is not simply from fear to love, but from servile fear to loving fear; from naked fear to fear clothed in love, from fear of the terrible things God will do to us to the fear of what terrible things we will do to God. It is the progress from the awe of terror to the awe of adoration.


  Great saints are never wimps. They are often made from great sinners: haters and persecutors like St. Paul, or passionate sex addicts like St. Augustine, or rich, spoiled, worldly fops like St. Francis, or even professional killers like St. Ignatius. Saints have to be tough as well as tender because saints are like Christ, and Christ was the toughest and the tenderest man who ever lived. If we have forgotten the toughness, then we have misunderstood the tenderness. It is a tough tenderness. How can we miss the toughness of the two greatest saints of the twentieth century, Mother Teresa and John Paul II? It is a distinctive toughness, a tender toughness. But it is a toughness.


  I think it is very likely that the next St. Paul is now a Muslim, wanting only a new direction for his passion: toward rather than against Christianity. Or perhaps the new St. Paul is a Christian lacking only the passion of a Muslim to energize him, needing to be prodded to jealousy by a Muslim. If this book can help provoke that reaction, its existence is justified.


  Two Islams, Two Christianities and Four Wars


  There are two Islams in the world today. (1) There is the Islam of the Qur’an, which is one of the great religions of the world. It is a religion of peace (not of pacifism nor of aggression) and of divine justice (not of divine tyranny nor of divine intimacy). (2) There is also the Islam of the terrorists, who are murderers and assassins, especially murderers of their fellow Muslims. Shiites and Sunnis hate each other for their “heresies” more intensely than either hates the West. (The London bombings deliberately targeted Muslim neighborhoods.)


  Which of these two Islams (of the Qur’an or of the terrorists) will prevail? God only knows. But to whatever extent the first Islam is from God, it will prevail because God will prevail.


  I do not see how a Christian can deny that (1) there is much in Islam that is from God, beginning with its essence, total surrender to God’s will. Nor do I see how a Christian can deny that (2) there are things in Islam that are directly contrary to God, beginning with its rejection of Christ as divine Savior, and its ignorance of the amazing “good news” that God is love and has destined us not for eternal servitude but eternal spiritual marriage to him. It is very tempting, if you clearly see either of these two things, to ignore the other one.


  There are also two Christianities in the world today. There is (1) the Christianity of the New Testament, and there is (2) the Christianity of accommodation to modernism, egalitarianism, niceness, naturalism, pop psychology, secular humanism, relativism, subjectivism, individualism, “Enlightenment” rationalism or postmodern irrationalism. New converts to the first Christianity are constantly amazed and scandalized by finding many of their clergy to be in love with the second and in fear of the first. Which of the two will prevail? If Christianity is from God (and the Qur’an says it is!), then the first will prevail over the pablum perversions of it.


  I do not know which Islam will prevail. But I know that the temporal fate of half the world depends on it. I do know which Christianity will prevail, however, and I know that the eternal fate of all the world depends on it. I do not know the future of Islam, but I do know the future of the Church, for I know Who promised her that the gates of hell would not prevail against her. And if hell itself will not prevail against her, I’m sure that neither the Islamic perversion nor the Christian perversion will prevail against her.


  Thus there are not just one but four confrontations between Islam and Christianity in the world today. (I am not speaking of the political and military confrontation between Islam and the West, but of the religious confrontations.)


  First, there is the confrontation between terrorist Islam and New Testament Christianity, between the sword and the cross, between murder and sacrifice, between false and true martyrdom. Christianity will win this confrontation because “love is stronger than death” and therefore also stronger than hate; because “there is power, power, wonder working power in the Precious Blood of the Lamb.”


  Second, there is the confrontation between Qur’anic Islam and modernist Christianity, between conviction and relativism, between honor and shamelessness, between true and false justice. Islam will win this confrontation (as it is already winning in Europe) for a similar reason: because self-sacrifice is stronger than self-indulgence.


  Third, there is the confrontation between terrorist Islam and modernist Christianity, between the sword and relativism. This is also part of Europe’s current struggle. I do not know who will win this confrontation, because both parties are based on falsehood and weakness. But I think Islam will win because modernist Christianity has no will to win. Indeed, it has no will at all.


  Fourth, there is the real confrontation, and the only real dialogue, between Qur’anic Islam and New Testament Christianity. This is as old as St. John Damascene. I think this high and honorable dialogue between two high and honorable faiths will continue (though the other three confrontations will get much more media attention) and that something great will come of it. That is the dialogue exemplified by the conversations between ‘Isa and his three Christian friends, especially Fr. Heerema, in this book. In this confrontation, both “sides” will win.


  1
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  On Comparative Religions


   


  It was Tuesday evening and time for my World Religions class. There were twenty-four students, half of them adults and half of college age, with a good ethnic mixture. Two students sat together in the middle of the front row: ‘Isa, a Muslim, and Zvi, a Jew with a black beard, dreadlocks and a yarmulke. These two asked most of the hard questions and made most of the trouble, and I loved them for it. The other twenty-two were all Catholics, in varying degrees of assent or dissent. (Dissent is the nice, new word for what they used to call “heresy.”)


  ‘Isa and Zvi had become good friends because they were good enemies, constantly arguing about Zionism and Palestine and the PLO. They were like spouses, arguing and then reconciling and then arguing again.


  I think ‘Isa’s first impression of me was that I was a bit wimpy, because I played Socrates and asked questions rather than giving answers. I took both sides of every issue to deliberately confuse the students and force them to think for themselves. But ‘Isa stayed with the class because (as he told me later), “On every issue I heard two opposite arguments come out of your mouth, but I also saw a single passion for truth in your eyes.”


  One Tuesday evening, the class was beginning their twenty-minute break in the middle of the long, three-hour class, and most of the students were staying in their seats, some munching snacks and drinking sodas. This was a time for more informal conversations. Suddenly, Zvi asked me, pointing behind my chair, “What is that cross on the wall behind you?”


  I turned around to look. On the pale blue cinder block wall behind my desk, six feet above the floor, there was a foot-high cross of paint that stood out in darker blue. I knew what it meant, and I opened my mouth to answer Zvi’s question, but the Holy Spirit interrupted me in the form of a friendly, fat Irishman who was sitting next to Zvi, who explained, “Oh, that’s where the crucifix used to be. They used to have one in every classroom. And then they took them down. And they haven’t repainted the walls yet.”


  Zvi turned to him. “When did they take them down?”


  I wondered why he said “when” instead of “why.” I soon found out. “Just last year, I think,” was the answer.


  “I thought so. It was the Bundy money,” said Zvi.


  No one understood the reference, and when the class asked him about it, Zvi explained that not long before, President Johnson’s secretary of state, McGeorge Bundy, had negotiated a compromise on the divisive issue of federal funding going to religious schools so that the issue would not have to go to the Supreme Court. The compromise was that these schools could get federal grants as long as they were not “sectarian” and “exclusive.” What that meant was deliberately left undefined. Zvi pointed out that in the year following this ruling, almost all of the twenty-one Jesuit colleges in America, including Boston College, had taken down their crucifixes from the classrooms.


  The Irishman protested this explanation as much too cynical. “We wouldn’t do that for money.”


  Zvi replied, with a wicked little grin, “Of course not. But I hope you got more than thirty pieces of silver this time.” Zvi then had to explain to the biblically illiterate class that Judas Iscariot was the first Catholic to accept a government grant.


  “No way,” protested the Irishman. “We did it to be ecumenical.”


  At this point ‘Isa chimed in. “What does that mean, ecumenical? Can you define that term?”


  He directed the question to me, and once again I opened my mouth to answer, and once again the Holy Spirit interrupted, this time from the mouth of a nursing student in white stockings sitting behind ‘Isa. (I remember both her face and her papers as resembling each other in being overweight and sloppy-looking.) She said something vague like “Ecumenical means we reach out to everybody, everybody’s welcome here, and we don’t want to offend anybody.”


  “Offend anybody?” ‘Isa asked sharply. “Who? Who did you fear to offend?”


  The girl was clearly offended by the question. “Why, non-Catholics, of course.”


  “You mean people like me? A Muslim? And my friend the Jew?”


  (“My friend the Jew” smiled at ‘Isa. They were not enemies now, fighting over Palestine, but common “outsiders” in Christian America and Catholic Boston College.)


  The class hushed, sensing a confrontation. They seemed to be offended by the two impolitely concrete words Muslim and Jew, two of the only words in our language that still have teeth in them.


  “Yeah, I guess so,” the girl replied.


  “Well, I for one am very much offended,” ‘Isa declared. The class hushed even more.


  “For goodness’ sake, why?” asked a voice from the rear.


  “Because you have called me a bigot.”


  “No, no, no, we would never do that. We hate bigotry. When did we ever call you a bigot?”


  “When you took down your crucifixes.”


  “That’s ridiculous. We took them down because we hate bigotry. We took them down because we didn’t want to look like bigots. Why in the world do you say that was calling you a bigot?”


  “Let me try to explain it to you,” answered ‘Isa. “Suppose you came to a Muslim country and enrolled in a Muslim university. Would you be offended by the quotations from the Qur’an in Arabic that you might see on the walls?”


  “Of course not.”


  “And would you be offended by a Star of David if you saw it in a Jewish university?”


  “Of course not.”


  “Why not? Because you are not a bigot. Only a bigot would be offended by a Muslim symbol in a Muslim university, or a Jewish symbol in a Jewish university, right?”


  “Right.”


  “So why did you expect me to be offended by a Catholic symbol in a Catholic university? Only because you expected me to be a bigot.” ‘Isa was silent for five seconds to let the logic sink in. Then he drew the logical corollary: “And I think that’s being a bigot: expecting the other person to be a bigot. So I am offended.”


  The class just didn’t know what to say, or to think. Zvi and I were the only two who were smiling.


  ‘Isa didn’t let it go at that. He went on. “You know, we Muslims don’t have statues or pictures of any person, not even the Prophet Muhammad (blessed be his name!) or the prophet Jesus (peace be upon him!). We believe that is forbidden by God’s commandment against making graven images. But if we did have pictures of our prophets, we would never take them down—not for money, not for anything, and certainly not for fear of offending some bigot.


  “In fact, if we had pictures of our prophets, and soldiers came into our classroom with guns and demanded that we take down the pictures of our prophets because there was a new law and a new regime in power that demanded it, we would never do it. Every good Muslim in that class would run to the pictures and defend them with his life. We believe that martyrs, who die for Allah’s honor, will go to Paradise. We would consider it a great privilege to die for the honor of one of our prophets, especially for the Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him!) or for the Prophet Jesus (blessed be his name!).”


  ‘Isa had everyone’s total attention. He was turning around and facing them. He was the teacher now. “Tell me,” he asked, “how many of you are Christians?”


  Everyone’s hand went up, except Zvi’s. “So tell me, do you really believe that Jesus is the Son of God? How many of you believe that?”


  Again twenty-two hands went up, most of them hesitatingly.


  “Well, we Muslims don’t believe that. We believe that that idea is pagan and idolatrous and blasphemous and ridiculous. But we do believe that Jesus was a great prophet, and he spoke the Word of God, and he was virgin born, and he performed miracles, and he even raised the dead, and he will come again to judge the world at the end of time. The Qur’an says all that about Jesus.


  “So we revere him and we honor him, and we would never remove his pictures, if we had them, not for money or for fear of offending anyone, not even for fear of death. And you say you believe he is the Son of God, yet you take down your pictures of him just for fear of offending us.”


  At each step of ‘Isa’s sermon the silence had grown more intense. He paused, then concluded: “So I think we are better Christians than you are.”


  The unavoidable logical conclusion felt like a blow to the gut. Everyone was profoundly uncomfortable. It was the most memorable lesson of the whole course. I silently thanked God for sending a prophet to us.


  Postscript


  After I got to know ‘Isa better, I asked him whether I could attend Friday prayer services at his mosque, since I had never experienced a Muslim service before. He was of course happy to take me. I understood only a few words of Arabic, but the palpable sincerity, devotion and single-mindedness of the worshipers impressed me. There was no whispering, no gossiping, no relaxing, even. The congregation’s attitude during the whole service felt almost like a Catholic congregation’s attitude at the moment of the Consecration at the Mass.


  Afterward ‘Isa asked me whether he could attend Mass with me on the Boston College campus, and I of course was happy to take him. We both understood that there was no hidden agenda of proselytizing, on his part or mine, just respectful listening.


  We went to the noon Mass at St. Mary’s, a beautiful little old stone chapel in a corner of the biggest, oldest and most Gothic building on campus, St. Mary’s Hall, where all the Jesuit priests live. The Mass followed the new, modern, streamlined, simplified, unpoetic, flat-sounding, vernacular, post-Vatican II rite, and the priest added even more informality with a few of his own additions and editings, as is often done in America nowadays.


  On the way out, ‘Isa said something to me that struck me so suddenly that I still remember the single yellow dandelion in the grass just outside the chapel door, which seemed to open its eye like a tiny sun and shine a beam of light at me as ‘Isa spoke: “The people who designed this building, this architecture—they are very old, are they not?”


  “Yes,” I answered. “The building was built over one hundred years ago, and the style of Gothic architecture goes back to the Middle Ages.”


  “And the people who designed the words of your service, the words the priest said today—they are not very old, are they?”


  “No. What you heard is a new, modernized version of a liturgy that is much older. Some Catholics still use the old liturgy, in Latin.”


  “I would like to hear that some time,” said ‘Isa.


  “Why?” I pressed him.


  “Because I think the minds of your ancient ones rush up to heaven like those Gothic spires, but I think the minds of your modern ones run forward on the ground, horizontally, at about eye level. Do you know what I mean?”


  “I know exactly what you mean,” I replied, neither attacking nor defending nor apologizing for the new rite.


  Then came an even more striking line of questioning: “You Christians believe that Jesus is literally God, don’t you?”


  “Yes,” I replied. “God become man. One divine person with two natures, a divine nature and a human nature. We believe he is fully human and fully divine at once.”


  “I don’t understand how you can believe that.”


  I replied, simply, “It is a great mystery.”


  “And Protestant Christians believe that too, don’t they?”


  “Yes. The ones who still believe the Bible do.”


  “And you Catholics have the Mass, but Protestants don’t, is that right?”


  “Yes.”


  “And do you Catholics believe that in the Mass, that little round piece of bread that the priest held up actually becomes Jesus?”


  “Yes. The bread and wine become his body and blood.”


  “It’s not just a symbol? It’s literal?”


  “It’s not just a symbol. It’s literal.”


  “So that’s why everyone was so very quiet when that happened.”


  “Yes.”


  “I don’t understand how you can believe that.”


  “It is a great mystery,” I said again.


  ‘Isa just shook his head. He seemed reluctant to argue with me, but he was apparently trying very hard to comprehend how I could possibly believe that. I thought I understood what he was thinking (but I was wrong), so I said, in an attempt to be sympathetic: “You must be thinking something like this: I don’t understand how all these intelligent people can get down on their knees and worship what looks like a little piece of bread. It’s bad enough that these Christians all worship a man, but it’s even worse that Catholics worship a little piece of bread.”


  “No, that’s not quite what I am thinking.”


  “What are you thinking, then?”


  “I am trying to imagine how you feel.”


  “And . . . ?”


  “And I just can’t imagine it. It’s hard enough to imagine what it would feel like to be a Protestant, but I can’t imagine what you Catholics feel at that moment in the Mass.”


  “I think I understand what you mean,” I said, but I was wrong again. “You mean you can’t even imagine yourself ever bowing down to that.”


  “No, that is not what I am thinking. I am thinking that if I believed that—if I believed what you say you believe, that God himself was there in person right in front of my eyes—I can’t imagine myself ever getting up again.”


  I suddenly realized my mistake. I thought ‘Isa was merely skeptical of this hard-to-believe Catholic teaching, but I had confused a skeptic with a saint. A skeptic is someone who cannot get down on his knees, but a saint is someone who cannot get up.


  ‘Isa added, “And I think that if I believed that—if I believed that that little piece of bread that goes into your mouth is really Jesus, and that Jesus is really Allah—I would certainly not be able to sing a hymn after he entered my mouth, as you people did. I would not be able to speak. I think I would just collapse and faint dead away. Or else I would just dissolve like smoke.”


  I don’t know why, but I cannot forget that single little yellow dandelion that smiled up at me ironically as ‘Isa spoke.


  2
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  On Islam vs. the West


   


  ‘Isa and Libby argued constantly, like a brother and sister. They were friendly enemies: personal friends and ideological opponents. Libby called ‘Isa “Jack” because that was the nickname all his close friends used. She also called him less friendly names.


  ‘Isa was a senior and a philosophy major at Boston College. Libby, five years older, was a social worker and, later, a journalist.


  One day some remark of ‘Isa’s provoked Libby. “Jack, why are you so negative about Western culture?”


  “What do you mean, negative?”


  “Down. Critical. Pessimistic. You see demons around every corner.”


  “No, I don’t,” said ‘Isa. “Just lawyers. They’re not quite the same.”


  “No, seriously. You don’t think much of the modern world, do you?” Libby pressed.


  “I think about it a lot.”


  “But you don’t think very highly of it. You’re not a ‘progressive.’ ”


  “No, I’m not. Or rather, it’s not. I wouldn’t call the modern world ‘progressive’ at all.”


  “Why not?” she asked.


  “Because of what progress means.”


  “Oh, oh,” said Libby. “I smell definitions coming.”


  “That’s a good smell—like clean air—don’t you agree?”


  “I guess I have to. I was only kidding, Socrates. Go ahead, define progress.”


  “Progress means an increase in something good or a decrease in something bad. Isn’t that what it means?”


  “I guess so. But we don’t all agree about what’s good and bad, so we don’t all agree about what’s progress and what’s regress.”


  “I think we agree about that: we agree that we don’t agree.”


  Libby put her book down. “So what do you mean by good?—since you seem to be in a defining mood today.”


  “Well, I’d have to agree with that old Greek master of common sense, Aristotle, and say that good means just three things: the honorable, the necessary and the delightful; in other words, the moral, the practical and the pleasant.”


  “That sounds good to me. In fact, it sounds moral and practical and pleasant.”


  “So I ask you: has your culture progressed in any of these three ways? Start with moral goodness: do you have more saints? Fewer sinners?”


  “Of course not. But we’ve certainly progressed in the other two kinds of good, especially practical goods. Look at all our technology. Would you want to go back to a world without anesthetics, surfboards or symphony orchestras?” (Libby is a surfer and ‘Isa loves the symphony.)


  “No—but practical goods are only means to a further end, aren’t they? Isn’t that what practical means?”


  “Yes . . .”


  “So what end has all this technology brought us to?” ‘Isa asked. “What good does it serve? Do you say these increased practical goods have made us more moral? That our technological power has made us more saintly? That for the first time in history power has stopped corrupting?”


  “I’d like to think so, yes. I do believe we’re more humane and enlightened and tolerant and understanding and educated than our ancestors were.”


  “I think I can refute that with one word.”


  “What word?”


  “The twentieth-century invention that has changed more lives more radically than any other.”


  “What’s that?”


  “Genocide.”


  Libby raised both hands. “Hmph! I’m surprised to hear that argument from you.”


  “Why?”


  “You’re not a Jew; you’re an Arab and a Muslim.”


  “And you’re a racist, if that’s your refutation.”


  “OK, OK, let’s say the twentieth century isn’t the most morally perfect century in history.”


  “Then the only justification of our progress in practical goods is that it has produced progress in the third kind of good: delight or joy or happiness.”


  “And they have.”


  “Where? In the fifty million victims of genocide? Is being murdered delightful?”


  “Of course not,” Libby said. “But in most of the rest of us, progress has made us happy. Let’s just talk about America, not the rest of the world. We’re the richest and most powerful nation in history.”


  “Yes, we are. And do you think people are happier when they’re rich and powerful?”


  “Of course. Why else would we work so hard to get those things?”


  “Maybe because we’re fools. But let’s see: let’s look at the statistics.”


  “What statistics? You can’t measure happiness with statistics.”


  “But you can measure unhappiness with statistics. You can measure suicides and divorces and depression; and they’re certainly proof of unhappiness. And they’re all ‘progressing’ very, very well.”


  “OK, I admit we’ve got deep problems, but I don’t admit that you guys have the answers. I don’t see many people wanting to move to Muslim countries. I see the opposite. If you’re better than we are, how come . . .”


  “I didn’t say we were better than you are,” responded ‘Isa.


  “But you do say your culture is better.”


  “Yes, I do.”


  “Why?”


  “Because it’s based on our religion.”


  “And that automatically makes it better?”


  “Of course!—because God’s way has got to be better than man’s way.”


  “Jack, do you have any idea how arrogant that sounds?”


  “I guess not. I guess I just don’t see why it’s ‘arrogant’ to submit to God and his way instead of playing God yourself. Can you explain that one to me?”


  “You’re saying, ‘God is on our side.’ ”


  “I’m saying we’re on his side.”


  “But that’s what both sides say in nearly every war: ‘God is on our side,’ or ‘We’re on God’s side.’ So both sides kill each other in the name of God. And when God looks down on this, and sees his children killing each other, and doing it in his name, what do you think he thinks about that?”


  ‘Isa was nodding in agreement.


  Libby put her hand on her hip. “Hey! You’re always the disagreeable one, and I’m the peacenik; how can you reverse roles like that? I’m not agreeing with you; how can you agree with me?”


  “Because that’s the right question to ask, Libby: not just what we think about God but what he thinks about us—because what we think about him can be wrong, but what he thinks about us is always right.”


  “Yeah, well, I still think you’re arrogant and that’s why you’re always fighting, either with bombs or with words. You think you’re better than us.”


  “No, we don’t. But we do think our religion is better. If we didn’t, how could we honestly believe it? And you think yours is better than ours. If you don’t think that, how could you honestly believe it?”


  “Forget religion. I’m talking about your culture, your social system. You think that’s better than ours too, don’t you?”


  “Yes, we do. Because it’s based on our religion.”


  “See? Arrogance.”


  “No, surrender. How could God’s way not be better than man’s way? Tell me that. Islam means ‘surrender’ to God’s way.”


  “You really have no idea how narrow-minded that sounds, do you?”


  “No, I don’t. Especially since you Christians claim the same thing. Don’t you pray, ‘Thy kingdom come, thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven’? That’s the essence of Islam right there. Maybe you should pay more attention to what you pray for.”


  “I suppose you think you pray better than we do too.”


  “Of course. And I can prove that easily,” ‘Isa said.


  “I can’t wait.”


  “It’s hard to argue about quality, but it’s as easy as arithmetic to argue about quantity. So just tell me this, then: how many times a day do you pray?”


  “Whenever I feel like it. I’m free to choose, unlike you.”


  “So that turns out to be . . . what? Once? Twice?”


  “Like I said, whenever I feel like it.”


  “Well, we Muslims all pray five times a day. And if you pray only once a day, that means we pray five times more often than you do.”


  “So what has that got to do with social systems? I want to compare social systems and you keep turning the argument into religious stuff.”


  “Because that’s the source of the social stuff! Prayer taps into Allah’s power. So if we pray five times as much as you do, we have five times more spiritual power than you do. And that has to have social consequences.”


  “Yeah? So give me one of those social consequences. I’m not a philosopher or a theologian like you. I’m a social worker. Show me how your society has ‘five times more power.’ ”


  “That’s easy. We have five times more children than you do.”


  Libby’s eyes narrowed. “Five times as many?”


  “More, anyway. A lot more.”


  “That’s your example of ‘spiritual power’?”


  “Yes! It takes spiritual power to have children.”


  “It takes biological power to have children, and economic power to raise them. I don’t know what you’re talking about with this ‘spiritual power.’ ”


  “Having big families takes spiritual power because it means being willing to sacrifice selfishness, sacrifice present goods, material comforts and wealth, for future goods, for family. It’s an investment in the future. It takes courage and hard work, and you spiritual wimps and wussies don’t have the guts to do that.”


  “You know, Jack, you’ve given a new meaning to the word judgmental.”


  “That’s not an argument.”


  “I’m onto your strategy, Jack. You want to take over the world, so you’ll do it with kids. You’ll just outnumber us in a couple of generations.”


  “You’re absolutely right, Libby. That’s exactly what will happen. It’s already happening.”


  “How very clever of you. Very rational, actually, if you want to take over the world.”


  “No, it’s not rational. My mama used to say that ‘having fits is more rational than having kids.’ It’s not rational. It’s courageous. Courage—that’s the thing you’re missing. That’s what Solzheni­tsyn said at Harvard in that great commencement address in 1978.”


  “So we’re just sterile sissies and silly hippies and selfish yuppies, right?”


  “That’s pretty much how I see your society, yes,” ‘Isa replied.


  “Well, we like it pretty well, thank you. It’s not perfect, but you don’t see many people wanting to leave and emigrate to Muslim countries. But you see plenty of people wanting to emigrate from there to America. How do you explain that?”


  “Easily. Just ask them. They’ll always say the same thing: America is ‘the land of opportunity.’ Opportunity for what? To get rich. They come to America to get rich.”


  “So? What’s wrong with that?”


  “Nothing, but they think that will make them happy.”


  “And what’s wrong with that?”


  “There’s nothing wrong with being happy,” said ‘Isa, “or with wanting to be happy. But there’s something wrong with thinking that being rich is the way to it.”


  “Yeah? Well, it helps.”


  “No, it doesn’t. The rich aren’t happier than the poor. They’re less happy.”


  “You can’t prove that.”


  “Yes, I can.”


  “How? By some highfalutin religious argument?”


  “No, in exactly the way you would. Scientifically, sociologically, statistically.”


  “Go ahead. Prove it, then.”


  “What’s the surest indicator of unhappiness? Suicide. And what’s the suicide rate among the rich compared with the suicide rate among the poor? There’s a really strong correlation between wealth and suicide. The richer you are, or the richer your country is, the more likely it is that you will find your life so full of unhappiness that you will kill yourself.”


  “OK, so let’s say I admit that riches don’t make you happy. But people come to America to be free first of all, not to be rich.”


  “Well, then, let’s look at that. You certainly have more freedom than any other nation in history,” ‘Isa said.


  “So you admit that.”


  “Of course. But I don’t admit that that’s always good. Can’t you have too much freedom?”


  “No, you can’t have ‘too much freedom.’ Freedom is good, and you can’t have too much good.”


  “You never heard the saying, ‘too much of a good thing’? Almost every other good you can have too much of. Too much riches—it can spoil you. Too much power—it can corrupt you. Too much contentment—it can make you lazy. Do you say that freedom is the only good thing you can’t have too much of?”


  “It’s not like power,” Libby responded. “Power corrupts. Freedom doesn’t corrupt. Nobody ever said, ‘All freedom tends to corrupt, and absolute freedom corrupts absolutely.’ ”


  “Then somebody needs to say that, if nobody ever said it. So I will.”


  “Freedom corrupts—is that what you say?”


  “It tends to corrupt. Just like power. In fact, if you analyze what you mean by freedom, it turns out to mean almost the same thing as power.”


  “I don’t follow that.”


  “Slaves aren’t free and prisoners aren’t free because they don’t have the power to do what they want and go where they want.”


  “I can’t answer your abstract arguments about definitions, Jack, but here’s one thing I know, from experience: my people were slaves once, and now we’re free, and we’re a whole lot happier off the plantation than on it.”


  “Oh, I know that. I’m not saying that slavery is good, or that freedom is bad. I’m just saying you can have too much of it. That you do have too much of it. And that too much of it not only corrupts you, just as power does, but it doesn’t even make you happy, just as being rich doesn’t make you happy.”


  “So what do you say is more important than freedom in making a society happy?”


  “Families. Big families. Extended families. And seeing your whole society as your extended family. That’s why we put family first, and community and solidarity and hospitality.”


  “We value those things too.”


  “Then why are they all declining? Why are they all in such trouble in your society? I’ll tell you why . . .”


  “I’m sure you will, boyfriend.”


  “You put individualism first, that’s why. But that doesn’t work. It just doesn’t make you happy, as the statistics show.”


  “Look, I know these are tough times. I’m a social worker, and I see the troubles firsthand when I visit families, trying to pick up some of the broken pieces. But that’s the price of freedom. Sure, people abuse their freedom, but in the end freedom is always better than the old, oppressive legalism that you’re still into. You’re living in the past. You’re the old folk, and your culture is dying. We’re the young, and we’re confused and messed up, but we’ll make it. We’re the future.”


  “No, Libby, it’s exactly the opposite. We are the future. We will bury you.”


  “Now you sound like a famous Communist dictator! How will you bury us?”


  “You’re having fewer and fewer children, and you kill a third of them by abortion. You’re having fewer and fewer marriages, and you kill half of them by divorce. You’re having more old people and fewer young people. You’re the old, dying culture. You’re sterile. We’re fruitful. We’re family-first. We’re courageous. We sacrifice and suffer and surrender to the will of Allah. But you won’t because you’re addicted to your freedom. You’re addicts. You’re freedom addicts.”


  “Thank you very much, Mister Know-It-All. Thank you for showing me what you really are superior at: verbal violence. I see now why you guys naturally go in for the other kind of violence. When you start throwing words at your enemies like that, it’s pretty easy to end up throwing bombs at them.”


  “Libby, you are not my enemy, and neither is America. You are my friend, and so is America. But I see my friend America dying, and I think I know the disease it is dying of, so how can I be silent? It’s not verbal violence I’m offering you, it’s a doctor’s diagnosis of a disease.”


  “That’s a nice line, Jack, but I’m not falling for it. I see too many bombs behind your words. You people have a terrible track record of violence.”


  “ ‘You people’—do you mean Arabs?”


  “No, I mean Muslims. I’m accusing your religion, not your race.”


  “Do you think that makes your accusation better? That makes it worse, because my religion means more to me than my race. Doesn’t yours?”


  “Yeah, but neither my religion nor my race nor my culture is into violence, like yours.”


  “Oh, really? Well, if you want to talk about violence, let’s compare the violence in your society, America, with the violence in mine. You know as well as I do that America is one of the most violent societies in the world.”


  “Even if that’s true, ours doesn’t have a religious sanction behind it.”


  “Neither does ours!” said ‘Isa. “The Qur’an commands us to be people of peace, just as your Bible does.”


  “That’s not what I heard.”


  “Then you heard wrong. Did you ever read the Qur’an? No? Then let me tell you what it says about violence and religion. Allah commands: ‘There must be no compulsion in matters of religion.’ Allah tells the Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him!) that his only duty is to preach the Word of God, and that he must not force anyone to accept it, and not to grieve over anyone’s rejecting it.”


  “Look, I don’t want to argue about a book I’ve never read. Maybe your principles are as pure as you say—though I doubt it—but your practice sure isn’t.”


  “You are quite right. It isn’t. There are many evil, wicked, violent Muslims. But of course there are no evil, wicked, violent Christians, right? Or are you claiming that you have a cleaner track record in history? No forced conversions, no religious wars, no Inquisition by torture, no crusades, no witch hunts, no burning heretics?”


  “Our history is full of that garbage too, yes. But we’ve left it behind. You haven’t. You haven’t caught up with the modern idea of freedom yet. Freedom—that’s our idea, but not yours.”


  “Oh, really? When did you invent that idea?”


  “Our history is full of it.”


  “When did it start?”


  “Long ago. With the Magna Carta.”


  “A great document! And do you know where that came from?”


  “Sure. King Richard of England. In my history books, England wasn’t an Islamic country in the Middle Ages.”


  “But do you know where Richard got the idea? In Palestine. He went there to fight Muslims on one of the crusades. He and his troops got the idea of limiting the power of the nobles, and the idea of the equality of the people, from Saladin, who learned it from the Qur’an.”


  “Saladin?”


  “The Islamic ruler who subjected himself to a rule of law instead of putting himself above the law, as King John and all the previous English kings had done. You learned that principle from us!”


  “OK, so maybe you know your ancient history, but I know my modern headlines, and I know that almost all of the terrorist attacks and religious wars in the world today are started by Muslims.”


  “That’s often true, alas.”


  “So more murders are done by Muslims than by Christians.”


  “That’s not true.”


  “Hey, what planet are you living on, Jack? Just count the killings.”


  “That’s exactly what I’m doing.”


  “So am I, and I see Muslim men behind most of the killings.”


  “How many? How many killings a year do you see?”


  “I don’t know, thousands. Tens of thousands.”


  “Well, I see a million a year right here in America.”


  “No way. The murder rate isn’t nearly that high, even for Muslim men.”


  “Yes, it is. And the murderers are not Muslim men but American women, who pay hired assassins who call themselves doctors to kill their own sons and daughters in their own wombs. In their own wombs! Wombs—they’re supposed to be the safest place in the world. And they still are, in Islamic societies. But in America they are the most dangerous place in the world, more dangerous than battlefields. Name me one other battlefield where one third of all the innocent people are killed. Name me one other war that has a million victims a year. And the victims are not even soldiers, but civilians, noncombatants, innocent bystanders. In fact, they’re the only totally innocent people in the world, and the most helpless too, the ones with the least power to defend themselves. And you keep killing them, like the Aztecs doing their human sacrifice. Over a million killings a year. And in the name of women’s rights, the rights of mothers! Our mothers don’t do that. They give life. Yours take it.”


  “Wow! Now you’ve raised even your high standards of judgmentalism to a new plane.”


  “You think I’m judgmental because I say our culture is better than yours? Well, I plead guilty as charged. Yes, I judge a culture that wants children and loves them and welcomes them and protects them as better than a culture that kills them. I judge a culture of mothers as better than a culture of killers. And I judge that we have a higher idea of womanhood than you do. And I think that’s a just judgment.”


  At this point Libby’s face, eyes and brain all turned red. Red is not a good color for dialogue. ‘Isa may have won the argument but he lost the arguer. Libby stormed away with a spit-whispered curse and a slammed door. On the other side of the door, a radio played “Mama Said There’d Be Days Like This.”


  But a few hours later, with the conversation still in her mind, Libby returned to the fray. This time she took a psychological tack instead of arguing about religion or morality.


  “You know, Jack, I’ve been thinking about our last conversation, and I have to admit that you convinced me of something that I wasn’t sure of before.”


  “I’m surprised to hear that, Libby. What was it?


  “That your religion will never succeed. That it will never win. That we in the West don’t really have much to fear from you, in the long run. Because your religion is just too inhuman to be a good sell. It just doesn’t fit human nature. It’s too tough, too bony. It’s all spine, like a skeleton. It’s got no flesh, no softness.”


  “But it is selling, Libby. It’s the fastest growing religion in the world.”


  “No, it isn’t. It’s only the fastest growing religion in the West. But in the Third World, Christianity is growing faster.”


  “But do you know why Islam is growing in the West?”


  “No, but I’m sure you think you know, so why don’t you just tell me?”


  “Because it has a spine. What are you without a spine? A jelly­fish, that’s what.”


  “Well, I’d rather be a jellyfish than a skeleton.”


  “But you’ve got to have both: the spine and the flesh, the hardness and the softness, the toughness and the tenderness.”


  “And you’re claiming that you have both? Tenderness as well as toughness? That’s not the way I see it.”


  “That’s because you’re looking from your jellyfish perspective. When Islam first came into the world, it softened things. It came into a hard, cruel world, a world of personal hatreds and tribal wars of vengeance and the powerful oppressing the weak. And Islam gave that world morality and peace and universal justice and mercy. That’s why it sold: it completed human nature by adding the tender part. That’s the part that was missing then. And that’s the same reason why Islam is selling today in the West: because it’s completing human nature, but now it’s doing that by adding the tough part, because that’s the part that’s missing now.”


  “I don’t see your tenderness at all.”


  “Read the Qur’an and you will. Allah is called merciful seventeen times more often than he is called just. And one of the sayings of the Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him!) is this: ‘Verily you have two qualities which God and his messenger love: fortitude and gentleness.’ ”


  “If your religion is so gentle, how come it spread by the sword? Swords are pretty darn hard, you know.”


  “It didn’t spread by the sword.”


  “What history books do you read?”


  “The Qur’an. And it says the same thing that the one you read says—I mean the Bible. It says that no true religion can ever spread by the sword. Swords spread death. True religion spreads life.”


  “I like that principle, Jack, but your history betrays it.”


  “Do you think that’s how Islam is spreading today? By the sword?”


  “You guys are certainly using more swords than anybody else.”


  “Maybe so, and I don’t defend that. I certainly don’t defend terrorism or starting wars of aggression. The Qur’an forbids that. It says, ‘Allah hates the aggressor.’ You know we have almost exactly the same principles as you do about just wars, and what makes a war just or unjust.”


  “Well, then, you’re not living by your principles.”


  “Some of us aren’t. I agree with you. But have you Christians lived by your principles so much better? When you had the power, in the Middle Ages, did you abuse it? Or were you gentle?”


  “Gentler than you, I think. But I don’t want to get into comparing track records.”


  “Why not? Because you don’t know your history?”


  “No, because history is messy, and it’s not an exact science, and I think both of us will find the examples we want to find in history, and the argument will go nowhere.”


  “Then let me tell you from your own Bible why Islam is spreading today.”


  “How can you do that? The Bible never mentions Islam.”


  “No, not by name, but it certainly mentions the idea of ‘islam,’ the surrender to God’s will. And it tells you that God rewards those who surrender and obey and do his will; and that he punishes those who don’t. If there’s any lesson repeated a thousand times in your Bible, it’s that one.”


  “Yeah, so what?”


  “So God is rewarding Muslims for their obedience and punishing Christians in the West for their disobedience. That’s why you are declining and we are rising. That is exactly what your own prophets would say.”


  “Oh, so you’re playing the prophet now, are you? I didn’t notice any heavenly light around your head. Maybe I didn’t look hard enough.”


  “Seriously, Libby, do you think God doesn’t reward those who love and sacrifice for their children? And do you think God blinks at those who kill their children?—His children?”


  “I’ll tell you what I think, Jack. I think you got an angry buzz up your brain, and I think you’re creating God in your own image. That’s what I think. I think you worship an angry God.”


  “You’re right, Libby. I do. I worship a God who has anger. And do you want to know why? Because I believe what he told us about himself—in the Jewish scriptures, and in the Christian Gospels, and in the Qur’an. All three say God has wrath or anger, as well as love and mercy and compassion.”


  “Well, that’s your prophet’s picture of God, I guess, but it’s not ours.”


  “Oh, you don’t believe your Bible, then?”


  “We believe in the God Jesus called Father. You don’t call God your Father, do you?”


  “No, but let’s use your word for God, Father. How good is a father if he never gets angry? What if he sees his children disobeying him all the time and he doesn’t do anything about it? Is that a good father? When he sees his children killing each other—does he blink? Does he say, ‘Oh, well, whatever’? Is he a tolerant moral relativist, like you? Does he tolerate evil?”


  “What’s your point, Jack?”


  “I say it’s you who are creating God in your own image, not me.”


  “You know, you are a dangerous man, Jack.”


  “Why, thank you for the compliment, Libby. That’s what they thought about your prophet Jesus too (blessed be his name!).”


  3
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  On Jesus and Muhammad


   


  One day ‘Isa and Evan were having lunch together at the Boston College cafeteria, where the arguments were better than the food. ‘Isa asked Evan about the quid pro quo that Muslims often propose to Christians: “We accept your Jesus as a great prophet; why do you not accept our prophet Muhammad? We accept your scriptures and your prophets as sent by God. That is what the Qur’an says. So why do you not accept our scripture?”


  “I have not read all of your Qur’an,” Evan admitted. “What does it say about our scriptures?”


  ‘Isa knew his Qur’an very well and was ready with the answer: “Here is what it says about the Jewish scriptures: ‘We gave Moses the Book . . . we appointed it for a guidance to the children of Israel’ (32:24). And here is what it says about the Christian scriptures: ‘We sent . . . Jesus son of Mary. . . . We gave him the Gospel wherein is guidance and light’ (5:50). And then here is what it says about itself: ‘We have sent down to them the Book with the Truth, confirming the Book that was before it, and assuring it’ ” (5:52).


  Evan had studied theology, and was ready with a reply: “But our two scriptures contradict each other about Jesus. Our Bible says that Jesus was more than a prophet, that he is the Son of God. And I think your scriptures deny that, don’t they?”


  “Yes,” answered ‘Isa. “They do.”


  “And two ideas that contradict each other can’t both be true, can they?”


  “Of course not,” answered ‘Isa, who knew logic as well as Evan did.


  “So one of our scriptures must teach something false.”


  “Yes.”


  “And God never teaches what is false, does he?”


  “Certainly not.”


  “So either your Qur’an or our New Testament is not from God. So if ours is, then yours is not. And if yours is, then ours is not. But you just said that the Qur’an says they are both from God. So the Qur’an must be wrong.”


  “No,” explained ‘Isa, “the Qur’an is speaking about the Gospel God sent down from heaven, not the Gospel you have now. They are not the same. The Gospel God sent down did not claim that Jesus was the Son of God.”


  “Where is this original gospel?” Evan wanted to know. “Show me a single sentence in it. Show me a single quotation from it. Show me a single reference to it by anybody, before the Qur’an. You can’t do it. There is no such book. It exists only in your imagination. The only Gospel is the New Testament as we have it.”


  “But how do you know your New Testament as you have it is true? How do you know that Jesus really claimed to be the Son of God, as your New Testament says he did? How do you know your New Testament didn’t get the facts wrong, and that God didn’t correct the things that were wrong, later, by sending Muhammad and the Qur’an? That’s what we believe. How do you know that is not so?”


  “That’s a fair question, ‘Isa.” Evan never called ‘Isa by his nickname, Jack, as Libby did. “Let me think for a minute . . . let’s see. . . . I think I can explain to you why we Christians can’t accept your quid pro quo about Jesus and Muhammad if you will make a thought experiment with me. Suppose I said that your Qur’an got it wrong about Muhammad. Suppose I said that your original Qur’an was very different from the Qur’an you have now, and suppose I said that in this original Qur’an Muhammad never actually claimed to be a prophet at all. What would you say to that?”


  “I’d say that was blasphemy. And also ridiculous and unfair: what right do you have to tell us what our scriptures really are and who our prophet really is?”


  “And that is exactly what I say to you about Jesus: what right do you have to tell us what our scriptures really are and who Jesus really is?”


  “Oh, but there is a difference. The Qur’an came later. It corrects the New Testament. The New Testament can’t correct the Qur’an because the New Testament didn’t come after the Qur’an.”


  “Are you assuming that just because the Qur’an is later, it is better and truer? That’s chronological snobbery. That’s telling the truth with a calendar.”


  “No, I’m not assuming that.”


  “Well, we Christians will accept your belief that Muhammad really said what your scriptures say he said. We will let you define your own prophet. But you don’t accept our belief that Jesus really said what our scriptures say he said, that he claimed to be the Son of God. So you do not let us define our own prophet. It is you who will not give us quid pro quo, not the other way round.”


  ‘Isa shook his head and smiled. “That sounds like a very clever argument, but we are arguing by different standards. You are judging scriptures by prophets. We judge prophets by scriptures.”


  “What do you mean by that?”


  “The primary object of your faith is Jesus, rather than your book, your New Testament, isn’t that right?”


  “Yes.”


  “But the primary object of our faith is not Muhammad but the Qur’an. That is why we resented it when you used to call our religion Muhammadanism. That would be like calling Christianity ‘Saint Paulism’ or ‘Saint Peterism.’ ”


  “I see,” Evan said. “Our two religions differ about what is the primary object of faith.”


  “The primary object of faith on earth, yes. We have the same object of faith in heaven, God. And that is the same God, the one and only God, the God of Abraham. So we agree about the most important thing, even if we disagree about the next two most important things, scriptures and prophets.”


  “No, I don’t think that’s right,” protested Evan. “I don’t think we mean the same thing by God.”


  “But of course we do!” answered ‘Isa, in a surprised tone of voice.


  “No,” Evan pressed. “If you don’t worship the Father of Jesus, then we’re not worshiping the same God. Jesus said, ‘If you don’t know the Son, you don’t know the Father.’ And we believe him. And you don’t know Jesus as the Son, so you don’t know God the Father. So we have to believe your Allah is not the same God we worship, as you say he is. Our God has a Son. Yours doesn’t.”


  “Evan, you know logic as well as I do, and that is just bad logic.”


  “Why?”


  “I will show you. You Christians all believe in the Trinity, don’t you?”


  “Yes.”


  “And that means you say that God is three persons?”


  “Yes. Not three Gods, three persons making up one God.”


  “And some of you—Protestants and Roman Catholics, I think—believe that the third person, the Holy Spirit, proceeds from the Father and the Son, isn’t that right? Isn’t that in one of your creeds?”


  “Yes, it’s in the Nicene Creed.”


  “But Eastern Orthodox Christians don’t believe that, do they? They believe that the Holy Spirit proceeds from the Father alone, not from the Father and the Son together, isn’t that right? Isn’t that one of the differences between you?”


  “Yes. I’m surprised you know so much about Christianity.”


  “Now you agree with the Western churches about this, rather than the Eastern churches, right?”


  “Yes.”


  “Do you believe that Eastern Orthodox Christians worship the same God that you Western Christians do?”


  “Of course.”


  “But you believe that they have that one thing wrong about the Trinity?”


  “Yes . . .”


  “Well, then, why don’t you use the same logic on them as you used on me? Why don’t you tell them that they are worshiping another God, a false God?”


  Evan was silent, thinking. ‘Isa went on: “Or else, if you admit that you and they are worshiping the same God even though one of the two of you has this one thing wrong about God, namely, this thing about the Holy Spirit, then why can’t you say that Christians and Muslims are worshiping the same God even though one of those two religions has this one thing wrong about God, namely whether he is a Trinity or not?”


  “That’s a good point of logic, ‘Isa. I will have to think about that,” answered Evan, scratching his beard.


  ‘Isa did not leave Evan much time to think about it. He pressed on: “And if you say that we worship a false God because we deny that Jesus is God’s Son, then you must say the same thing about the Jews. They must be worshiping a different God than you worship for the same reason: they too deny that Jesus is the Son of God. Is that what you say about them too, then?”


  “I don’t know. I think that that must logically follow, and yet I do not want to say that.”


  “Why not?”


  “I’m not sure.”


  At this point, Evan turned to Fr. Heerema, who had sat down with them and had been listening to the last few minutes of their conversation. Most of the Jesuits ate with each other, but Fr. Heerema preferred to eat with the students.


  “What do you think, Father?” Evan asked. “Can you tell me why I don’t want to say that about the Jews?”


  “I think I can,” Fr. Heerema answered. “It is because Jesus was a Jew! Jesus didn’t say that the Jewish leaders worshiped the wrong God. When he argued with the Jews who refused to believe in him, he appealed to their knowledge of the one true God. So according to Jesus, Jews worship the true God.”


  Evan was not satisfied. “But Jesus and the Jews contradicted each other about God, about whether God had a Son. And Christians and Jews still contradict each other today about that.”


  “Yes, they do. But that doesn’t mean that they worship two different Gods. In fact, it means exactly the opposite: that they worship the same God. Because if the two of them didn’t mean the same God when they used the word, then they weren’t really contradicting each other at all, just talking past each other.”


  “Logically, that seems to follow,” Evan admitted.


  ‘Isa then intervened: “But if the God of the Christians is the God of the Jews, then the God of Muslims is the God of the Christians because he is also the God of the Jews. If two things are both equal to a common third thing, they are equal to each other. That is a basic rule of logic.”


  “And not just abstract logic but concrete history,” added Fr. Heerema. “Because both Christians and Muslims learned who God was from the Jews, from the people of Abraham. Both received the truth about God from the same source. Even though they disagreed about many things later, they still have that common source. If a river forks into two or three streams downstream, it’s still the same water.”


  Evan was now confused. He was better at attacking ‘Isa’s beliefs than he was at defending his own, even though he knew his own better than he knew ‘Isa’s. So he went on the attack, with Fr. Heerema listening. “ ‘Isa, I have to admit your logic. Now I ask you to admit mine. You say that God never contradicts himself, do you not?”


  “I do.”


  “And the Qur’an says that the one God sent all three scriptures.”


  “Yes.”


  “But that cannot be, because the Qur’an and the New Testament contradict each other about Jesus.”


  “I’ve answered that argument already, Evan. That’s because you do not have the Gospel that Allah sent. You have the one that has been changed and corrupted by heretics, by the people the Qur’an calls ‘associators’ because they associate Jesus with Allah as his Son.”


  “But doesn’t the Qur’an say that no man can change the words of God?”


  “Yes, that is exactly what it says (6:34).”


  “Then how could God have allowed the associators to change his words?”


  Now it was ‘Isa’s turn to say, “I will have to think about that.”


  Evan pressed his attack. “Doesn’t the Qur’an call Jesus ‘God’s Word’? ”


  “Yes, that is in the Qur’an (4:168). But not ‘God’s Son.’ ”


  “So tell me, is God eternal, or does he have a beginning?”


  “God is eternal, as we both well know.”


  “And did God ever exist without his Word? Was God ever wordless? Was God ever dumb?”


  “No. God is not imperfect. God always has his Word with him. But God is only one.”


  “Then God and God’s Word are one, not two.”


  “That is what we believe. There is only one God. ‘There is no God but God.’ ”


  “That is what we believe too. So why do you call us associators?”


  “Because you say God’s Word is God’s Son, and you say that that is Jesus. But Jesus is the prophet of God’s Word, not God’s Word. If he is on earth, and human, he cannot be also in heaven and divine. And if he is in heaven and divine, if he is God’s eternal Word in heaven, as you say he is, then he cannot be also a human prophet on earth. That is illogical and contradictory. We believe no such contradictions.”


  “It is not a contradiction. It is only a paradox, an apparent contradiction.”


  “Well, it certainly seems to be a contradiction. We are more logical than you. We do not believe in paradoxes like that.”


  “But I think you do. I think that you believe something just as paradoxical,” Fr. Heerema interjected.


  “No, we do not,” ‘Isa answered. “Our Prophet is human and not divine, and our God is divine and not human.”


  “But what of your holy book, ‘Isa, your Qur’an? You believe that it is the eternal unchangeable truth and the eternal Word of God, do you not?”


  “Yes.”


  “So there is a heavenly Qur’an, an eternal Qur’an, in God’s mind eternally?”


  “Yes.”


  “But there is also an earthly Qur’an, which you read and recite.”


  “Yes . . .”


  “So how is the earthly Qur’an related to the heavenly Qur’an? Are there two Qur’ans or only one?”


  “Only one.”


  “So the same Qur’an is both earthly and heavenly.”


  “But it is the same Qur’an, one Qur’an, not two—one truth, not two—one divine Word, not two.”


  “Whether it is in heaven or on earth?”


  “Yes.”


  “Well, that is what we believe about Jesus. So if we are associators, so are you. And if you are not, then we are not either.”


  ‘Isa did not have an immediate answer to this, and Fr. Heerema continued: “ ‘Isa, do you see this book I am carrying?”


  “Yes.”


  “What is it?”


  “It says ‘The Qur’an’ on the title page. But it is not the Qur’an. It is a translation of the Qur’an. The Qur’an is in Arabic, not English. A translation of the Qur’an is not the Qur’an. All it can do is communicate some of the meaning of the Qur’an.”


  “And why is the meaning of the Qur’an not the same as the Qur’an?”


  “For the same reason the meaning of the ‘Ode to Joy’ is not the same as the ‘Ode to Joy.’ ”


  “An interesting comparison. Do you mean that you can’t translate Arabic into English as you can’t translate poetry into prose, without leaving something behind?”


  “More than that. The ‘Ode to Joy’ is not just poetry but song. It must be recited. That is what the Qur’an is: recitation. The book in paper is like directions for the book in the human voice, as sheet music is directions for music that is played, or as the words of a play are directions for the actual performance.”


  “I find that very interesting. So the Qur’an is more like a play than like a novel?”


  “In that sense, yes. But it is not a book of stories, like your Bible. It is a book of eternal truths.”


  “But this eternal truth is recited in time, in history, when it is proclaimed.”


  “Yes.”


  “And this Qur’an is the Word of God?”


  “Yes.”


  “So the Word of God happens, in time.”


  “The recital of it happens. The truth of it is eternal,” ‘Isa said.


  “But with that qualification, you would say that the eternal truth, the eternal Word of God, happens in time.”


  “Yes.”


  “Well, we Christians say the same thing about Jesus.”


  “But when you Christians say ‘the Word of God,’ you mean a person, not a book.”


  “We mean first of all the person, yes, but also, secondly, the book. But you put the book first.”


  “We do.”


  “I think we disagree with you about that. We believe in the primacy of the person, the power of the person, the value of the person first of all.”


  “Perhaps that is because you do not understand the power of a book,” ‘Isa retorted. “We do. We Muslims understand the power of the Word, the spoken word. It is like the power of music. And in that way, I think perhaps we understand even your book, your Bible, better than you do.”


  “What do you mean? Are you saying you understand Christianity better than Christians do?”


  “No, I meant the power of your book, not its teachings. Your book, your Bible, was once very powerful in your culture, was it not? It was once much more like the Qur’an in that way. Your old King James Bible: everyone read it and loved it and knew it and believed it and memorized it and preached from it and recited it. It had power over your souls and over your culture. It used to sing in your souls. And now it no longer sings. Because now you have twenty different new sissy translations that sound like interoffice business memos, all dull and flat and ugly and weak, and you have lost its power over your souls.”


  Though Evan listened to this tirade with an uncomprehending frown, Fr. Heerema listened intently and sympathetically, and replied, “ ‘Isa, I think you are right there. I think we may need you Muslims to remind us of the power of our own written Word.”


  Evan had to go to another class, so ‘Isa and Fr. Heerema continued their conversation over lunch. ‘Isa tried his quid pro quo argument on him.


  “You understand why we Muslims can’t accept your claim for Jesus to be more than a prophet. Can you explain to me why you Christians can’t accept our claim for Muhammad to be a prophet?”


  “I will make a deal with you, ‘Isa. I will try to explain why we are skeptical of your claim about Muhammad if you will tell me why you are skeptical of our claim about Jesus.”


  ‘Isa accepted the deal. “That’s easy. The Qur’an says: ‘How should he have a son when he had no consort?’ It is blasphemous to think of God having a consort, God coming down to make a woman pregnant. That’s what the false, corrupt gods of the pagans did. The Qur’an calls this idea not only false but ‘monstrous falsehood, at which the very heavens might crack, the earth break asunder, and the mountains crumble to dust.’ ”


  “Oh. I see. Well, I think that is a very good reason and a very bad reason.”


  “How can it be both?”


  “It is a very good reason because if that is how you understand the word son—literally—then you are absolutely right to call this a blasphemous idea. But it is a very bad reason because that is not how Christians understand the word son. Don’t you ever interpret religious language symbolically?”


  “No, the Qur’an is literal divine speech, for all Muslims. Even the Sufis, who add many mystical meanings, accept the literal meaning first.”


  “I think perhaps that is a deep source of our misunderstanding: our different attitudes toward language—as we saw a few minutes ago when we spoke about the power of the written word. Tell me, if you will, please: if you interpret everything in the Qur’an literally, do you also interpret the following passage literally? After rejecting the Christian claim that Jesus is Allah’s Son, Muhammad adds, ‘But if the Lord of Mercy had a son, I would be the first to worship him’ (Qur’an 43:80-81). ”


  “Yes, of course, we take that literally. Especially the ‘if.’ ”


  “But why did Muhammad add that?”


  “I don’t know. Perhaps it was to show Muslims that these Christian heretics were not intending to blaspheme. That’s what you said about us: you said we had a good intention, a good reason for not worshiping Jesus. You agree with our motive, but not with our theology. And perhaps the Qur’an is agreeing with the Christians’ motives, but not with their theology.”


  “And that is a very deep spiritual understanding, don’t you think, ‘Isa? To understand the good motives of the people who believe something you think is very, very wrong?”


  “It is indeed.”


  “In fact, I think an agreement about motives is an even deeper agreement than an agreement about theology. Jesus and the Pharisees had the same theology, but very different motives, very different states of soul.”


  “You are saying that religion is far more important than theology.”


  “Yes. Theology is the road map; religion is the journey.”


  “I think every Muslim would agree with you there.”


  “Thank you, ‘Isa. That is very gratifying to me. And to God, I think. Even though the theological differences remain, and they are essential, and we cannot overcome them. There is still an unbridgeable canyon between us in theology.”


  “The canyon is unbridgeable from us to you, but not from you to us.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “We would have to leap an infinite chasm to accept your claim about Jesus. But you would have to take only one small step to accept our claim about Muhammad. I still don’t understand why you Christians can’t take that one small step?”


  “Your quid pro quo again. Didn’t we answer that question in our conversation with Evan? It’s just not logically possible.”


  “Go over it again, please. I’m not convinced that it’s not logically possible.”


  “All right. A prophet of God never speaks falsehood, right?”


  “Right.”


  “But Muhammad said that Jesus was not the Son of God, right?”


  “Right.”


  “And divinely inspired scriptures never speak falsehood, right?”


  “Right.”


  “And the Qur’an denies that Jesus is the Son of God, right?”


  “Right.”


  “You see what logically follows. If the New Testament is right, Muhammad cannot be a true prophet. That logically follows. It’s not because of our lack of appreciation for Muhammad that we can’t accept your claim about him, it’s because of our loyalty to Christ. To accept Muhammad as a prophet, we would have to abandon the New Testament. But to accept Christ as a prophet you do not have to abandon the Qur’an. So the gap is an unbridgeable one for us, not for you—exactly the opposite of what you said.”


  “Well, where do you think the Qur’an came from then, if not from God?”


  “I don’t know. Let’s think about that together, shall we? Let’s look at the alternatives.”


  “There is only one, logically. If Muhammad was not a true prophet, then he was a false prophet. And just as true prophets are inspired by God and do the work of God, false prophets are inspired by the devil and do the work of the devil.”


  “I don’t think most Christians would go to that extreme and say that the Qur’an was inspired by the devil. There is much profound truth in it, and it has done much good throughout history. Muhammad was a great moral reformer. I don’t think the devil would tolerate so much good, even to do some evil.”


  “Well, then, if the Qur’an is not from God and not from the devil, where is it from? What do you think?”


  “From Muhammad himself, I suppose. I think he was probably a good and wise man, but fallible. He said some very good things, but I have to believe he also made some very important mistakes. So he cannot be a prophet—just a sage, a wise man, a philosopher and moral reformer. Just as your belief takes our Jesus down a peg from divine Son of God to great God-inspired prophet, our belief takes your Muhammad down a peg from divinely inspired prophet to great human sage and moral reformer. Someone like Confucius or Buddha.”


  “So you believe the Qur’an is just good human philosophy but not divine revelation? From human reason, not divine reve­lation?”


  “Yes, I think that is how I would have to classify it.”


  “Then I think it logically follows that Muhammad was the greatest philosopher in the history of the world,” said ‘Isa.


  “Why do you say that?”


  “Tell me, which mere philosopher figured out the most truth about God merely by his human reason alone? Whose concept of God, outside the Jews and the Christians, is the closest to the truth? You answered that question this morning in class, didn’t you, when you were talking about Aristotle? You said he got about as far as unaided human reason ever got in understanding God—as one and spiritual and eternal and lacking all imperfections?”


  “Yes, I did say that.”


  “But Muhammad knew much, much more about God than Aristotle did. He is a million miles farther than Aristotle. Of the ninety-nine names of Allah, Aristotle found only about nine of them. And each of those ninety-nine names is in your Bible too, you know, as well as in our Qur’an. Including the hundredth name, the unnamable name, which God refused to speak to Moses in the burning bush, when he gave him no predicate at all to the proposition ‘I am.’ So if Muhammad was only a philosopher, and not a prophet, how did his human reason take him so far beyond Aristotle?”


  “That is a very good question, ‘Isa. To be quite honest with you, I don’t know. No, wait. I think I do know. He must have learned about God from Jews and Christians, who already had a divine revelation. So the truth in the Qur’an is from divine reve­lation, not just human reason, but not directly to Muhammad, but through the Jews and Christians he met. That would explain the origin of his wisdom.”


  “And what would explain what you believe are his errors?”


  “If he is only human, he must have partly misunderstood the Jews and Christians he spoke with. Or maybe it was their fault. Maybe they misunderstood their own religion. The one thing that’s certain is that the origin of whatever is true in his theology is God, and the origin of whatever is false is not God.”


  “So you admit that Muhammad teaches the truth of God?”


  “Some of it, but I believe it is mixed with human errors. I believe the same thing about your Qur’an as you believe about our Bible.”


  “Why do you have to put Jewish and Christian links in the chain between Muhammad and God? Why couldn’t God have spoken directly to Muhammad, as he did to Adam and Noah and Abraham and Moses and Jesus?”


  “Because of his errors. God never teaches error.”


  “But Muhammad claims that God spoke directly to him, as direct as God ever speaks, by his angel Gabriel.”


  “Yes, I know that.”


  “But if that’s not true, then Muhammad lied about that. And then he is not even a good philosopher, or a good sage, but a deliberate liar, a fake. And that sounds close to being inspired by the devil. Is that what you believe?”


  “No, no, I don’t want to say that. There is too much goodness and too much wisdom in the Qur’an to be inspired by the devil. That is a terrible thing to say about such a great book.”


  “But you have to say that or else the opposite. You have to either accept his claim that God spoke these words directly to him or else reject that claim. And if you reject it, then he is a liar and a deceiver, and that is the work of the devil. So the one thing you can’t logically say about Muhammad is that he was just a great philosopher, just a great human sage. He claims to be more than that. If he is not that, then he is less than that. You see, it’s a lot like the argument you used to explain the logic of the Christian belief about Jesus. You say Jesus claimed to be more than a prophet, so either he is or he isn’t; and if he isn’t, then he is much less than a prophet. He is a liar and a deceiver. So now we are saying that Muhammad claimed to be more than a philosopher, and either he is or he isn’t; and if he isn’t, then he is much less than a philosopher, much worse than a philosopher; he is a liar and a deceiver.”


  “That sounds like a very strong argument, ‘Isa,” confessed Fr. Heerema. “But I think I know a category you have overlooked. I agree that Muhammad was not just a philosopher, and I agree that he was not inspired by the devil, but I also do not believe that he was infallible or that the Qur’an is infallible. If I believed that, I would be a Muslim, of course.”


  “What category do you put him in, then?”


  “To be perfectly honest, I’m not sure. But there are other possibilities than the three in your argument: rational philosopher, infallible prophet or demon possessed liar. There’s a category we call ‘private revelations.’ We Christians believe that God often speaks to people directly—people have mystical experiences and visions—but these are not infallible. The one true God speaks to these people, and the light they get from God is pure truth, but it falls on cracked human windows, and it is easily misunderstood. So the result is a mix: a divine revelation mixed with human error. So the end product is not infallible. It is infallible insofar as it is divine but fallible insofar as it is human. We believe God protects his Bible and his church from all error in interpreting his revelations, but we don’t believe he does that to private individuals.”


  “I see,” said ‘Isa, after a moment’s thought. “We would not agree with that. We believe the omnipotent God would get his message through perfectly.”


  “Why?”


  “Because he is perfect, and therefore all his acts are perfect.”


  “We believe that principle too, but I don’t see how it proves your conclusion. A perfect God would make room for the imperfections of his creatures. Grace deals with nature according to its nature.”


  “That sounds suspiciously like secular humanism to me,” said ‘Isa.


  “That is where we differ quite deeply, I think, and with wide-ranging consequences. At least we have found the root of many of our differences, even if we have not found a way to overcome it.”


  “And you have at least found a place for Muhammad (blessed be his name!), a category to classify him in, that is not as high as ours but is still respectful and reverent. You do not say he was inspired by the devil, or that the Qur’an is inspired by the devil, or that our religion is inspired by the devil.”


  “My goodness, no. I do not want to say that.”


  “I think Evan does. Why does he think that and why do you not think that?”


  “I don’t know why he thinks that. He is not here. Let him speak for himself. But I will tell you why I do not think that. How could I say that the religion whose very essence is total submission and surrender to the one true God, who is the enemy of the devil, is inspired by the devil?”


  “Thank you. But now I come back to my quid pro quo. Why can’t you do for Jesus what you do for Muhammad? Why can’t you revere him and respect him without worshiping him? Why must you Christians worship Christ? Buddhists don’t worship Buddha. Confucians don’t worship Confucius. Muslims don’t worship Muhammad.”


  “Because being a Christian without worshiping Christ is not being a Christian at all. It’s being one of those modernist, desupernaturalized Christians. That’s the secular humanism I thought you feared, the weak compromise I thought you despised. And I admired you for that.”


  “I do despise compromise. But it’s not a compromise for a Buddhist to say that Buddha is only the most enlightened man who ever lived but not God. And it’s not a compromise for a Confucian to say that Confucius was the most successful and wise social reformer in the history of China but not a god. And it’s not a compromise for a Muslim to say that Muhammad was only God’s last and greatest prophet, but not God. So why do you Christians have to say that Jesus is God?”


  “Because he said so! He claimed to be God. It’s his idea, not ours. No other sane man in history ever even claimed that, much less proved it with miracles. We cannot betray his claim any more than you can betray Muhammad’s claim. You would betray Muhammad if you said he was only a human philosopher and not God’s prophet. And we would betray Christ if we said he was only a prophet and not God incarnate.”


  “So that is why my quid pro quo cannot work?”


  “Yes. It’s not just a question of logic or justice; it’s loyalty. It’s loyalty to him, not to an idea. He is our Lord. Modernist Christians betray the Lord when they reduce him to only a good man.”


  “I understand your motive, and I respect it,” ‘Isa said. “I respect that loyalty. And I respect you orthodox Christians more than modernist Christians, even though their theology is not offensive to us, as yours is. I respect your spirituality more than theirs even though I agree with their theology more than yours. I think they are more reasonable, but they are not as holy.”


  “But how can those two move you in opposite directions, unless you are making a mistake about them? How can truth and holiness contradict each other? Both are from God, and both are meant to lead back to God, the one God who never contradicts himself. Where is your tawhid, your ‘making one’?”


  ‘Isa was moved by this question. After a moment of silent thought, just long enough for an angel to fly through it, he answered, “You are right. These two things cannot move us in opposite directions unless we are making a mistake. But I can use the same argument to defend Islam to you: if you respect Islamic motives and Islamic spirituality, how can that come from false theology?”


  “It can’t. It can only come from true theology, from the true knowledge of God that you do have. But I have to believe there is also false theology mixed with that.”


  “And that is exactly what I believe about you,” replied ‘Isa. “So have we made any progress by all this talk? What do you think?”


  “Oh, I think we have.”


  “But all we’ve done is talk.”


  “No. Not so.”


  “What else have we done?”


  “We’ve listened. You can’t have talking without listening.”


  “And do you think that listening to each other will solve our problems?”


  “No, but it’s a start. And it’s certainly a whole lot better than not listening to each other and then condemning each other and then killing each other. Yes, I think we’ve made a lot of progress, both of us, by listening.”


  “I agree. And I think that is not weakness. Neither of us has compromised. Many of my Muslim friends told me not to talk to you. They said that either you will try to convert me or else you will be one of those wish-washy liberals who have nothing to say except ‘Be nice.’ ”


  “Your friends don’t understand. You have to be strong to listen. If your faith is weak, you’ll be afraid to listen. You’ll cover up your ignorance by talking all the time.”


  At this point, after a smile and a parting handshake, the angel of silence took over.


  4
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  On the Relation Between Morality and Theology


   


  Libby saw ‘Isa reading a book, in Arabic. “I probably shouldn’t ask, if I don’t want my mind to get chopped up in your meat grinder as we get into another argument over it,” she said, “but I’m curious: what are you reading?”


  “A book by an Egyptian Muslim theologian,” answered ‘Isa.


  “What does it say?”


  “That Islamic societies are morally and spiritually superior to the West.”


  “I should have known. And how does he prove this?”


  “By simply summarizing the facts about both societies. Suicide rates, abortion rates, divorce rates, adultery rates, pornography, robberies, murders—you know, all those silly little things that you like to ignore.”


  “And he connects this with Islamic theology somehow?”


  “Yes, he does. For instance, he says your Christian theology of the Trinity is halfway back to pagan polytheism. Islamic theology is more pure, and so is Islamic morality. There’s a connection.”


  “And I’ll bet he doesn’t talk about moral corruption in Islamic societies much, does he?”


  “What moral corruption?”


  “Oh, just all those silly little things that you like to ignore, like supporting worldwide terrorism, the murder of as many innocent people as possible by blowing yourself up along with them. Or the fact that your history is just chock full of violence and killings. Or the fact that you want to conquer the world, and either kill or convert all non-Muslims. Or . . .”


  “Whoa, whoa, that’s not Islam.”


  “It’s the Islam I know about.”


  “Well, that’s perverted Islam. Islam doesn’t sanction murder and aggression. The Qur’an is very clear about that.”


  “Yeah, well then how come Muslims have been doing that for fourteen hundred years?”


  “Because they haven’t been good Muslims. It’s the same reason why you Christians have been doing it for two thousand years: because you haven’t been good Christians. It’s in your Bible too, you know: ‘Thou shalt not murder.’ ”


  “But your prophet was a warrior. Ours was a martyr. Jesus could have used power but didn’t. I think we have a big theological difference there between your morality and ours.”


  “Muhammad (blessed be his name!) was a prophet. He was not a professional soldier. He was forced to be a warrior only when his enemies tried to kill him and his religion.”


  “So how come Muslims and Christians have been fighting and killing each other for centuries?”


  “Because we’re both human and sinful and corruptible, and when we get rich and powerful, we get corrupted, whether we’re Muslims or Christians. You know, ‘power corrupts.’ ”


  “I have to agree with you there.”


  “Now what about my Egyptian theologian’s argument?” asked ‘Isa. “The one about the impure theology of the Trinity compromising the purity of morality? How do you answer that?”


  “I’m no theologian. Let’s ask Evan. He’s taken some theology courses.”


  Evan’s head appeared over the couch pillows in the next room. “I heard you,” he said. “And the answer is easy: the Trinity doesn’t compromise the purity of theology. It’s monotheism, not poly­theism. It doesn’t mean three Gods, it means one God, just like you and the Jews believe. In fact, Jesus’ God was the God of the Jews, and that’s your God too, right?”


  “But our God is only one person, not three. Why do you insist on three?”


  “Because of Jesus,” answered Evan. “He claimed to be God. And he also prayed to his Father as God, and obeyed his Father’s will. And he sent the Holy Spirit as God. So all three are God. But Jesus was a Jew, so he believed in only one God: ‘Hear, O Israel, the Lord, the Lord your God is one.’ That was the most familiar sentence in his religion. So there is only one God, and the Father is God and Jesus the Son is God and the Holy Spirit is God. All that is part of our data, our divine revelation. And the doctrine of the Trinity is the only theology that accounts for all the data. It’s not a compromise with polytheism. It says that God is one God, one being, one substance, one essence, one nature, but three persons. But I can’t explain the Trinity to you. Nobody can. That’s a mystery, a truth God revealed. We didn’t come up with that idea. He did.”


  “I respect your motive for believing your heresy, but I can’t respect your heresy. But I don’t want to argue about theology alone. I want to argue about theology and morality. There’s always a connection. Morality is the bottom line of theology. And I believe our morality is better because our theology is better.”


  “I agree that there is a connection.”


  “And you believe your theology is better?”


  “Of course.”


  “Then you must also believe your morality is better.”


  “I do,” said Evan. “Our theology says that God is love, that love goes all the way up into God’s nature. That’s why our morality is better. Love is the highest moral value because it’s the nature of God.”


  “But your God’s unity is only the unity of the love relationship among the three persons in your Trinity. Your God is like a family. Our God has a tighter unity than that: the unity of a single person. I am deeply one with my family, but I am even more one with myself than I am with them.”


  “I don’t think you are, ‘Isa. I think you would suffer more of a loss to your self if your family died than if you did. I think you find your identity more in your family than in yourself, if you are as good a family man as I think you are. And that’s how it works with God too.”


  “I don’t understand.”


  “The unity of the Trinity is love, and love is the tightest bond there is. It’s even tighter than arithmetic.”


  “What do you mean, ‘tighter than arithmetic’?”


  “I’m one with myself because I’m only one person arithmetically, not two or three.”


  “I understand.”


  “Now you Muslims say that God has that kind of unity with himself, right? The unity of being just one person, not two or three?”


  “Yes.”


  “But I say that love is a tighter bond of unity than that. Not just a nicer bond or a better bond or a happier bond or a more moral bond, but a tighter bond.”


  “I don’t see that at all.”


  “Here is how you can see it. If something terrible happens to someone you love, someone you deeply, totally love—let’s say your son is killed—that hurts you worse than if it happened to you, right?”


  “Right.”


  “And if something wonderful happens to him, that makes you even happier than if it had happened to you.”


  “Right.”


  “So you identify more with him than with yourself, because you love him more than yourself.”


  “Right.”


  “Well, that’s the Trinity. That’s how the Persons of the Trinity are held together: by infinite, total love. And that’s a tighter glue than the glue of arithmetic.”


  “I think you have good psychology there but bad theology. But if your theology is so much more centered on love than ours, why doesn’t your history reflect it? We’ve been talking about the connection between theology and morality, but what about the connection between morality and history? Your history shows your morality, and your history is just as bloodstained as ours is. Neither of us has a very pure history. So where is the difference?”


  “The difference is this: when we started killing people we were disobeying our religion. When you did it, you were obeying your religion.”


  “That’s not fair and it’s not true. Hate, murder and aggression are explicitly forbidden in the Qur’an.”


  “OK, I’ll take your word for that, ‘Isa. I don’t know the Qur’an that well. But I know your history, and I know that your religion does not approve of what we call the separation of church and state, isn’t that right?”


  “That’s right. We believe the ideal state is one that follows God’s laws. That seems very obvious to us, and we don’t understand why it’s not obvious to you.”


  “Because as you yourself admitted, we are corruptible and power corrupts. Whenever our church got political power, it got corrupt. So I think the same must be true of your people, since human nature is the same everywhere.”


  “So what does that have to do with our argument about our morality?”


  “We have a sharp difference about church and state, right?”


  “Right.”


  “And our reason for wanting to separate them is to maximize freedom.”


  “And what is your reason for wanting to maximize freedom?”


  “Love. Only the free can freely choose to love. Our morality is based on freely offered love, not force and fear.”


  “But we agree with you that morality must be based on free choice.”


  “But you don’t center on love, as we do. Love is the whole reason for our maximizing freedom. And the reason we center on love is theological.”


  “You mean Jesus taught it?” ‘Isa asked.


  “Yes, and also the Trinity—if God is only one person, he can’t be complete love because love requires a lover and a beloved and a loving. That’s why God is three persons. You see? That’s our connection between theology and morality. Trinity, therefore love, therefore freedom, therefore separation of church and state.”


  ‘Isa thought a while about this, then said: “Evan, make a little thought experiment for me, please. Just suppose that you believed that what you call a church–state union, or what we would call a religious law for society, like Shari’a, produced better morality. Most Muslims believe that. Suppose you did too. If you believed that, would you still want a separation of church and state?”


  “No.”


  “Why not?”


  “Because politics isn’t as important as morality. Politics is a means; morality is an end. Whatever political system makes for a more moral society is the best one. I think we agree on that, in the end. We only disagree on the means: does it work better with separation or union?”


  “And your reason for thinking separation works better is—what? History? To avoid all the corruption that power brought to you throughout your history?”


  “Yes—and there’s something else too. Freedom. If morality is enforced by civil laws and punishments, then of course you’re going to have better behavior. But it’s going to be out of fear of punishment. True morality is voluntary and free. Getting people to behave morally out of force and fear is a morality for infants, not for adults.”


  “That’s too simplistic, Evan. Human nature isn’t that perfect. We have to combine the two: law and love, force and freedom, fear and idealism. It just doesn’t work if you have either one alone.”


  “But they contradict each other. Where there’s force, there’s no freedom.”


  “Black and white contradict each other too, but sometimes you mix them and make gray, or a checkerboard.”


  “Well, we think your combination in Islamic societies doesn’t have enough love and freedom.”


  “And we think you have too much freedom in your Western democracies.”


  “I think we agree that we need laws. We’re not angels. But we think the law should be like a teacher, not a tyrant. You say Islamic societies are more moral because they’re more law-abiding, but I say that’s based on a confusion, a confusion between behavior and character. Of course you get better behavior when you have more force and fear of punishment, but that doesn’t develop moral character, because the tyrant or the regime, or whatever is the force behind the law, is really doing your choosing for you. You’re not making your own free choice to be moral.”


  “I agree with your principle, Evan—that true moral behavior is freely chosen. But most Islamic societies are not ruled by tyrants. They are neither tyrannies nor democracies. They are theoc­racies. They’re ruled not by one man’s will or by all men’s will but by God’s will, by God’s law. And God’s law is always more just than any human law.”


  “You mean Shari’a?”


  “Yes.”


  “Well, we don’t believe your Shari’a is God’s law. Because if we believed that, we’d be Muslims.”


  “Well, we do! And we believe that because we’re Muslims. I guess we just have to agree to differ there, and end the argument.”


  “No, we don’t. We’ve got a deeper difference, I think: the difference between justice and love, or law and love. Those are two different moralities. Yours is based on justice; ours is based on love. That’s why ours is superior, not yours. Excuse me for putting it so bluntly, but . . .”


  “Oh, no, Evan, I appreciate that. It makes everything clearer. Tell me, though, what do you mean by love? Is love a feeling? Because if it is, you can’t base social justice on it.”


  “No. Love is charity. Goodwill. Willing the good of others, not just yourself.”


  “We believe that too. We have another name for it.”


  “What do you call it?”


  “We call it justice.”


  “Oh.”


  “So you see, Evan, we are saying the same thing in different words. There is only one morality, and we both know it, but we use different words for it. I think there are many Christians who think of love as a feeling, a sentiment, and they give us Muslims good reason to be suspicious of making love the center of morality. And there are many Muslims who give Christians reason to be suspicious of Muslim morality because they think of justice as blind obedience to law out of mere fear, not free will. So I think we really agree about morality more than our words show. I think we’re saying the same thing about morality in different words.”


  “I’m still not convinced that we are,” interjected Evan.


  “But we’re certainly not saying the same thing in theology, when you say ‘Trinity’ and we say ‘there is no God but God.’ ”


  5
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  On Surrender


   


  ‘Isa and Libby were eating lunch at the cafeteria. Libby had chosen baked ziti, and took a long time to decide what to drink with it. She finally settled on Coke. “It’s a shame,” she muttered. “Good pasta like this needs wine to go with it.” She was over twenty-one, but no alcohol was allowed on campus. “You never drink any wine or beer or anything alcoholic, do you, Jack?”


  “No, I don’t. Alcohol is forbidden to Muslims. In fact, the very word alcohol is an Arabic word. It’s a spit word: al-kko-hhol! It sounds the way we feel about it.”


  “So what’s your favorite drink?” She noticed that ‘Isa was drinking water with his lunch (a big salad with a little of everything on it).


  “Water,” ‘Isa replied.


  “Water?”


  “Water.”


  “Just between the two of us, Jack, don’t you teetotalers ever feel a little curious about what it feels like to drink alcohol? Don’t you ever wonder whether you’re missing something good?”


  “You mean getting drunk? No, we don’t think we’re missing something good in missing that.”


  “No, I mean just getting a little high, not getting drunk.”


  “What is ‘a little high’? It means ‘a little drunk,’ doesn’t it?”


  “No, it just makes you feel good, that’s all. It makes you relaxed and happy. What’s wrong with that?”


  “Well, if that’s all you mean by ‘getting a little high,’ then I get a little high on water.”


  “What a weird thing to say!”


  “Not at all,” he said raising his glass. “It just makes me feel good, and it makes me relaxed and happy, that’s all. In fact, I think the ‘little high’ I get from water is better than the ‘little high’ you get from alcohol.”


  “How do you figure that?”


  “Because water is fresh and pure and natural, and alcohol isn’t. Because Allah invented water, but man invented alcohol.”


  “Our Bible says God invented wine too.”


  “It does? Where does it say that? I thought I was pretty familiar with your Bible, but I don’t remember that.”


  “God makes ‘wine to gladden the heart of man,’ ” Libby replied. “It’s in the Psalms somewhere.”


  “Well, from what I’ve seen, it does more to sadden than to gladden. I don’t see why you prefer the stale stuff—your alcohol—to the fresh stuff—my water, or why you want to scramble your brains with it even a little bit.”


  “So in all your life you’ve never drunk even one teeny weeny drop of wine?”


  “No. It’s forbidden.”


  “Oh, yeah. And that’s the end of it, right?”


  “You sound like you don’t think that’s a good reason.”


  “For you it is, I guess, and I don’t want to tempt you to go against your religion. But I can’t help thinking that you just don’t know what you’re missing.”


  “I don’t think so. I can’t imagine that the taste of a drink is worth disobedience.”


  “Did you ever think that maybe the thrill of disobedience is worth disobedience? Aren’t you ever tempted to disobey a law just because it’s there? You know, forbidden fruit tastes sweetest?”


  “No, it’s the other way round, Libby. I think you don’t know what you’re missing: the joy of obeying, the joy of submitting, the joy of surrendering. That’s what the word islam means. And that’s the whole essence of religion.”


  “Your religion, maybe. Not mine.”


  “No, all true religion. And you don’t understand the secret of it.”


  “What secret?”


  “The secret in that word. The secret in the word islam. You don’t understand the secret joy of surrender and submission and obedience, the joy of walking right outside your own will into the will of Allah. And the peace that comes when you do that. Islam also means ‘peace,’ you know, like ‘shalom.’ ”


  “Yeah, well, I got a secret in my name that you don’t know, and that’s liberty. Liberation. Frankly, I think you got the mentality of a good little Black slave boy there, Jack. You would have fit in real nice down on the plantation. You’re a slave-owner’s dream.”


  “You are absolutely right, Libby. I am a slave. I am Allah’s slave. And that is my free choice. So that comes from my liberty, and that makes me free, so it also leads me to my liberty.”


  “That makes no sense to me at all. You freely sell yourself into slavery and now you call yourself free? You’re using your freedom to forge your chains!”


  “You don’t understand, Libby: because I am Allah’s slave, I am not the slave of any man or woman, or any society or culture, or any ideology or philosophy, or any drink or drug, or anything at all. I am totally free because I am totally Allah’s slave. That is the proudest boast of any Muslim: to be Allah’s slave.”


  “You got a great mouth for fancy paradoxical words there, preacher man.”


  “No, no, it’s not fancy words. It’s not fancy and it’s not words. It’s simple, not fancy. And it’s life, not words. It’s real.”


  “Well, it’s just fancy words to me. Can you make it more—more specific? Can you gimme a for instance? Can you tell me how it feels?”


  “Yes, if you really want to know.” ‘Isa took out of his backpack a little book, Hadith (The Sayings of Muhammad). His Arabic was good enough to translate as he read to Libby:


  “God has made a straight road, with two walls, one on each side of it, in which there are open doors, with curtains drawn across. At the top of the road is an Admonisher who says, ‘Go straight on the road, and not crooked.’ And above this Admonisher is another who says to anyone who would pass through these doorways, ‘Pass not through these doors, or truly you will fall.’ Now the road is Islam, and the open doors are those things that God has forbidden, and the curtains before the doors are the bounds set by God. The Admonisher is the Qur’an, and the Higher Admonisher is God, in the heart of every Muslim.”


  “Sorry, Jack, those are just fancy words to me.”


  “It is I who am sorry, Libby, that those are just words to you. Because they are the path to joy.”


  “Your path to joy, maybe. Not mine.”


  “No, yours too. There is no other way.”


  “What? No other way to joy except your religion? Listen to what you’re saying, Jack. You’re saying that the only really happy people in the world are Muslims. Didn’t you ever meet a happy Christian? How dare you tell me I’m not happy? What arrogance!”


  “No, Libby, I do not mean that. Of course you can be happy. If you surrender to God, you are happy, whether you are a Muslim or a Christian or a Jew or whatever.”


  “Oh. OK, that’s different. But you’re still saying that whatever religion you’re in, you still gotta be a slave to God to be happy, right?”


  “Right.”


  “Let me tell you something about myself, Jack. My ancestors were born in Africa, and they were sold as slaves in England, and they were liberated because of the work of this real cool Christian dude named Willie Wilberforce. So my family, we just escaped slavery about two centuries ago, and we’re not in the market for a return. And that’s the secret of my name. And I’m going to live my name just as you’re going to live your religion’s name. So don’t come at me with some talk about happiness through slavery. I’m not Happy Slave. I’m Happy Libby.”


  “OK, ‘Happy Libby.’ But if you will not surrender to Allah’s happy slavery, I have to tell you this: you will not escape slavery. You will be a slave to something else: to yourself or your possessions or your society or your own will. Only Allah frees you from everything else. So if you will not submit to the Wilberforce of the universe, then you will serve another force who will be much more severe than Allah, the Merciful, the Compassionate.”


  “Preach away, preacher man. But I’ll choose liberty while you choose your Islam, your submission.”


  “You think liberty is the opposite of submission?”


  “Of course.”


  “That’s your mistake. Liberty is the result of submission.”


  “Not for me. My relationship to God isn’t the master-slave relationship. It’s the love relationship.”


  “No, it isn’t.”


  “What? What right do you have to tell me that?”


  “Your own words prove it.”


  “Which words?”


  “You say your relationship to God is love.”


  “Yes.”


  “And you talk of freedom.”


  “Yes.”


  “But lovers don’t talk about freedom. They don’t want to be free. They want to be bound.”


  “Why . . . ?”


  “Lovers don’t talk about freedom because they are free already.”


  “Hmm. You got a point there. Maybe I don’t understand you after all, Jack.”


  “That’s not important.”


  “Understanding isn’t important?”


  “Understanding me isn’t important. Understanding God is important.”


  “And I don’t understand God because I’m not a Muslim, right? Only Muslims understand, is that it?”


  “No, I’m trying to tell you about islam the practice, not just Islam the religion. The practice of surrender to God. You can’t understand God if you don’t surrender to him.”


  “That’s the only way, is that it? Is that what you say?”


  “That’s what God says.”


  “Well, I just don’t believe your Muslim theology.”


  “It’s not theology; it’s religion. And it’s your religion too. Your Jesus taught it.”


  “Where?”


  “Where he said, ‘Only if you do the will of the Father will you understand my teaching, for I got it from him’ (John 7:17). Why do I have to teach you your own Bible?”


  “Why do I have to teach you how insulting you are? So you’re saying the only way to know God is to just blindly trust him?”


  “Exactly.”


  “Even if it doesn’t make sense?”


  “Yes! Because only when his will doesn’t make sense to you can you obey out of faith, just because you trust him and not because you understand it. Only when you don’t understand him do you have to trust him. And only when you trust him do you really understand him. So only when you don’t understand him do you really understand him.”


  “So like the old hymn says, just ‘trust and obey, for there’s no other way’—is that all?”


  “Yes, that’s all. It’s wonderfully simple.”


  “Well, I think there are other ways, thousands of other ways, and some of them do make sense, and that’s where I’m going: to a way that makes sense.”


  “Then you’re not going to him. You’re not going to his will. You’re going to your own.”


  “You’re telling me that when his way makes sense to me, I’m not going to his will?”


  “Yes. Because if his will makes sense to you, if you understand it, if it looks rational to you, and if that’s why you obey it, then you’re obeying your own will and your own reason. You’re judging God by your reason. If God is God, it has to be the other way around. He’s not a thing to be judged. He’s the judge.”


  “Look, Jack, I can’t refute your theology, and maybe you’re right about God. Maybe you do know him, but you sure don’t know me. I’m just not very good at this blind trusting thing. Most of the people I’ve trusted in my life have let me down, with a big thump. When I trusted, I’ve been busted. So I don’t think your nice little sermon is going to change my personality inside out and make me a trusting little lamb. Nothing is ever going to do that.”


  “God can do that.”


  “Oh yeah? How?”


  “Let him do it, and you will see.”


  Libby was silent for a minute. Then she shook her head. “There’s got to be another way.”


  “There isn’t.”


  “For me there is. I need reasons.”


  “No you don’t. You need faith. You only think you need reasons.”


  “I need something. I’m not going to leap blindly.”


  “OK. How about clues instead of reasons?”


  “Like what?”


  “You can’t understand why submission and surrender and obedience bring joy, right? And you want some analogy in your experience, some clue?”


  “Yes.”


  “Where did you go yesterday?”


  “Yesterday? I went to Newport.”


  “And what did you do there?”


  “You know what I did. I went surfing.”


  “I rest my case.”


  “You mean . . . God is like a big wave?”


  “See? You do understand. The joy of surrender.”


  Libby’s Mona Lisa smile was more eloquent than any words could have been.


  “It’s sort of like sex,” Libby said, with a little embarrassment.


  “Yes! That’s why it’s so ecstatic and why it’s so Islamic, so surrendering, so submissive. You see the connection now, don’t you?”


  Libby’s voice became suddenly guarded. “Oh, I should have known. Your Islamic thing, right? Your women submit to your men and your men submit to Allah and everybody has a ball with all the submission, right?”


  “Exactly! A ball—like a great old formal dance. And also ‘a ball’ in the sense of a joy.”


  Libby shook her head. “When I dance, it ain’t old or formal.”


  “You don’t think submission is a ball, do you?”


  “No.”


  “Not even submission to God?”


  “No, Jack, not even to God. My religion isn’t a military boot camp. I don’t talk about jihad and surrender. I talk about love.”


  “But love requires surrender,” protested ‘Isa. “Even erotic love. Surrender is an erotic necessity.”


  “So you’re telling me that women have to surrender to men to get a really big turn-on?”


  “That’s exactly what I’m saying. But . . .”


  “Wow! We’ve got male chauvinism personified, right here in the cafeteria! Now let me figure this out. . . . God is a man, so we have to submit to God for the even bigger turn-on, right?”


  “More right than you know. But wait—men have to submit too.”


  “But not to women, just to God. You gotta surrender only once, and we gotta surrender twice. Nice.”


  “No, submission is an erotic necessity for men too. I don’t believe God designed men to be commanded by women, but I do believe he designed us to surrender to the nature of women, in that ball, in that Great Dance. And to respect the nature of women. Without that, there’s no real thrill.”


  “Oh. Well, that doesn’t sound so bad—if you only practice what you preach.”


  6
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  On Loving God and Fearing God


   


  ‘Isa was in Fr. Heerema’s Modern Political Philosophies class, which began with Machiavelli’s The Prince. The class had been discussing Machiavelli’s principle that “it is better to be feared than to be loved, for men will love you when they will, but they will fear you when you will.” They had also been discussing the movie The Bronx Tale, whose whole plot centers around that quotation. At the end of the class discussion, Fr. Heerema threw out the question: “Suppose you were God, thinking about how to rule the whole human race, rather than Machiavelli, thinking about how to rule only one small state. Would you rely on fear or on love from humanity?”


  Usually ‘Isa had a ready, confident answer. But this either-or gave him pause.


  Fr. Heerema had noticed his silence during the discussion, and as the class dispersed, their eyes met. Both sets of eyes had a question in them. “Would you like to discuss that question over lunch?” Fr. Heerema asked.


  “I would indeed. Thank you very much,” replied ‘Isa politely.


  As they walked out of class, Fr. Heerema began, “I sensed for the first time a deep difference between your religion and mine, and I’m wondering whether I’m reading this difference rightly or wrongly,” said Fr. Heerema. “I’m really curious about Islam—not just what it teaches, but what it feels like from within. And I’d love to hear more about that from you, if you don’t mind my picking your brain.”


  “Are you thinking that Islam is all about fear and Christianity is all about love?”


  “That is the stereotype that most Christians have, yes, but I suspect that you would say that is not quite correct, right?”


  “Right.”


  “Why?”


  “Well, for one thing, I thought you Christians were supposed to fear God too. Doesn’t your Bible say that ‘the fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom’?”


  “Yes, it does. But we do not believe that it is the end of wisdom. We think that love is that. We believe that love is superior to fear. Now what about you? Do you believe that too, or not?”


  “That love is superior to fear?” ‘Isa mused. “Not for a child who is surrounded by wild beasts. It is better for him to fear them than to love them. And not for a sinner surrounded by temptations. It is better for him to fear them than to love them. But for a great saint, perhaps—yes, love is higher than fear.”


  “We Christians believe that ‘God is love,’ and that love is the most important attribute of God, or the most important name of God. You don’t believe that, do you?”


  “That depends on what you mean by love. Certainly not if love is a feeling or a desire. Feelings come over you, and you are passive. Allah is not like that. And desires arise in you when you are in need, when you are hungry or poor or ignorant. Allah has no needs.”


  “We believe exactly the same thing about God. But we believe that God is love because love is not just a feeling or a desire. Love is charity. Love is the free gift of the self to the other. Love is the free choice of the will to will the good of the other.”


  “If that is what you mean by love, we Muslims agree with you. God does love, in that sense. In fact, of all the names of Allah, the one that is most often used in the Holy Qur’an is ‘the Merciful, the Compassionate.’ That’s the first thing we think of when we think of Allah. But come to think of it, the first word I hear you Christians use when you speak of God, the first word you add to the word God is the word Almighty. ‘Almighty God’—‘Almighty’ seems to be almost his proper name for you. So I think you show by your speech that when you think of God, you think first of power, and we show by our speech that when we think of God we think first of mercy and compassion. So I think it is the reverse of what you said about Christians and Muslims.”


  “No. What you say about our speech is not really fair. We speak about God’s love much more often than his power. But don’t you speak of his justice more often than his mercy?”


  “Now that is not fair about our speech. The Qur’an speaks of his mercy much more often than his justice.”


  “That is very important. I wish more Christians read the Qur’an and got an accurate idea of your religion, instead of believing the secular media. But still, apart from your Sufis, you do not speak of our loving God very much, do you? Jesus said that was the single most important of all the commandments: ‘You shall love the Lord your God with your whole heart and soul and mind and strength. This is the first and greatest commandment.’ ”


  “We believe that too, but we don’t love him like a woman or a man or a dog or an idea. We love him as what he is: as God.”


  “And when you love God as God, what does that mean? What do you do, if you love God?”


  “We pray. And we surrender to him, to his will. And then we obey. We do his will.”


  “That is what we do too. But you do not speak of intimacy with God, do you?”


  “No. We don’t cuddle up to him. He is not a teddy bear.”


  “Do you really think that’s what we Christians do? Do you think we forget that we are foolish little sinful specks facing the infinite and incomprehensible Creator when we speak of intimacy with God?”


  “No. I know that must be a caricature. I will take your word for it that you do not, even though I do not see many signs of this among you.”


  “You know from your own Sufis that those two things can exist together, don’t you? I mean the distance and the presence, the transcendence and the immanence, the worship and the intimacy?”


  “Yes. We too speak of loving God—with the love of awe and admiration and adoration, of course, not the intimate love between a man and a woman.”


  “What does it mean for you to love God, then—if there is no intimacy?”


  “It means to adore and to obey.”


  “But except for the Sufis, Muslims do not speak of intimacy with God.”


  “No, not intimacy on our part. How could the creature have intimacy with the Creator? But the Creator can have intimacy with his creature. He has intimate knowledge and concern for every man. The Qur’an says: ‘We indeed created man, and We know what his soul whispers within him, and We are nearer to him than the jugular vein.’ ”


  “If God is that close, do Muslims ever experience him that close?”


  “The Sufis do. Most Muslims do not,” ‘Isa said.


  “Why not?”


  “How could the flea on the floor of the King’s servant’s bathroom feel intimacy with the King?”


  “So Allah is unapproachable.”


  “As your own mystics say, ‘He dwells in unapproachable light.’ But he can approach us.”


  “And what then? What happens then in you? What do you do then?”


  “As your own scriptures say, ‘I fell down at his feet as one dead.’ But that is only when the real God really approaches a real prophet or messenger. That is not what happens in ordinary prayer. But many of you Christians seem to think God approaches you and speaks to you every day. I have heard some of you Christians speaking of God speaking to them—they say ‘God told me’ and ‘God showed me’—and I could not help wanting to say that by the standards of your own Christian scriptures, whoever spoke to you, it was not God if you felt so ordinary, so comfortable with him, if you did not immediately ‘fall down at his feet as one dead’ as the saint or prophet did.”


  “I don’t use such language myself. It seems presumptuous. But I don’t want to argue about what other people say, I just want to listen to what you say about yourself. I want to understand your experience of God.”


  “Why do you want to understand that?”


  “That’s a good, honest question, ‘Isa. And I will give you a good, honest answer. It’s not to size you up to try to convert you. I’m not a hawk eyeing its prey. It’s simply because I love God and I want to love him in every possible way, including Muslim ways.”


  “Do you find something missing in Christian ways?”


  “Not at all. I just want to see him everywhere I can.”


  “We are now being totally honest with each other, so I must ask you this: Don’t you believe as a Christian priest that you have a lot to teach me about that? Don’t you believe that we Muslims are missing out on your Christian ways of knowing God—like that intimacy you were talking about?”


  “Of course I believe that. But I’m not trying to sell that to you now or even explain it, because you didn’t ask me to. I’m being selfish now: I’m asking you to tell me about your religious ways for my sake. I’ll tell you about my way, for your sake, only when you ask me.”


  “Thank you. Well, I do have a question about your way. There is something about this ‘intimacy’ that is a puzzle to me. You Christians claim to know God more intimately than we do because of Jesus, isn’t that right? And because of that you claim to know that God is pure love, and that he loves everyone with infinite love, and you call him your Father, don’t you?”


  “Yes.”


  “Then why do you have more of a problem with surrender and submission to God than we do? It should be easier for you than for us if you believe God is so much closer.”


  Fr. Heerema was quiet for a moment. Then he said, thoughtfully, “Maybe it is easier for us. Maybe that’s why we don’t talk about it as much as you do.”


  Now ‘Isa was suddenly quiet for a moment. “Are you saying . . . are you suggesting that you are holier than we are?”


  “No. Not at all. But I think your question was assuming that you are holier than we are. Isn’t that what you said? That Christians have more of a problem surrendering to God than Muslims do?”


  “I didn’t mean to make that judgment. And to prove to you that I didn’t, let me humbly ask you about how you surrender to God. What do you know about surrender that you think I don’t know?”


  “I can’t judge what you know, ‘Isa. But I’ll guess that you don’t know how crazy God is—unless you’re deep into the Sufi way.”


  “Crazy? What do you mean? Your story of God becoming a man and dying to save man from sin sounds quite crazy to us.”


  “But you think that’s crazy theology—the Trinity and the incarnation—and crazy theology is bad theology. But we think it’s crazy love. And that’s good.”


  “Why do you believe God has ‘crazy love’?”


  “Because we need it. Because we have ‘crazy sin.’ I think we are all crazy when we sin because every sin is choosing misery over joy. And we know that. We know that from experience as well as from faith. Yet we keep sinning. And that’s not crazy love or crazy theology, that’s just crazy.”


  “We believe that we sin because we forget God.”


  “Oh, that’s true too.”


  “And that’s why we pray five times a day: to keep the heart polished.”


  “Oh, that’s good, that’s good. But I think there’s another reason we sin. I don’t think it’s just theological A.D.D. I think it’s because we’re looking for the right thing in the wrong places. We’re all looking for joy.”


  “We all seek happiness.”


  “No, not just happiness, joy. Crazy joy, like the joy of a Sufi. I think that’s probably why we have such trouble controlling our sexual desire—because it promises such joy. That’s one reason why God had to protect it with strict rules—because it’s so powerful. It’s close to religion. It can easily become its own religion.”


  “We can worship the animal in us.”


  “No, it’s not just the animal drive. It’s something mystical: you want to give your whole self away to another.”


  “Charity?”


  “No, it’s not just deliberate charity either; it’s self-forgetfulness. It’s ecstasy. You know, the word ecstasy means ‘standing outside yourself.’ ”


  “I am surprised to hear a celibate priest speak in this way.”


  “We priests are physically celibate but not spiritually celibate. We renounce physical sex only to get closer to the spiritual ecstasy it symbolizes. Sex is only a pale copy of that.”


  “I see you admire our mystics.”


  “I do.”


  “Do you think you can really lose your self, as the mystics say?”


  “No. Not literally. I don’t think they mean that either.”


  “Why not?”


  “Because God created that self. So it’s real and precious and destined for eternity.”


  “Then why do they say they can lose it, if that isn’t true?”


  “Because you can lose your attachment to it, in total islam, total surrender to God. And if you do that, you can also lose your consciousness of it, in ecstasy.”


  “I see,” said ‘Isa. “Instead of forgetting God and remembering yourself, you can remember God and forget yourself.”


  “I think that’s exactly right. If I may presume to ask, have you ever experienced any of that? You certainly seem to understand it well.”


  “I think I have had a tiny appetizer of it. I’ve learned to surf from Libby, and the first time I caught a wave, I almost died. Not because I was drowning but because . . . because I didn’t want to live then, I just wanted to be the sea, instead of being a swimmer. It was an out-of-the-body experience and an out-of-the-soul experience. I guess mystics feel toward God what I felt toward the sea. I can’t say. I don’t think it’s safe to use psychology on religion. I don’t even think it’s so all-important for us to know who we are; I think it’s much more important for us to know who God is. But I do believe the Sufi experience is not just for mystics. It’s for everybody. Because that is the heart of Islam: the total surrender to God. That’s what our whole religion is for, that’s what it teaches us to do all the time, totally, inside and outside, in our heart and in our community. There is nothing, nothing that can’t be a wave of God’s will to surrender to. There is nothing secular. Everything is sacred.”


  “That is exactly the sort of thing I was hoping to hear from you, ‘Isa. And that confirms my suspicion that we are not spiritual aliens but spiritual brothers: that our two religions are very close even though our two theologies are far apart.”


  “Perhaps Muslims and Christians should talk to each other more about how they experience God rather than just about their theologies.”


  “Perhaps if they did that, they would understand their theologies better.”


  7
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  On Who Goes to Heaven


   


  When Evan first met ‘Isa as a new boarder at Mother’s boarding house, he could not help thinking, as an evangelical Christian, that it was his mission to try to convert him. But he didn’t want to be pushy, so he waited until the topic of religion came up in conversation. It was ‘Isa who initiated the inquiry. “You Christians believe that Jesus is the only way to heaven, don’t you?”


  “Yes, we do.”


  “Don’t you feel a little arrogant in saying that?”


  “No, not at all. We say it only because Jesus himself said, ‘I am the way, the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me.’ We would feel arrogant if we didn’t say that—if we tried to correct his ‘mistakes’!”


  Libby, who was overhearing this, said, “Speak for yourself, Evan. I don’t believe that. If I did, I’d have to believe that ‘Isa here is going to hell, through no fault of his own, just because he was raised as a Muslim instead of a Christian.”


  “But the Bible says . . .”


  “You fundamentalists keep saying that: ‘The Bible says . . .’ I never heard you say, ‘The Bible means . . .’ ”


  “But those two are the same! The Bible means what it says. But I guess you liberals don’t believe that, do you?”


  “Wait a minute,” put in ‘Isa. “Before you two get into a Christian-on-Christian debate, I’d like to know what you think about me—about Muslims.”


  “I’m not saying you’re going to hell, ‘Isa,” Evan answered. “I don’t know where you’re going when you die. But I know where I’m going, thank God.”


  “But Evan,” interrupted Libby, “if you don’t know where ‘Isa is going, you’re saying he might be going to hell. You may not want to tell him that, but that’s the logical implication. So how could a just God send a good guy like ‘Isa to hell, Evan? Tell me that, please.”


  “You think I’m a good guy? Thanks, Libby,” said ‘Isa.


  “Hush. I’m asking a question.”


  “I don’t know how God could justly send ‘Isa to hell, Libby,” said Evan. “I’m not God. I just believe everything he told us in the Bible.”


  “I’m seriously wondering if yours is the same God as mine, Evan. The God I believe in is just too, but he’s more than just. He’s merciful.”


  “That’s the God I believe in too, Libby.”


  “But justice means giving people what they deserve, and mercy means giving people better than they deserve. But your God might give ‘Isa worse than he deserves if he sends him to hell. So your God is less than just. Follow out the logic of what you believe, Evan.”


  “All right, if it’s logic you want. You say it would be unjust for God to send ‘Isa to hell if he’s such a good guy that he doesn’t deserve it. But your argument has a hidden assumption: that we can deserve heaven. Nobody can deserve heaven. Not ‘Isa, not you, not me. And we are supposed to know that if we’re Christians.”


  “Do you think ‘Isa doesn’t know that because he’s a Muslim?”


  “Yes. I think he hopes to get to heaven by being good enough. He trusts in his own righteousness and justice, because he doesn’t know Jesus. We trust God’s mercy because we do know Jesus. We’re supposed to, anyway.”


  ‘Isa interrupted: “Hey, guys, here’s Exhibit A speaking. Do you have any idea what it feels like to be dissected and discussed by two friends who talk about you but not to you? Hel—lo! I’m right here! I wonder whether that’s what God feels like when two theologians argue instead of praying.”


  “Sorry, Jack,” Libby replied. “You tell us, then: how do you hope to get to paradise? You believe in Allah and the Day of Judgment, don’t you?”


  “I do!”


  “And when you die and stand before Allah, will you stand on your own righteousness?”


  “Certainly not! I will not even stand on Allah’s righteousness. I will stand on his mercy.”


  Evan was surprised. “That is what you believe, ‘Isa, but is that what all Muslims believe?”


  “You really need to read the Qur’an, Evan, which is very clear. Allah is ‘the Merciful, the Compassionate.’ ”


  “I am pleased to hear that. But you do not believe that his mercy comes to us through Jesus Christ.”


  “No, we don’t.”


  “Then you don’t know how to get his mercy.”


  Libby turned to Evan. “Evan, when you were four years old, did you know that the electricity that turned on the lights came through wires in the wall?”


  “No.”


  “But you got the light anyway when you turned the switch on. So why do you think that to get to heaven we have to know how God’s mercy gets to us? Do you think it’s knowledge that saves you?”


  Evan looked confused for a moment.


  ‘Isa said, “Evan, your own Bible speaks of God’s mercy to us Muslims.”


  “No it doesn’t. The Bible doesn’t mention Muslims.”


  “Not by name. But it explains them.”


  “Where?”


  “In Genesis. Here—here’s a Bible on the table. Let me look it up. It’s the passage about Ishmael. Genesis . . . uh . . . here it is, Genesis 16. God’s angel says this to Hagar, the mother of Ishmael. It says: ‘And the angel of the LORD said unto her, I will multiply thy seed exceedingly, that it shall not be numbered for multitude. And the angel of the LORD said unto her, Behold, thou art with child, and shalt bear a son, and shalt call his name Ishmael, because the LORD hath heard thy affliction. And he will be a wild man; his hand will be against every man, and every man’s hand against him; and he shall dwell in the presence of all his brethren. And she called the name of the LORD that spake unto her, Thou God seest me: for she said, Have I also here looked after him that seeth me?’


  “We believe you got part of that story wrong, when you had God favor Isaac more than Ishmael. But even in your story God takes care of Ishmael and his descendants, out of mercy. That’s God angel, speaking God’s Word. And God keeps his promises. We Arabs are the descendants of Ishmael, and God spoke to us too through our prophet Muhammad. Even in your Genesis story, Hagar was the innocent one. She was driven out by the cruelty of Sarah, Isaac’s mother. God has mercy on Hagar and on Ishmael and on his descendants—on us. That’s our hope of heaven: God’s mercy.”


  “So do you believe that God has mercy on everybody and therefore saves everybody?” Evan persisted.


  “No, and neither do you. We both believe in a thing we call the Last Judgment. We don’t call it the Last Mercy.”


  “So you have to do good works to get to heaven?” asked Evan.


  “Of course. Don’t you believe that?”


  “No,” said Evan.


  “Neither do I,” said Libby.


  “Now here is a wonder,” ‘Isa responded. “You two disagree about almost everything else, but you agree about this one thing. I think your two versions of Christianity are the only two religions in the world where you don’t need to do any good works or lead righteous lives or fear God to get to heaven.”


  “But you just said that your hope of heaven is not in your good works but in God’s mercy, didn’t you?” Evan pressed.


  “Yes. But we need to surrender to him. And that surrender means good deeds and an upright heart and a righteous life.”


  “But,” Evan protested, “all those things are matters of degree: one person is only a little more or less righteous than another. Where is the cutoff point between the saved and the damned, between heaven and hell?”


  “How should I know? I’m not in charge of the Last Judgment. Allah is.”


  “But if there is a cutoff point, it must be somewhere. Do you believe that if I do 1,000 good deeds and you do 999, God might send me to heaven for that and you to hell?”


  “No, it’s not just the number of good deeds. It’s the surrendered heart. And the secrets of the heart are known to God alone. So I can’t judge who is going to heaven and who is going to hell. And neither can you, I think.”


  “No, I’m not saying I can either. I’m not God . . .”


  Libby interrupted: “Aha! Did you hear that, God? Evan doesn’t think he’s you. He has finally learned Lesson One.”


  “I never claimed to have all the answers . . .” Evan muttered.


  “And did you hear that, God? I hope somebody in heaven recorded it. Evan does not have all the answers. O happy day! My ears have heard good tidings.”


  “But we do have data, Libby,” Evan said.


  “Data?”


  “In our Bible. Answers to questions like: Is there a heaven and a hell, and how do you get there, and who goes there?”


  “Oh, really? Is that what’s on those maps at the end of Bibles? Road maps? And does it say in the Bible that Jack has a room in hell? Is his plane ticket printed out for him? Is that what you read on page 666?”


  “You must believe in the Lord Jesus Christ to be saved. That’s the Bible. So if anyone doesn’t accept Christ, he’s not saved. That’s logic.”


  “So by your Bible and by your logic, Jack can’t be saved.”


  “It’s not my Bible, Libby, it’s the Bible. And it’s not my logic, Libby. It’s just logic.”


  “Well, let me thump you some Bible logic back, OK? The Bible says God is love. And love doesn’t kick good guys into eternal firepits.”


  “Don’t let me interrupt you, guys,” ‘Isa put in again. “This is fascinating to me, hearing you argue about my eternal destination. I want to see where this argument goes. Just ignore me and come out boxing another round.”


  “Sorry, Jack, we’re not being very gracious,” Libby apologized.


  “No, I’m not being sarcastic. I mean it,” ‘Isa replied.


  “Good!” said Evan, eagerly. “Then tell me this, Libby: why do you believe that God is love?”


  “Don’t you?”


  “I do.”


  “So do I.”


  “But I want to know why you do.”


  Libby was silent. Evan persisted: “Is it reason? Is there some proof that God has to go beyond justice to mercy and love?”


  “No. You can’t prove it logically.”


  “Then why do you believe it?”


  “I just feel it in my heart.”


  “Is your heart ever wrong?”


  “Of course.”


  “It’s not infallible?”


  “’Course not.”


  “I hope that tape recorder in heaven is still on, then—the one that recorded me when I admitted that I wasn’t infallible either. But you didn’t answer my question yet, Libby: how do you know God is mercy and love?”


  “My conscience.”


  “Conscience! Conscience is not merciful. Conscience is hard as iron. Conscience tells you that you must be good and that you may not be evil. Conscience tells you law, not grace.”


  It was Libby who was silent now.


  “How do you know God is merciful, then?” Evan pressed.


  “I see his hand in the beauties of nature.”


  “Nature! ‘Nature red in tooth and claw’—does nature teach you mercy? Nature doesn’t even teach you justice. Bigger fish eat little fish and sharks eat everybody. That’s nature.”


  “Human life, then. Human history. I see his merciful hand there.”


  “History, with all its wars? Is that where you see his mercy?”


  “No,” Libby admitted.


  “Is it science, then? Does mercy appear in a test tube?”


  “No.”


  “Then how did you come to know it?”


  “It’s common sense, man! It’s basic human instinct.”


  “That God is merciful?”


  “Yes.”


  “Then why haven’t all the religions of the world known it?”


  “I don’t know. I just know that I know it, that’s all.”


  “How do you know it’s true?”


  “Maybe I don’t know how I know it. I just believe it.”


  “Is that what makes it true? Is that your authority?—your will to believe it?”


  Libby was silent.


  “I will tell you how you know it, Libby, how you learned it. Jesus taught it. Jesus showed it, two thousand years ago. That’s how you came to know it, and that’s just a matter of fact, not a matter of argument.”


  “All right, that’s true, then. So what?”


  “And how did you learn about Jesus?”


  “My mama taught me.”


  “Where did she learn it?”


  “Her mama, of course. We all read the Bible.”


  “So you learned it from the Bible.”


  “Yes.”


  “And the same Bible that teaches that God is love and mercy teaches that there is a hell. And the same Jesus who showed us that God is love taught that there is a hell. So why do you accept one half of that authority and not the other?”


  Libby blurted out, “Because if I believed what you believe, I’d have to believe Jack was going to hell, and I love him too much for that, and I can’t believe God loves him less than I do.”


  At this point ‘Isa put in, “Libby, I think you have lost the argument but you have won my heart.”


  “But what about your head?” Evan persisted. “We haven’t solved the theological problem yet, Libby. You say that ‘Isa will go to heaven, and Jesus says that he is the only way to heaven, and that you have to believe in him, but ‘Isa doesn’t believe in Jesus; so there’s a contradiction there somewhere.”


  “Not for me. I don’t believe that Jesus is the only way to heaven,” retorted ‘Isa.


  “And not for me,” Libby added. “Because I don’t believe in hell.”


  “Let me give you a good reason for believing in hell,” Evan replied. “It’s not a theological reason; it’s a pragmatic reason.”


  “Pascal’s wager?” asked Libby.


  “Something like it,” answered Evan. He took down a book from the bookcase, The Autobiography of Christopher Hollis, turned to the last page, and read: “I believe without hesitation in Purgatory but am doubtful about hell. The only reason why I am hesitant about complete repudiation is the fact that there are some strange and violent threats in the Gospels of which at any rate the apparent meaning is that we cannot be indifferent to the threats of what the Mass calls ‘final damnation.’ Whoever has the arranging of the Last Judgment, it will not be me. So it is of little importance what I may think about it. My friend Smitt-Ingerbretsen was the Chairman of the Religious Committee of the Norwegian Government. It fell to him to give advice to the king about what doctrine the king as the Head of the State Lutheran Church should pronounce about hell. His natural instinct was to be liberal, but then he reflected on the possibility that, if he denied all possibility of eternal damnation, my constituents, they will go to the Last Judgment, and they will say, ‘Mr. Smitt-Ingerbretsen said it would be all right,’ and Almighty God, he will say, ‘Who the hell is Mr. Smitt-Ingerbretsen?’ and I shall look a bloody fool. He was a very sensible man.” Evan closed the book.


  “I’ll ask Fr. Heerema about it tomorrow,” suggested ‘Isa.


  And that is exactly what ‘Isa did. “Professor” (‘Isa never called him Father), “yesterday I had a conversation with two Christian roommates of mine about who was going to heaven and who was going to hell, and where I was going according to them. One believed that since God is love, no one went to hell. The other one believed everything in your Bible, so he believed that Jesus is the only way to heaven and that you have to believe in him to go to heaven. But he didn’t want to draw the logical conclusion that since I don’t believe in Jesus as the Son of God or the Savior, I will go to hell. But he couldn’t tell me why I wouldn’t.


  “So now I am wondering what Christians think about Muslims going to heaven. Are they divided into those two camps? Because if they are, then the only ones who think I can go to heaven are the ones who don’t believe everything in the Bible, and the ones who do believe everything in the Bible don’t think I can go to heaven. Is that so, or have I misunderstood something? You see, I’m wondering what I should think about Christians, and I think that has to depend at least in part on what they think of me.”


  “No, ‘Isa, those are not the only two positions. We Catholics take a third position. And many Protestants do too. We believe everything in the Bible too, as your fundamentalist friend does, although we don’t interpret everything in it as literally as they do. So we do believe in hell. How could there be a ‘Last Judgment’ if there is no hell? But we don’t believe that only Christians can go to heaven.”


  “But your Bible says that, doesn’t it?”


  “No, it doesn’t. That’s a conclusion some people logically deduce from what the Bible says, but I think that’s not a logical deduction at all.”


  “Can you explain why?”


  “I think so. You see, we Christians believe that Jesus is not only a great man and a prophet but also God, the Son of God, the Word of God, the Mind of God, the Truth of God, from all eternity . . .”


  “But that’s the most basic difference between us. You believe that and we don’t. So that’s why you have to say we can’t go to heaven.”


  “No, that’s why we say you can go to heaven: because Jesus is God. The Gospel of John describes him as ‘the true light that enlightens every man’ (John 1:9). No mere man can enlighten everyone ever born. Only God can do that.”


  “Are you saying then that everyone goes to heaven because Jesus enlightens everyone so that everyone knows Jesus?”


  “No. But I’m saying that everyone can go to heaven because everyone knows him. They don’t all know him as a man, and they don’t all know that this man is also God—only Christians know that—but they all know God. Everybody knows God because God created everybody with a reason and a conscience. And reason and conscience know something of the mind of God. And when they know that, they are knowing Jesus, because Jesus is the Mind of God, even though they don’t know that.”


  “I will have to digest that argument,” ‘Isa replied.


  “You see, it’s not theological knowledge that saves you but personal knowledge. It’s not what you know, it’s Who you know.”


  “I see. But wait a minute, Professor—are you saying that pagan idol worshipers can get to heaven then without knowing the true God, the God of Abraham?”


  “No, I’m saying that they do know the true God, the God of Abraham, although they don’t know him as clearly as we do because they don’t have prophets. They just have reason and conscience. But they know the one true God well enough to be responsible for worshiping him, for practicing their islam, their surrender to him, however confused that knowledge may be. You don’t get to heaven just by passing a theology test, you know.”


  “So if pagans can get to heaven, Muslims certainly can—is that your argument?”


  “Yes. Because it’s the same God that I know and that you know and that the good pagan like Socrates knew and that the bad pagan like Nero knew.”


  “There is only one, after all!”


  “And that’s why all four of us are responsible to the same God for the different amounts of knowledge we have about him. We ‘people of the Book’ know him more clearly than the pagans do, but they know him too, by reason and conscience. Reason looks at nature and knows the Creator through his creation, just as the listener knows the composer through his music. And conscience knows even more about God. It knows that we have an absolute duty to do right and not wrong. We know our moral duty with such certainty because we are reading the reflections of God’s mind and will that he put into our conscience. We are listening to God’s inner prophet. We ‘people of the Book’ also have outer prophets, so we know God more clearly. But it’s the same God. There is only one, after all!”


  ‘Isa smiled at Fr. Heerema’s quoting him. “I understand that. But I don’t understand how you believe Jesus comes into this picture.”


  “Jesus is the Word of God from eternity. Whenever anybody knows God, they know God through God’s Word. That same Word inspired the prophets. And that same Word became a man two thousand years ago.”


  “How can the Word of God become a man without ceasing to be the Word of God?”


  “Do you think the Word of God can become a book without ceasing to be the Word of God?”


  “Oh. Yes, that is what we believe about the Qur’an. It is the Word of God in heaven and on earth. There is a heavenly Qur’an and an earthly Qur’an, and it is exactly the same Qur’an because what God revealed to the Prophet Muhammad on earth, and in time, is precisely the mind of God in heaven and in eternity. Because there is only one Word of God, after all.”


  “That is exactly what we believe, but for us the Word of God became flesh. For you it became paper and ink. If the Word of God can become a book, can he not become a man, if he wants to? Is God so limited that he cannot do that?”


  “No. Nothing limits God.”


  “We Catholics also believe that he multiplies himself in the Eucharist, as he multiplied the twelve loaves and two fishes to feed five thousand people. We too believe that nothing limits God.”


  “But if it is the same Word of God—and there is only one—then why does our Word of God contradict your Word of God? Your Bible says that Jesus is the Son of God. Our Qur’an says that is blasphemy.”


  “One of us has to be wrong there, ‘Isa. There’s no getting around that. And whoever it is, he’s going to be extremely surprised when he gets to heaven.”


  8
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  On Liberals and Conservatives


   


  All students at Boston College are required to take two theology courses—any two they choose. Since there are no Muslim professors in the theology department, ‘Isa chose one who had the reputation of being a freethinker rather than a traditional Catholic. Fr. Fesser was an intelligent, friendly and likable man, but ‘Isa found his mind as frustrating as a fog. He seemed to believe everything and nothing. He seemed passionately against only one thing—being passionately against anything. For him, everything had to be “nuanced” except that very principle.


  One day ‘Isa and Fr. Fesser were walking across campus discussing a recent class, and ‘Isa blurted out, “Professor, I think we just live in different worlds, you and I. And I don’t mean because I’m a Muslim, either.”


  “No, ‘Isa,” he replied, “we don’t live in different worlds. We both live in the same world: this one, the only one there is, the one full of death and taxes and Republicans, the world of concrete things, like this wall,” he said as he reached out to touch the stone-and-concrete wall they were passing. “Are you saying that you don’t live in this world? Are you an angel in disguise?”


  “No,” replied ‘Isa spiritedly, “but for all I know, you may be. You see, in my world there are such things as angels in disguise. Really. In my world, you never know what you might find around the next corner. You might even find an angel there,” he said pointing to the end of the wall they had nearly reached. “Because there are holes in my world, and angels can come through them. But I don’t think there are holes in your world. That’s why I think we live in different worlds.”


  “I take it back, ‘Isa. You are right. I don’t live in your world, the one with holes for angels. To me, that world is a world of fantasy, and I don’t live in fantasy any more than I live on the moon.”


  “Do you mean that I do because my world is pockmarked with angel holes, like the craters on the moon?”


  “That’s not what I meant, but it’s an arresting image.”


  “But . . . but, Professor, please excuse me if I am being too personal or impolite, but I can’t help being curious. You are a Jesuit, and a Jesuit is a Catholic, and a Catholic is a Christian, and a Christian lives in the same world Christ lived in, and his world was full of angel holes. So why don’t you live in it?”


  “Do you really believe in all those old superstitions about angels and devils?”


  “No, I don’t. I don’t believe any superstitions. I believe facts. That’s why I believe there are angels and devils.”


  “You call them ‘facts’? How interesting! What do you mean by facts?”


  “Well, you called them ‘superstitions.’ What do you mean by superstitions?”


  “A fair question. Superstitions are beliefs without foundation. Things you believe just because other people believe them, just because they’re traditional.”


  “All right, I accept that definition. That’s why I think my belief is not a superstition and yours is.”


  “My belief is a superstition?”


  “By your definition, yes.”


  “And yours is not?”


  “No. My belief has a very strong foundation. I believe in angels and devils because God has said that they exist. The Qur’an is my foundation. And I believe that is the strongest foundation any belief can have: a book written by the Creator! But your belief that they don’t exist—that does not have a strong foundation. You don’t appeal to your Bible. You don’t appeal to divine authority, only human authority. You don’t believe in angels and devils because the human beings you admire don’t. So by your definition I think that is a superstition.”


  “No, ‘Isa, it’s just the opposite. My belief is scientific. Science demands factual grounds for beliefs. Science is the opposite of super­stition. My angel-free world is the world science shows us. Your angel-haunted world is the world of prescientific superstition.”


  “I don’t buy that, Professor. How can you appeal to science as a reason for not believing in angels? Angels are pure spirits. If they did exist, science couldn’t detect them. They don’t reflect light. They don’t fit into test tubes.”


  “That is true. Science could not detect anything invisible. So science could not detect that invisible circle of thirteen demons hovering over our heads now, howling and laughing at us. Science cannot disprove that belief any more than science can prove it. But if I seriously believed there was such a thing, wouldn’t you call me superstitious—because my belief has no rational foundation?”


  “I guess I would call that belief superstitious or irrational, because the only foundation for that belief was your own imagination. But if God told you that there was such a thing, I’d say that was a very good foundation for believing it.”


  “Well, that gets us into all sorts of issues, doesn’t it?—the meaning of the concept of divine revelation, and the interpretation of scriptures and sacred traditions—it’s not as simple as you think, ‘Isa. And I would like to say something personal here, and I hope you don’t feel insulted, because I don’t mean it in any way as an insult. You are one of the most intelligent students I have, and I am surprised and disappointed that you don’t let that strong mind of yours come out of its narrow little cage and play around in the larger world of possibilities. Instead, you settle issues by going back to, ‘The Qur’an says it, I believe it, and that settles it.’ Is that enough for you?”


  “It is.”


  “Well, it’s not enough for me.” Then he noticed Fr. Heerema passing by. “Please, Father,” he said, “come and join us. ‘Isa and I have just been chatting about which world we live in.” Fr. Heerema was neither as scholarly nor as famous as Fr. Fesser, but he was an old-fashioned Jesuit and a traditional Catholic.


  Turning back to ‘Isa, Fr. Fesser said, “We have very different personalities, ‘Isa, you and I. But that doesn’t have to mean that we live in totally different worlds. Take Heerema here. He and I have very different personalities too, and we have many differences of opinion, but we’re both Jesuits and Catholics and Christians and theists. We share a common world. And you Muslims share part of that common world with us too. All three of us here share the Abrahamic tradition. Beneath our differences, we all believe in God and morality and justice and peace and goodness, don’t we? And isn’t that the most important thing?”


  “Maybe all three of us believe in goodness, but I don’t think all three of us believe in evil,” ‘Isa answered. “And that’s another reason why I think we don’t live in the same world. In your world, we’re at peace. In my world, we’re at war.”


  “Because in your world there are devils as well as angels.”


  “Yes.”


  “Again I must admit you are right there: we do live in different worlds. My world is ruled by the Prince of Peace. My prophet said he came to bring peace. Yours came bringing a sword. And you’ve been swinging it ever since.”


  “But didn’t your prophet Jesus (blessed be his name!) also say, ‘I did not come to bring peace, but a sword’?”


  “Yes, he did. But what did he mean by that? You see, ‘Isa, it’s all a matter of interpretation, as I said before. He also said, ‘Peace I give unto you.’ You have to sort out the apparent contradiction there, and to do that you have to interpret the two sayings.”


  “How would you interpret those two sayings, ‘Isa?” Fr. Heerema put in.


  “I think when he said he came to bring peace, he meant peace with neighbor, self and God. And I think when he said he came to bring war, he meant war with the world, the flesh and the devil. After all, didn’t he say, ‘My peace I give to you not as the world gives’?”


  “I guess he lives in your world, then, Bob,” said Fesser to Heerema.


  “Oh, but that’s your world too, Fred,” Heerema retorted. “In fact, I’ll bet I can show you that you are really a Muslim.”


  “What in the world do you mean by that? I respect all religions, but I am not a Muslim. I am a Catholic. You’re the one who’s always wanting to be simple and clear, Bob, and you accuse me of nuancing too much; but it looks like the shoe is on the other foot today.”


  “ ‘Isa, will you excuse us for a minute if we ignore you and talk to each other?” asked Heerema. “Do you mind being Exhibit A for a minute?”


  “Not at all,” ‘Isa answered.


  “Now then, Fred, what do you say we try to define our terms first?”


  “I think we definitely need to do that.”


  “Good. Now you call yourself a Catholic and not a Muslim. So tell me, what is your definition of a Catholic?”


  “Well, I can’t give you one short, simple summary, the kind of thing you would probably give. You define Catholic as a noun; I see it as an adjective.”


  “It is an adjective, but what noun does it modify?”


  “A whole tradition and culture and way of life. It’s not as easy to identify as you think.”


  “But that whole thing that you say is so hard to identify—that tradition and culture and way of life—it’s a historical fact that that comes from a very concrete thing which is very easy to identify: the Roman Catholic Church.”


  “Of course. But I don’t identify Catholicism with the Church. I see it as the whole way of life the Church teaches and fosters.”


  “All right, but don’t you believe it because the Church teaches it?”


  “Not simply, no. That’s only one ingredient among others.”


  “Let’s do a test. Let’s suppose the Church taught a different way of life. For instance, suppose the Church taught that all Catholics should be pacifists and vegetarians. Would you change your way of life to follow the Church or would you follow your present way of life and reject the Church?”


  “Well, I’d reserve my right of conscience, and my right to dissent, but on those issues I think I would follow the Church.”


  “OK, now my next question is why would you follow the Church? Is it because you believe Christ founded it to teach you?”


  “Well, yes, of course, but that has to be nuanced too . . .”


  “Then let’s test that too. Suppose you came do believe that Jesus didn’t found the Catholic Church. Suppose you became convinced that he founded a Protestant church instead, and that the Catholic Church changed the teachings of Jesus. Would you still be a Catholic, or would you become a Protestant?”


  “I’d become a Protestant, of course.”


  “So you believe in the Church because of Christ.”


  “Of course—though that formula is also a bit simplistic.”


  “Then the next question is why you believe in Christ.”


  “Oh, that’s an even more complex question.”


  “Isn’t it because he’s the Son of God?”


  “Well, of course, but what does that mean? At every step we need to interpret, and to nuance . . .”


  “Fine. But if you believed that Jesus was only a man, like us, you wouldn’t believe everything he said, would you? You’d pass judgment on him just as you sit in judgment on Socrates or Solomon or Confucius.”


  “That’s right. But that too needs nuancing, even more nuancing. All the things the Creeds say about him . . . Where are you going with this, Bob?”


  “To this one last step. Suppose you died and went to heaven and met God and found out that Jesus wasn’t the Son of God at all, but only a human being, that Jews and Muslims got it right about him and Christians got it wrong. Would you still worship him, or would you worship God alone, as only one person and not a Trinity of three?”


  “If I saw that that was true, I would have to follow the truth, of course.”


  “So if Jesus was not God, you would not worship him.”


  “No, of course not.”


  “So the only reason you worship him is that you believe he is God.”


  “Yes . . . though that formula is vastly oversimplified again . . .”


  “So you really worship God alone.”


  “Of course. We all want to avoid idolatry, don’t we?”


  Fr. Heerema turned to ‘Isa. “Tell me, ‘Isa, what do you call someone who worships God alone and surrenders to him alone?”


  “A Muslim,” ‘Isa replied.


  “See? You are a Muslim,” concluded Heerema.


  Fesser smiled and said breezily, with the wave of his hand, “Let it be so, then.”


  “See? Perhaps we are living in the same world after all,” said Heerema to ‘Isa, hopefully.


  A couple weeks later ‘Isa transferred from Fr. Fesser’s class to Fr. Heerema’s class. Two incidents from Fr. Heerema’s class (in ethics) explain why ‘Isa loved this man.


  Once an arrogant student who styled himself a Nietzschean challenged Fr. Heerema’s remark that wisdom consisted in knowing and accepting our limits and weaknesses. Fr. Heerema had said, “Just as there is something that you can do that others cannot do, there is also something that others can do that you cannot do. That’s why we all need each other.”


  The Nietzschean set his jaw, scowled and stared at Fr. Heerema until he noticed him. He shot up his hand, stood up and said, “I disagree. I say that is the philosophy of sheep. If you will it, there is nothing you cannot do.”


  Fr. Heerema opened his eyes wide in surprise. “You think you can dine with the devil without using a long spoon, eh? And survive the meal?”


  The Nietzschean was undaunted. “I can. There is nothing I cannot do that others can.”


  “I see,” said Heerema. There was a tense silence for a few seconds. “I think there is something you cannot do.”


  “What?”


  “Do you have an ax?”


  “Yes, I do.”


  “Do you have a television set?”


  “What?”


  “Do you have a television set?


  “Yes . . .”


  “Then I challenge you: take your ax to your television set tonight. I can do this. Can you? Come to me tomorrow and tell me you have done it. Show me the pieces.”


  The student was completely caught off-guard. He sat down without a word. Fr. Heerema had somehow found the student’s drug, his god. It was truly a case of divine inspiration.


  ‘Isa classified this as a conflict between strength masking as weakness and weakness masking as strength.


  On another occasion, Fr. Heerema was discussing euthanasia, and making careful, conservative points about the rights of patients who are in an irreversible coma. A brash young student objected: “I don’t see why you make such a fuss over them. After all, they’re just vegetables.”


  Fr. Heerema looked shocked, then angry. ‘Isa never saw him angry except on that one occasion. His response was the most shocking thing ‘Isa had ever heard: “Sure, they’re just vegetables. And other people are just niggers and kikes and spicks and micks and wops and fags, right?”


  The silence screamed. “You are shocked? Good. You are angry and offended? Good. Now you know how I feel. My father is in a coma. You just called my father a name that is more insulting than any of those other horrible names I used. I would rather be a wop or a fag than a vegetable.”


  It was five minutes before the class was scheduled to end, but Fr. Heerema simply picked up his books and papers and left. ‘Isa found out later that Heerema’s father was indeed in a coma. He had to plead with the hospital not to “pull the plug” on him, and to keep feeding him intravenously. ‘Isa had heard many arguments about euthanasia but that was the one he admired the most.


  9
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  On Prayer and the Wildness of God


   


  After ‘Isa and Fr. Heerema had exchanged compliments (“my favorite teacher,” “my favorite student”), Fr. Heerema said: “ ‘Isa, if I’ve taught you anything precious, as you say I have, then I’d like to ask you to return the favor. I think you can teach me something precious too.”


  “About what?” ‘Isa asked, in a surprised voice.


  “About religion. About relationship with God.”


  This surprised ‘Isa even more. “Surely you’re not in the market for conversion to Islam?”


  “No. But I’m always in the market to become a better Christian.”


  “How do you think I can teach you that?”


  “In the same way I might be able to teach you to become a better Muslim.”


  “And what way is that?”


  “Well, a better Christian means ‘more like a Christian saint.’ And a better Muslim means ‘more like a Muslim saint.’ And I think a Christian saint and a Muslim saint are very similar—far more similar than a Christian theologian and a Muslim theologian. That’s what I think, anyway. But here is something I know, not just something I think: I know that only saints can save the world—to save the world from the world. That’s the business we’re in.”


  “We? ‘We Christians,’ you mean?”


  “No, you too.”


  “So how do you think I can help you do that?”


  “I think my soul is too skinny. My body is fat enough, God knows, but my soul is too skinny. It needs to eat all the food that it can, to strengthen it for this business of becoming a saint and saving the world. And if that’s the business you’re in too, we can help each other by telling each other whatever we know about that. To be specific, things about prayer. That’s the only well that I know of where I can go to draw the water of sanctity from. So I’m asking permission to pick your brain about prayer.”


  “I am flattered. And very unworthy. Your question is much bigger than I am.”


  “Of course it is. All the good questions are. But even a little light on such a great question is precious to me. So tell me: how do you pray? I don’t mean just with your body; what happens inside you when you pray?”


  “Let me take a minute to collect my thoughts, OK?” ‘Isa had this habit, unusual for Americans, of interspersing silent thought with conversation. He believed that most people think not too slowly but too quickly. Their words outran their thoughts and their thoughts outran the truth. ‘Isa wanted to draw cooler water from deeper wells.


  After a minute, he said: “The only command we have about prayer is to interrupt everything else and pray, facing Mecca, five times a day. That’s one of the five pillars of Islam. We kneel on a prayer rug and bow our proud backs. But you already know that.”


  “No, I don’t. I don’t know that because I don’t do it. I know what it is to be a Catholic priest, because I do it, but I don’t know what it is to be a Muslim, because I don’t do it. I know about it but I don’t know it.”


  “So you wonder what it’s like to do it.”


  “Exactly: what is it like? Give me an analogy.”


  After another moment’s thought, ‘Isa replied, “The first analogy that springs into my mind is the one that stays there, so I’ll give you that one. To me, Allah is like the sea. Of course I don’t mean something pagan or pantheistic. Allah is not the sea. Allah is not even like the sea because Allah is not like anything. Allah is absolutely unique. But the sea is a little bit like Allah, for ‘the sea is his and he made it,’ as your Bible says. It is his artwork. So my experience of the sea is a little bit like my experience of Allah.”


  “How?”


  “Well, for one thing the sea does not wait upon your consent. It is there. For another thing, its waves cleanse you only when you step into them and submit to them. It’s like soul-surfing: surrender to the wave.


  “And here’s another analogy: praying five times every day is getting into a regular rhythm, like the waves. Or like the air we breathe, inhaling and exhaling. Or like the life we receive from our ancestors and give out to our descendants. Or like the charity we receive from others and give back to others. Life is all waves. Everything comes to us in waves. Allah is not a wave—Allah is complete and perfect and eternal and changeless—but his gifts come to us in waves because we are like waves. The artist’s brush follows the contours of the paper.”


  Fr. Heerema simply listened, quietly and with bright eyes, and nodded.


  ‘Isa continued, “I’ve been watching waves for years, and I think I’ve learned something from them about Allah. I’ve noticed that there are three ways the waves water the land. First, there are the little waves that come and go every few seconds, on a calm day. And then there are the big, slow tides that come and go twice every day, two incoming tides every day. They come so slowly that we don’t notice them, unless we are very, very patient. But these tidal waves come much farther up the beach than the little waves do. And there’s a third kind of wave: the big winter storm waves, the nor’easters. They’re unlike the other two because they come very rarely. But when they do, they can change the shape of the whole shoreline. They’re so powerful they sweep everything away before them.”


  “And how is that like God?”


  “I think the three kinds of waves are like three ways to pray. Praying means asking God to come to us and surrendering to his waves. And because there are three kinds of waves, there are three kinds of prayer.


  “First we play in the little waves that are there every day. That’s the habit of praying all day, reminding ourselves of him. We do that especially by repeating the Shahadah. I guess you Christians would do it by repeating the Lord’s Prayer, and Jews would repeat the Shema Yisrael.


  “You see, we’re not saints because we sin, and we sin because we forget God, and that’s why we need to keep repeating the Shahadah many times a day, like the little waves that keep watering the shore.”


  “And what are the tides?”


  “They’re like the unconscious habits of prayer, without words, invisible prayer. That’s our attitude of complete surrender to God’s will in everything, at every moment. That’s a less visible force, but a stronger one, I think.”


  “And the storm waves?”


  “They’re like special prayers, especially in dangers or crises or turning points in life.”


  “And when you do pray in these three ways, what happens to you?”


  “I am flooded with the waters of his mercy—what you call grace—whether I feel it or not. You can’t submit to the sea of grace without getting wet. Sometimes you feel wet, and sometimes you don’t, but that’s OK too—not feeling it—because that means it’s getting more ordinary, more habitual, as if you were always wet, like a fish.”


  “Thank you for that image, ‘Isa. I will remember it, and it will help me to pray, and that will make a difference to me and to the world I pray for, because all prayer makes a difference. So you have helped to make a difference to the world by what you have told me. That’s why I was so greedy to hear your thoughts about prayer: because I know that when we strengthen prayer, we strengthen the whole world, and when we weaken prayer, we weaken the whole world.”


  “I believe that too. I wonder . . . I wonder why God doesn’t let us see all the differences our prayers make to the world, if they really do make such a big difference.”


  “Oh, I think I know the answer to that. I think it’s because if he did, we’d never be able to get up off our knees again.”


  Both were silent for a minute. Then ‘Isa added: “I think I can tell you something else about God that the sea tells me.”


  “I’m all ears.”


  “Especially in great storms, it teaches me how wild God is.”


  “Wild?”


  “Wild. In fact, the sea is a test of true religion there. Because if your God isn’t wilder than the sea, you’ve got a fake God and a fake religion.”


  “What do you mean by wild?”


  “Not comfortable, not cute, not cuddly, not caged. Not tame. Remember Aslan in the Chronicles of Narnia? ‘He’s not a tame lion.’ I think true religion is wild because the true God is wild, and fake religion is tame because fake gods are tame.”


  “A powerful image: God as a lion.”


  “But you Christians think of God as a man, don’t you?”


  “No, God is not a man. God is God. There’s an infinite distance between God and man, just as in your religion. It’s that infinite distance that we believe God crossed in the incarnation, when he became a man without ceasing to be God. I know you don’t believe that happened; but our difference is not about the eternal nature of God, I think, or about the infinite distance between God and man, but about what happened in history two thousand years ago.”


  “Well, I think it’s safer to use the image of a lion than the image of a man if you’re going to use images. Nobody but a pagan will take the lion image literally, but many people will take the man image literally.”


  Libby had joined them and been listening the last couple minutes and entered the conversation. “I suppose you never use the image of God as a woman, do you?”


  “No, we don’t,” answered both ‘Isa and Fr. Heerema.


  “And do you know why?” Fr. Heerema asked Libby.


  “Sure. Because men wrote the books.”


  “No.”


  “Why, then?”


  “Because God said so, of course, and that settles it, right?”


  “Well, he did say so, and that does settle it, but that still doesn’t explain it. There’s a reason why he said it, a reason why he’s ‘he’ and not ‘she.’ ”


  “What is it?”


  “Because men are wilder.”


  Surprised, Libby retorted, “That’s not the answer I expected, Father. But it’s still a sexist stereotype.”


  “But it’s true. Men are wilder.”


  “Prove it.”


  “All right. Tell me: who tames whom? Do women tame men or do men tame women?”


  “Sorry, Father, I just don’t dig that old male chauvinist stuff.”


  “But Libby, that’s not male chauvinism. If anything, it’s female chauvinism. It’s feminism.”


  “Say what?”


  “Here: let me show you. Do you say it’s good to be wild?”


  “No. I think you do, but I don’t.”


  “Then if tame is better than wild, saying that women tame men is saying that women are better than men, not worse.”


  “Oh. But if God tames us, that makes God more like a woman than like a man. So why don’t you call her ‘she’?”


  ‘Isa interrupted: “See? This is where arguments go when you think of God as a man. We just call him ‘Allah, the Merciful, the Compassionate’—and we don’t add a noun to the adjectives.”


  “God didn’t do that either when he revealed his own true name to Moses in the burning bush,” put in Fr. Heerema. “He just said: I AM.”


  “But if he’s merciful and compassionate, he’s not wild!” protested Libby.


  “You’re wrong there, Libby,” said Fr. Heerema firmly. “He’s got the mercy of a wild man: a wild mercy.”


  “How can mercy be wild?”


  “You know the story. When did God show his mercy the most? When he did the wildest thing ever done: he sent his Son to become a man and die for us. You want wild? Now that’s wild!”


  “But . . . mercy isn’t usually as wild as that.”


  “All mercy is wild because it goes beyond the limits of justice,” Fr. Heerema explained.


  ‘Isa said: “Maybe Libby can understand it better if we use the image of the sea again. It seems wimpy and tame on a calm day, but it isn’t. It’s just waiting to lash out with its waves, and even on a calm day it keeps wearing down rocks and turning them into sand.”


  “How is that an image of mercy?” asked Libby.


  “Water is mercy. Water is the gift of life. It gives itself to the earth,” replied ‘Isa.


  “Like a mother,” Libby said.


  “Yes. Mothers are wild too,” ‘Isa admitted.


  “So your point isn’t sexism?”


  “No, my point is wildness.”


  “So a lioness is a better image for God than a nice, tame, super-sensitive yuppie guy?”


  “Absolutely. And if your own Christian priests and preachers knew that, they’d win the world back into their churches.”


  “You know, ‘Isa, I think you should preach to our preachers some time,” said Fr. Heerema. “See? You did teach us something precious: something that can help us win the world. Thank you.”
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  On Feminism


   


  After getting to know each other, ‘Isa and Libby mutually agreed to be friendly enemies. Once, following a surprisingly candid conversation, Libby stroked her chin and said, “You know, Jack, I really like you. You’re a good person. But I want to be candid with you: I didn’t think I would like you at first. But there’s something I don’t understand about you . . .”


  “What is it, Libby?”


  “Well, set me straight if I’m on the wrong track here, won’t you?—but—you surprise me. You’re not a typical Muslim, are you?”


  “Libby, I will set you straight. You would have insulted me less if you had insulted me instead of my religion. Why do you think typical Muslims are not good persons?”


  “I didn’t say that.”


  “Yes, you did. You said you were surprised that I was a good person and not a typical Muslim. The logical assumption there is that a typical Muslim is not a good person. Do you want me to explain the logic?”


  “No, man, I’m in no mood for a logic lesson. But—I gotta be honest with you—I do think of most Muslims as kind of—kind of oppressive and dangerous, I guess, and spoiling for a fight, and supporting terrorists.”


  “Why? Where do you get your information about Muslims?”


  “The papers.”


  “The American papers.”


  “Of course.”


  “And how many stories have you read there about Muslim terrorists?”


  “Hundreds. That’s just my point.”


  “And how many stories have you read there about Muslim saints?”


  “Muslim saints?”


  “Yes, Muslim saints. The phrase is not an oxymoron.”


  “None.”


  “Did you ever wonder why?”


  “Because there are more Muslim terrorists than Muslim saints.”


  “No. There are more Muslim saints than Muslim terrorists.”


  “How come we don’t hear about them, then?”


  “Because they don’t make loud noises. Your media is in love with loud noises. Especially explosions. Loud noises sell papers. Saints do not sell papers.”


  “What do you mean by saints?”


  “Just peaceful, quiet people minding their own business and loving their families. For every Muslim terrorist there are a hundred Muslims like that. You are worrying about the 1 percent that make all the trouble.”


  “Jack, I’m in no position to argue with you about numbers. Maybe you’ve got 1 percent terrorists, but you’ve got 50 percent in another category. I’m bothered even more about them.”


  “What category is that?”


  “Women. I’d never want to be a woman in a Muslim society.”


  “Why not? Don’t you want to be happy?”


  “I sure do. That’s the whole point. That’s why . . .”


  “That is the whole point. Women in Muslim societies are happier than women in Western societies.”


  “Yeah, sure. Sell me the Brooklyn Bridge, why don’tcha?”


  “I will try to sell you something. Something about happiness in both societies. Because I know something about both societies, so I can compare them. Do you?”


  “I know enough to know that a Muslim society is no place for any woman with my name and my values. Liberty—that’s one thing your women don’t have much of, for sure. The Taliban force women to be covered head to foot. They don’t allow women to be educated or have jobs. They can’t go in public unless accompanied by a male member of the family. And if a woman is caught having an affair, she’s killed—sometimes by her own family. And the man goes free. I don’t think that sort of society creates a lot of happiness in women.”


  “Some Muslim societies are extreme, yes, but they are the exception, not the rule. I’m talking about the large majority of Muslim societies. No woman can be happy under the Taliban, but most Muslim women are happy. It’s your women that are unhappy, by their own admission.”


  “Well, even if most of your women are happier—which I very much doubt—that’s only because they don’t know what they’re missing. They don’t know any better because they’re oppressed. If they’re content, it’s because your men keep them down, and they keep their consciousness down too.”


  “So you think they need some feminists to come and give them some—how do you say it—some ‘consciousness-raising’?”


  “Absolutely!”


  “Do you see how snobbish it is to say that our women need your feminists to come and raise their consciousness?”


  “Snobbish, am I? Now it’s you who uses an insult instead of a thought. But hey, what do I know, anyway? I’m just a snob!”


  “No, Libby, I didn’t say you were a snob. I said your idea was snobbish.”


  “If I’ve got the ideas of a snob, that makes me a snob. If it looks like a duck and walks like a duck and sounds like a duck, it’s a duck!”


  “You don’t understand, Libby. I’m saying that snobbish idea is unworthy of you because you’re not a snob.”


  “Oh, now I see. I just don’t understand. Poor little woman doesn’t have a bright enough light in her brain, like this man here. How silly of me to take that personally!”


  “Oh, all right, Libby, let’s say you win the argument about insults. I don’t care about that.”


  “That’s your whole problem, man. You’re as sensitive as a chain saw. Well, I do care about that.”


  “Then I apologize. But what I care about is Islam, and you are misunderstanding and insulting my religion.”


  “How?”


  “By calling our societies oppressive—our societies that are based on our religion.”


  “They are oppressive.”


  “What do you mean by oppressive?”


  “They impose men’s image of women on women.”


  “No, it is exactly the opposite! We let women be women. It is you feminists who impose men’s image on women!”


  “That’s ridiculous.”


  “Yes, it is. But that’s what you do, anyway.”


  “So how do you say we do that, O expert on all things feminine?”


  “Libby, I thought we agreed not to be personal—no, forget it, be personal if you like, just let me answer you. Here is how you do that: you think the Sexual Revolution of the sixties and seventies liberated women, right? You feminists worked for that Revolution, right?”


  “Right.”


  “But women are the main victims of that revolution, and men are the victors. Husbands abandon wives, boyfriends abandon girlfriends, men pressure women to abort their children. More and more women are single mothers, and poor—all because their men lived the Sexual Revolution. Look what’s rising—and it’s not consciousness: rape and date rape, battered women and abandoned women. Your women are oppressed, not ours. And your consciousness is oppressed too, because your men have sold you the big lie, they’ve sold you on their revolution and left you holding the bag after they get all the kicks and all the liberty and all the money, and you pay the price.”


  “So you think we’re a bunch of wimps and fools?”


  “Yes! You should have the guts to stand up to your selfish men and your selfish society.”


  “I’m not going to stand here and take this crap from you!”


  “Good. Don’t just take it. Fight back. Prove I’m wrong.”


  “All right. If I lived in a place like Saudi Arabia, I couldn’t even go out of my house. I’d be a prisoner.”


  “That’s not true. You could go out, but you’d have to cover your body. You couldn’t dress like a whore. Is that what you find oppressive?”


  “Are you saying I’m dressed like a whore now just because my face and arms aren’t covered? I can’t believe what I’m hearing . . .”


  “No . . .”


  “Why don’t your men have to veil their faces? You got a double standard.”


  “Of course we do! So does God. He made women and men different. You may resent that, but that’s the way it is.”


  “We don’t resent that.”


  “Sure you do. You American women ape your men. You dress like them, you talk like them, you act like them. You’re ashamed of your difference, your femininity. Deep down, you wish you were men, not women. Why else would you ape them?”


  “I don’t believe what I’m hearing.”


  “Here’s another thing: you don’t do the one thing only a woman can do any more. You don’t do much of it, anyway.”


  “What’s that?”


  “Have children. You don’t respect motherhood any more. You don’t respect what a woman is for.”


  “Ohhh, I see. We’re just baby-making machines. Oh, wait, I think I figured it out. We exist for men. That’s what women are for, in your culture.”


  “God made you for men!”


  “Oh, sure, give your chauvinism a religious sanction. And then if we question you men, we’ll be questioning God. I’m onto your dirty tricks, Jack.”


  “Wait! God made men for women too.”


  “Oh. Well . . .”


  “And for children.”


  “Ah, I see. We don’t have lots of kids, and you do, and pretty soon we die out and you take over the world.”


  “If you keep going the way you’re going, that’s exactly what will happen!”


  “I see. It becomes clearer and clearer. So you Muslims are the destined lords and masters of the world, just as men are the destined lords and masters of women, eh? I’m onto you, Jack.”


  “Good grief, Libby, all I’m doing is defending womanhood and motherhood and families.”


  “Nice spy cover you got there, Jack. But I see right through you.”


  “You know, Libby, you almost make me wish I was a woman for just a few minutes, just so that you’d listen to me.”


  “But if you were a woman you’d be singing a different tune. The oppressor and the oppressed don’t sing the same song.”


  “You’re right. They don’t. And our Muslim men and women do sing the same song. Therefore, they’re not oppressor and oppressed. Muslim women like the same system Muslim men like. We don’t have the ‘war between the sexes.’ You do.”


  “Are you telling me that Muslim women don’t wish they had the freedoms women have here? That there’s no envy there?”


  “That’s exactly what I’m telling you. We don’t have envy; we have pity.”


  “You sure don’t have respect.”


  “Right! We don’t have much respect for men in Western society who have only one thing on their mind, and even less respect for the women who kiss up to the male obsession by showing off their bodies to men. Why would our happy women envy your unhappy women? Who envies unhappiness?”


  “We’re happy!” she yelled and slammed her fist on the table.


  “I can see that,” said ‘Isa sarcastically. “By your own actions, you ‘feminists’ are unhappy, and angry! And you want to ‘raise the consciousness’ of our contented women? I think that’s the spy cover. And I think it’s you who have the envy. I think you envy happy women, and you can’t stand them. So you have to make them as unhappy as you are. You want to turn them into . . .”


  “Into what? Come out with it, Jack.”


  “Into bitches and witches and whores and home wreckers and lesbians and baby-killers. Because you’re miserable and lonely and you need the company.”


  Libby’s eyes shot fire. “Jack, I was wrong. I said you had the sensitivity of a chain saw. I was wrong. That was an insult to chain saws. And if you think any self-respecting woman is going to stand around and take that verbal rape, you probably think we enjoy being raped in our bodies too. You are a total idiot, and I am outta here.”


  Obviously, no more dialogue followed for a long time. But each had planted doubts in the other’s mind, doubts that neither one dared to admit.


  11

  [image:  ]

  On Sexual Morality and Moral Ambiguity


   


  Some weeks later ‘Isa, Libby and Evan were at the house arguing about Western values and Islamic values (as usual) when ‘Isa came out with what seemed to both of the others to be a very strange criticism: he accused Western Christians of polytheism.


  “You mean we worship three hundred million gods: ourselves?” asked Evan.


  “Oh, that too,” replied ‘Isa. “But I was thinking of just three gods you worship.”


  “No, ‘Isa,” explained Evan. “When we say that God is a Trinity, we do not mean he is three Gods.”


  “I wasn’t thinking of the Trinity—though we think that idea is totally unacceptable too. No, I was thinking of ‘the world, the flesh and the devil.’ ”


  “You say we worship those three as gods?” asked Evan.


  “Yes.”


  “Could you please explain what you mean by that?” asked Evan.


  At this point Libby poked Evan with her elbow, winking, and said, “You’re asking for it, Evan. Here comes the fire and brimstone.”


  “I will try,” said ‘Isa, “but I wonder why a Muslim has to explain to Christians the meaning of their own terminology.”


  “Gee, Jack, thanks for the compliment. That’s just so typically sweet and sensitive of you!” Libby said, sarcastically.


  Ignoring her, ‘Isa explained: “ ‘The world, the flesh, and the devil’ mean the three sources of evil: evil from without, evil from within and evil from below.”


  “The world—does that mean the planet earth?” asked Libby


  “No,” answered ‘Isa. “The world means society, the times, fashion, fashionable opinions, what everybody thinks, what your media tell you, being accepted, being one of the crowd, equality. The one idea you never dare to think, the one idea you never dream of thinking, is the idea of superiority and inferiority, isn’t that right?”


  “How superior of you to notice that,” jibed Libby.


  ‘Isa ignored her, seeing that Evan was still listening. “And the flesh means human weaknesses. Of course for your society, that’s sex. That’s your one nonnegotiable absolute. For that, you will murder your own unborn children, so you can have free sex without being bound to the babies that God invented sex for.”


  Libby opened her mouth and then shut it. She said to Evan, “Let’s let him finish first. Give him enough rope and he’ll hang himself.”


  ‘Isa just smiled at her. “What do you say about the devil?” asked Evan.


  “His sin is pride. And who teaches you that? Your pop psychologists. They’re your prophets. Go to any bookstore and you’ll find more books on psychology than on all the other sciences put together. And what do they all tell you? What’s their one message? Self-esteem! Exactly the opposite from the one message of all the real prophets in your Bible, repentance. Instead of ‘repent’ you get ‘I’m OK, you’re OK.’ ”


  “And that’s from the devil?” asked Libby. “That’s our road to hell?”


  “Well, let me put it this way,” answered ‘Isa. “I think the song they all sing as they enter hell is ‘I Did It My Way.’ So that’s what you’re rehearsing for.”


  “And you guys—you Muslims—what song are you singing?”


  “We’re learning to surrender to God. That’s rehearsing for heaven.”


  “See? I told you. Brimstone,” Libby said, turning to Evan.


  “Do you really think God approves of your society?” asked ‘Isa. “Can you imagine your prophet Jesus watching your MTV and saying it was ‘cool’ instead of ‘decadent’?”


  “Decadent—you mean sexually decadent?” asked Libby.


  “Yes.”


  “You got a real obsession there, Jack.”


  “No, you do. Your society, I mean. Your sins against the other commandments are only ordinary, but that one is spectacular. And you don’t even feel guilty about it anymore, as you do about other sins. You don’t just do it, you justify it and sanctify it and glorify it.”


  “It? Are you saying sex is a sin?”


  “Of course not. I’m talking about adultery.”


  “We don’t justify adultery.”


  “Yes you do. You justify adulterated sex. All kinds of adulterated sex: lust, masturbation, contraception, fornication, sodomy—anything goes as long as it’s free and ‘consensual.’ ”


  “Tell me more, preacher man. Let it all come out.”


  “I will, since you ask. I think you don’t submit to God and his commandments because it interferes with your sex life. I think you’re a Christian only from the waist up: in your heart, maybe, but not in your sex organs. And not from the neck up either, not in your mind. You don’t believe in your own commandments. You invent moral ambiguities so that you can give excuses for your behavior. So you may have a godly heart but you don’t have godly brains or sex organs.”


  “Well, thank you, Mister Big Mouthpiece for Almighty God! Thank you for your thunderbolt from heaven. You know, Jack, you got a real hangup there. Look, can I get personal for a minute?” She didn’t wait for ‘Isa’s permission to proceed. “You’re a virgin, right? So you’re not speaking from experience.”


  “What a silly argument that is!” retorted ‘Isa. “That’s like saying you can’t understand alcohol unless you’re a drunk.”


  “So you think nonvirgins are like drunks, eh?”


  “Libby, you really need to take a course in logic.”


  “Jack, you really need to take a course in life. I pity you, little virgin brother.”


  “Why?”


  “Because you are missing out on the biggest pleasure in life.”


  “No I’m not. You are.”


  “How do you know what the biggest pleasure is unless you’ve had it?”


  “How can you compare two things unless you’ve tried both of them?”


  “Let’s stop the logic.”


  “Impossible. Unless you stop reality. Reality is logical. Sorry, Libby, but it is what it is.”


  “Yeah, well, sex is what it is too, and it is what you ain’t: it’s fun.”


  “No one denies that it’s fun. I just deny that it’s the biggest pleasure in life.”


  “Hear, O world, the mature judgment on sex rendered by the virgin!”


  “And I’m also saying that I will have a bigger pleasure when I have sex than you do because I’ve prepared myself for it.”


  “By repression and starvation, you mean.”


  “No. When I marry, all of me will marry, not just the part that’s left. I will give all of myself to my wife, and she will give all of herself to me. I will not be a dull knife. I will not be a used car and neither will she. It’s more pleasurable to drive a new car than a used car, you know.”


  “Oh, I see. A wife is like a car.”


  “Oh, Libby, it’s just an analogy.”


  “A male chauvinist analogy.”


  “No, it isn’t, because it applies to both equally.”


  “But no sex at all until marriage, right?”


  “Right.”


  “Well, I think that’s a stinky narrow little rule of yours.”


  “It’s not our rule; it’s Allah’s rule. And it’s for you too. For everybody. And it’s not stinky. In fact, it’s sexy.”


  “Yeah, right. No sex at all is sexy. How logical!”


  “When you fast, you appreciate the feast. You have more pleas­ure.”


  “So you’re telling me that you goody two-shoes little robots get more fun out of life than we do.”


  “Yes!”


  “Not during the fast, you don’t.”


  “Even then. I think I appreciate the beauty of a woman’s face from a respectful distance more than you appreciate the beauty of a dozen men’s bodies after you’ve used them and sent them back to the used car lot.”


  Libby was about to leave after this insult, but Evan intervened. “I think I can explain ‘Isa’s point with a little science experiment, Libby. Will you look at this for a moment?” He reached into the big drawer underneath the old oak table and pulled out a roll of wide transparent packing tape. He cut a foot’s length off it, and said to ‘Isa, “Please give me your arm.”


  Libby cocked her head in curiosity. ‘Isa extended his arm. Evan put tape around the underside of it, where it wouldn’t pull any hair off. He pointed to the tape and said to Libby, “See? That’s ‘Isa’s wedding night. A good bond.” Then he pulled the tape off ‘Isa’s arm, but with difficulty. It left a red mark. Evan then stuck the same piece of tape onto his own arm and pulled it off again two or three times. He then put the tape on Libby’s arm. It barely stuck at all.


  “See?” he said. “That is your casual sex. It can’t stick any more. It can’t bond well.”


  “I wasn’t talking about bonding. I was talking about pleasure.” Libby replied.


  “But the deepest pleasure in sex is the bonding. The deepest thrill is the experience of two whole persons, body and soul, bonding into one—two whole persons, not just two bodies. That is the deepest pleasure. So I think ‘Isa is right about that.”


  Libby looked at the tape with interest. “You got a point there: if it’s casual, it’s probably shallow. And if that’s all you have, you get jaded. Yeah, but that doesn’t mean it has to be either-or, black or white, all or nothing. I’m for reasonable compromises. But you don’t believe in that, do you, Jack? You don’t believe there’s any wiggle room in morality, do you? Everything for you has to be either black or white, including sex.”


  “Not at all,” ‘Isa replied. “I believe some things are more evil than others. For instance, rape is worse than adultery, and adultery is worse than fornication, and fornication is worse than masturbation.”


  “I see. You got it all worked out in a nice little list. But you don’t believe that moral decisions are ever ambiguous, do you? You don’t believe that two different good people can have two different good moralities—like pro-virgin and anti-virgin, or pro-choice and anti­choice about abortion. You don’t believe that, do you?”


  “Not about those things, no.”


  “And you don’t believe that any good person can stand there between those two, at the crossroads, uncertain?”


  “Of course they can. But that’s not to be envied, that’s to be pitied. Why would you praise uncertainty?”


  “Why would you praise pigheaded stubbornness? No, sorry, I take that back. We were almost having a real discussion here. I’ll answer your question. I praise uncertainty because I praise honesty. A lot of the time, if we’re honest, we just don’t know for sure whose morality to follow.”


  “There’s no such thing as ‘whose morality,’ Libby. Morality isn’t private property, it’s objective truths.”


  “So it’s always clear to you? You don’t think anybody can be good and honest and sincere and still uncertain about what they ought to do?”


  “Libby, I want to answer that question by asking you a question, OK?”


  “Fire away.”


  “Do you believe miracles ever happen?”


  “Sure, but what has that got to do with sex and morality?”


  “It’s just an analogy.”


  “I don’t get it.”


  “You will in just a minute. Now answer me a second question, please. Do you believe those fundamentalist preachers who tell you to ‘expect a miracle in your life’ if you just believe what they tell you?”


  “No way. I think they’re a bunch of hypocritical money-grubbing fakes.”


  “Do you think any of them are sincere?”


  “I don’t know. Maybe one or two.”


  “So imagine one of them who is. He is sincere when he says that everybody will get miracles. Now don’t you think that preacher is pretty stupid and simple-minded?”


  “Of course.”


  “Why? You do believe miracles happen, don’t you?”


  “Yeah, but not every day. They’re the exception, not the rule.”


  “Exactly. Now I believe the same thing about moral ambiguity and moral uncertainty that you believe about miracles. It exists, but it’s rare. I’ve never seen a miracle, but I’ve read about other people who say they’ve seen miracles, and I believe some of them probably really did. The same with moral ambiguities.”


  “You mean to tell me you’ve never experienced moral ambiguity? Hey, you sound like one of those stupid, simple fundamentalist preachers!”


  “No, Libby, you do. You are the one who is confusing the exception with the rule. You think moral ambiguity is common, as they think miracles are common.”


  “Your analogy just doesn’t work, Jack. Moral ambiguity is common.”


  “Well, if it is, then God is a bad teacher.”


  “How do you figure that?”


  “He tried to give us a clear moral map, clear commandments, a straight path. If we don’t have one, then he failed to teach us what he claimed to teach us. So is that his fault or ours? Is he mealy-mouthed and mushy and messy, or are we?”


  “Of course, your God is not mushy, right? He’s as black or white as you are. I think you’re creating that God in your own image, Jack.”


  “No, that is what you are doing, Libby: creating a mushy God in your own mushy image. Look: why are so many of your priests and ministers so mushy and mealy-mouthed and wimpy and unctuous and smarmy? I’ll tell you . . .”


  “I’m sure you will.”


  “It’s because they’re not men. They’re sissy men. And then they created God in their own sissy image. You see, Libby, your whole culture has a problem with sex. And I don’t mean just sexual inter­course. I mean sexual identity.”


  “No, man, I don’t accept that guilt trip you’re laying on me. I think it’s you doing the creating. You created your hard and narrow male chauvinist God in your own hard and narrow male chauvinist image. My God is liberal; sorry to hear about yours.”


  “OK, I’ll let you define your own God. What do you mean by liberal?”


  “Loving and open and tolerant and listening, not imposing.”


  “Like you?”


  Evan, who had been listening with a half-amused, half-serious look, interjected: “Libby’s God looks like Libby, and ‘Isa’s God looks like ‘Isa. Don’t you both find that a little suspicious?”


  “No, Evan,” ‘Isa answered. “Libby is not like her God. She says her God is liberal, but she is not liberal.” Turning to Libby, he said, “If you really were what you call liberal, you would listen to ordinary people and ordinary life and ordinary moral choices. And those are all very clear, not ambiguous. Sometimes they’re hard; in fact, most of the time they’re hard. But they are clear. It’s easy to know what’s right. Uncomfortably easy. That’s why we pretend it isn’t. What’s hard is to do it.”


  “You really believe it’s that simple, don’t you, Jack?”


  “Yes. And you should too. You have inherited the same commandments as we have, commandments that are very easy to understand and very hard to practice. And what do you do to them? You make them hard to understand and easy to practice. So you talk about ‘moral ambiguity’ so that you can feel good about yourself. And what is your motive for doing that? Your Bible gives you a clear answer to that question, and it tells you the same thing as the Qur’an tells you: that you are trying to escape God’s demand to surrender. That’s why you have invented your ‘moral ambiguity.’ It’s a fog. You run into it to escape the hard, clear light that makes you uncomfortable. It’s your wiggle room. You want to negotiate with God instead of making an unconditional surrender.”


  “You really love that military imagery, don’t you? You guys just want to be warriors all the time. You got a religion for macho men there, that’s for sure.”


  “No, we don’t want to be warriors; we want to be saints. That’s what God demands, and that’s what we surrender to. But to be a saint you have to be a warrior, and fight the holy war, the jihad, the inner struggle against evil.”


  “We believe that too. That’s why life is so hard and confusing and ambiguous.”


  “But God has given you a straight path. Why do you make creases in it? You change the rules so you don’t have to change your lives. That’s much easier. But it’s not honest. Your saints are honest, but not your so-called liberal theologians.”


  “Oh. Well, if that’s your psychoanalysis of liberal theologians, what do you say about the fundamentalist theologians? What do you see when you look at the fundamentalist preachers on TV?”


  “I see dishonesty there too, in the ones I’ve seen, anyway. Maybe there are also some sincere ones. Or maybe they have mixed motives: maybe they really believe they are working for God’s kingdom when they are really working for their own. But what they seem to want most is your approval and your money. What they’re really praying for is ‘Mine is the kingdom and the power and the glory.’ But they probably don’t admit that even to themselves.”


  “I think we agree there. I see that too when I look at fundamentalist preachers.”


  “But that’s exactly what I see when I look at liberal theologians too.”


  “What? Why?”


  “Because they want your approval too, especially your approval for their self-indulgent lifestyle. Their theology is a rationalization for their own desires. They believe what they want to believe.”


  “Unfair! Unfair!”


  “Come on, Libby, be honest with me. Do you mean to tell me you don’t see any connection there?”


  “Connection between what and what?”


  “Between your desires and your theology of moral ambiguity. When do we most want to believe in moral ambiguity? When we want to do something immoral, of course. Not when we want to do something moral. Then, we’re glad the road is straight and clear.”


  “And you say the road is always straight and clear.”


  “Most of the time, yes, because God made it straight and clear.”


  “Man, you are a poster boy for the simplistic!”


  “Why do you call that simplistic?”


  “It’s black-and-white thinking. Simple good versus simple evil.”


  “But I think you believe that too, Libby. So if you call me simplistic, you must call yourself simplistic too.”


  “That’s ridiculous. Now you’re just throwing insults around without looking.”


  “No, I don’t think so. Tell me, do you say there is both good and evil in all of us?”


  “Yes. But you don’t. You divide the world into good and evil.”


  “No, I divide choices into good and evil, but not people. I say there is some good and some evil in all people.”


  “I agree with that. That’s shades of gray, not black and white.”


  “But gray is nothing but a mixture of black and white. So if you can make that judgment, that there is some good and some evil in us, then you are saying you know what good is and what evil is. But you don’t call that simplistic when you claim to know it. So why do you call me simplistic when I claim to know it?”


  “Because you don’t admit the fact that we don’t know it most of the time. That confusion is the data, the psychological data. You don’t look at the data, but I do, because that’s my business, that’s my work: psychology. I work with people. Your business is philosophy. You work with ideas.”


  “No, Libby, it is I who am looking at the data here, not you. I am looking at people: at the saints. That’s got to be our best data about morality. And the saints do not talk about moral ambiguity. The more like saints we are, the less we talk about moral ambiguity.”


  “Yeah, well, maybe so, but most people aren’t saints. That’s my data: ordinary people.”


  “Mine too! And I see rationalization there in ordinary people. Don’t you? What kind of a psychologist are you if you don’t see that? Don’t you see how it works? You transfer the real inner struggle, the struggle between good and evil in the will, the struggle between good will and bad will, the inner struggle that we call jihad—you transfer that struggle to the mind, where you call it moral ambiguity. That way, you don’t have to admit you have a bad will. You don’t have to admit you’re a sinner.”


  “You know, Jack, you’re sounding more and more like one of those fundamentalist preachers.”


  “But I don’t want your money or your approval, Libby.”


  “Well, it’s clear you don’t want my approval. What do you want from me?”


  “Your honesty.”
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  On Islam and Politics


   


  Evan, Libby and ‘Isa were at the house discussing the upcoming November elections. They were arguing about their political allegiances. (Evan, of course, was “right” and Libby “left.”) ‘Isa raised the level of argument by raising the question of what standards the other two were using to decide what person or party to vote for.


  Evan replied, “That question is easy for you to answer, isn’t it, ‘Isa? You Muslims don’t believe in the separation of church and state, as we do—both our people of the right and our people of the left, for different reasons—so you would just vote for whatever party’s platform is the closest to your Shari’a law, right?”


  “No, because I can’t expect non-Muslims to enact Shari’a in America, or even to want to enact it,” replied ‘Isa. “So that doesn’t tell me which party to vote for.”


  “So how would you decide? By neutral standards? Or by Muslim standards?”


  “Why should I use non-Muslim standards if Islam is revealed by God? Why should I prefer fallible human reason to infallible divine revelation?”


  “You shouldn’t,” said Evan.


  “But we non-Muslims don’t believe you have an infallible divine revelation,” Libby put in.


  “What Muslim standards could you use if neither party is the party of Shari’a?” Evan asked.


  “I would vote for whichever party has the most Muslims in it.”


  “What a narrow, provincial standard!” exclaimed Libby.


  “But I would define a Muslim more broadly than you think. I think a good Christian or a good Jew can be a good Muslim too.”


  “That doesn’t make sense,” Evan protested. “You’re not defining Islam very well. Definitions are narrow things. You’re making the term broader.”


  “But a ‘Muslim’ by definition means a ‘surrenderer,’ one who surrenders to God. That’s what the word islam means. So anyone who lives in submission to God’s will is a Muslim, whatever else he may be.”


  “That’s a surprisingly tolerant definition of a Muslim!” exclaimed Libby.


  “Those who classify all Muslims as narrow-minded bigots are usually surprised when they actually meet us and listen to us,” replied ‘Isa.


  “So this is how you would apply your religion to politics?” asked Evan.


  “Yes. I would vote for whichever party has the most surrenderers in it, the most politicians in it who are honestly praying, ‘Lord, I want to make the political decisions that you want,’ and the most voters in it who are honestly praying, ‘Lord, I want to vote for the candidate that you want elected.’ ”


  “I think that’s a pretty good answer,” said Evan.


  “If you believe that’s a good answer, then you don’t really believe in the separation of religion and politics, as you say you do,” ‘Isa argued.


  “Oh, but I do,” Evan protested.


  “No, you don’t,” ‘Isa shot back. “I asked the question: What standard do you use to choose whom to vote for, and you said my answer was a good one; but my answer is a religious answer to a political question. I use religious standards in judging politics.”


  “OK, I guess it is a religious standard then. It’s what the voter thinks of God. There are other standards too, though—secular standards. What you think of God is just the ultimate standard, for me as well as for you.”


  “No, that’s not the ultimate standard for me,” ‘Isa protested.


  “I thought you said it was. What is more ultimate than what they think of God?”


  “What God thinks of them.”


  “Oh.”


  “Because man does not define truth or goodness, God does.”


  “That all sounds like good theology, Jack, but it doesn’t sound like good politics to me,” protested Libby.


  “Why not?”


  “Because I think even Evan here would agree with me that your Shari’a law is far from ideal. It’s not even just. If we were living under your laws, any Muslim who freely chose to believe in Christianity would be punished with a death sentence!”


  “That is not the only interpretation of Shari’a,” ‘Isa answered. “It’s been interpreted differently in different places and times where Muslims were in power. And you Christians did the very same thing sometimes: some Christian cultures of the past punished heresy with death.”


  “Yeah, but that’s our exception, not our rule. For you, it’s the rule. And another thing: we’ve grown out of that mistake, ever since the Spanish Inquisition. You haven’t—except in cultures where your religion is taken less seriously, places that have a more secular government, like Turkey—places where there’s some separation between church and state. The weaker the faith in Islam, the more toleration you find.”


  “I could say the same thing about you Christians,” ‘Isa shot back. “Your era of toleration came only in a post-Christian era, of secularism and the Enlightenment, an era where reason trumped faith. So if we look at history we can say exactly the same thing about Christianity that you say about Islam: that the weaker the faith, the more toleration you find.”


  “Wait!” interrupted Evan. “There’s something very wrong here. It sounds like you both agree that the only two alternatives are secularism or fanaticism, either weak faith or intolerant faith.”


  “No, I do not agree with that at all,” said ‘Isa. “That’s what Libby believes.”


  “No, it isn’t,” protested Libby. “I’m not a liberal in spite of my faith but because of my faith. I believe in tolerance and compassion and universal love and peace. It’s not either my faith or my politics; it’s both, together.”


  “And I don’t agree with that either-or either. So who are we disagreeing with?” asked Evan.


  “The media,” answered ‘Isa. “That’s their agenda. They’ve lost their religion, so they substitute politics for it. They’re religious about their politics, absolute about their politics, and very relativistic about their religion. They treat politics like religion and religion like politics.”


  “But they’re not here to answer you now, are they?” protested Libby. “So it’s not a fair fight.”


  “I guess we’ll just have to end this argument early. We finally agree on something,” observed ‘Isa.


  “No, I don’t think we do,” objected Evan. “I still think there’s a deep difference between us about the relation between religion and politics.”


  “Where? Where do you see our disagreement about religion and politics, Evan?” asked ‘Isa.


  “I think it’s about power. Political power. We’re much more suspicious of it than you are. You think it’s good for religion to get political power. We think it’s bad. Whenever we did that in the past, we became corrupt.”


  “Of course power corrupts corrupt people,” ‘Isa answered. “It brings out whatever is in you, for good or for evil.”


  “I think it does more than that,” countered Evan. “I think it tempts you to evil. I think the more powerful you are and the more rich you are and the more famous you are, the harder it is to be good.”


  “Oh, I don’t disagree with that,” protested ‘Isa.


  “I think you do,” pressed Evan.


  “Why do you say that?” ‘Isa wondered. “How do you know what I think, anyway? I just told you I don’t disagree with your principle. How can you say I do?”


  “Because of what it says in your Qur’an. You believe everything in the Qur’an, don’t you?”


  “Yes, I do. How does the Qur’an prove your point?”


  “It will take a little while to explain it.”


  “Take your time.”


  “I think the deepest religious difference between us, between Muslims and Christians, is deeper even than the incarnation and the Trinity and Christ being the Son of God. Those are all theological issues, but this is a spiritual issue, a religious issue, an issue about what it is to be holy, what it is to be a saint. I’ve been reading the Qur’an, and I discovered that Muhammad’s argument that Jesus was not the Son of God was this: according to Christianity, Christ died on the cross, crucified like a criminal. Muhammad says that can’t be true because God would not allow any of his prophets to fail.


  “Now when I read that, it shocked me. To me, that sounds more like Machiavelli than like religion. Machiavelli said, ‘Armed prophets succeed, unarmed prophets fail.’ There’s a deep respect for power and success there, in your Qur’an, that we don’t have in our Bible.”


  Libby and ‘Isa were both very quiet, listening. ‘Isa asked, “So you think Muhammad was like Machiavelli?”


  “No,” Evan answered, “I think he was like the apostle Peter. Jesus told Peter he was going to Jerusalem to be crucified, and Peter took him aside and corrected him, and said, ‘Be this far from you, O Lord!’ Peter was a good man, and I don’t doubt that Muhammad was a good man: honest, courageous, honorable, ready to die for the sake of the right—but they were both wrong about that.”


  “Wrong about what?” asked Libby.


  “Wrong about success and power, especially political power. Wrong about what constitutes winning. Jesus won because he died. He won because he lost. If he had taken up arms and won by force, he would have lost. That’s what the devil tempted him to do. He says he could have called down twelve legions of angels, but he didn’t. When he was on the cross, the religious leaders said, ‘Come down from the cross, and we will believe in you.’ But he didn’t. The devil tempted him in the wilderness to use his power to get everybody to believe in him, but he didn’t do that. He could have done it easily. But he renounced power. But Muhammad grabbed it and used it and then criticized Jesus for not doing the same, or something to close to that, anyway, when he said that Allah would never let one of his prophets fail publicly.”


  “Are you saying that you believe Muhammad was an evil, violent man, greedy for power?” asked ‘Isa, with narrowed eyes.


  “No,” answered Evan. “As I said, I think he was like Peter: a good man but not very wise—not about that one thing, anyway.”


  “So if he was wrong, God could not have appointed him, so he is not really a prophet at all, right? Is that what you’re saying?” pressed ‘Isa.


  “Not necessarily,” answered Evan. “After all, Jesus chose Peter. Jesus loved Peter. Jesus gave Peter the keys to the kingdom! But Peter was weak and sinful. All Christians are. So were Adam and Noah and Abraham and Isaac and Ishmael and David.”


  “And Muhammad too,” said ‘Isa. “In the Qur’an, Allah commands Muhammad to pray for forgiveness for his sins. We do not believe Muhammad was perfect or infallible. But we believe the Qur’an is infallible, just as you believe the Bible is infallible.”


  “But you’re avoiding the deeper issue, ‘Isa,” Evan pressed on. “This is not about Muhammad or about the Qur’an, this is about suffering and humiliation and public failure and powerlessness. We don’t believe those things are proofs against God’s favor or against holiness. We don’t believe that worldly success or political power is very important at all. They certainly are not going to save us or make us holy. They are only man’s work, not God’s work. Only God can save us and make us holy.”


  “Oh, but we believe that too!” protested ‘Isa. “Next to Muhammad, the person who is praised the most in the Qur’an for being holy is Mary, Jesus’ mother. But she had no power. She said very little and did very little. She just surrendered completely. She is the ideal Muslim. So how can you say we worship power?”


  “Because of what you do, not what you say. Because of your history. Especially all your wars. What’s more a worship of power than war?”


  “Oh, and I suppose your Christian history isn’t full of wars?”


  “Come on, guys, don’t go there.” interrupted Libby. “This argument is degenerating into a muck-raking session through history.”


  Since Libby was evidently right, the argument simply ended there. But the argument was picked up the next day when the issue of war came up again.
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  On War and Pacifism


   


  Libby had made some remark about how stupid and barbaric war is, defining it as “the brilliant idea that when two nations have conflicts, the solution is to dress up in ugly uniforms and go out and find a big open field where they can kill each other.”


  ‘Isa asked, seriously, “Are you a pacifist, Libby?”


  Libby answered, just as seriously, “I’m not sure. I got a lot of sympathy with pacifists, anyway. As I take it you don’t.”


  “No.”


  “Why?”


  “Because I think that if you will not fight for your honor, you probably have none.”


  “Oh, so you’d kill to defend your honor, would you? You’d destroy another human life just to save your reputation?”


  “I didn’t say that. I said I’d fight to defend my honor. Defend, not aggress. The Qur’an says, ‘Allah hates the aggressor.’ And honor, not reputation. That’s two big distinctions.”


  “Well, Mister Philosopher, maybe you can explain those two big distinctions to me. I thought I knew what honor meant.”


  “If you knew what honor meant, you’d want to fight to defend it. It’s not your personal reputation. It’s the honor of God. You fight for the right, for justice, not for your reputation or fame or worldly glory. It’s vertical, not horizontal.”


  “Sounds to me like fancy excuses for killing people you don’t like,” said Libby cynically.


  “Alas, I was right: you don’t understand what honor means.”


  “So that means I don’t have any, is that what you’re saying? If I don’t agree with your militaristic philosophy, I must be a dishonorable person? Jack, I gotta congratulate you: every day you give a new meaning to words like judgmental and narrow-minded.”


  “Why can’t you see the distinction between God’s honor and my honor? Never mind, we’re getting nowhere talking about honor, so let’s talk about the other distinction then: the one between aggression and defense. We believe defensive wars are just. Defensive wars are not aggression; they fight against aggression. They don’t let the aggressor get away with it. But that’s exactly what pacifists do. They let the aggressor get away with it, they let bullies win. That’s not honorable or noble or just. Fighting against the bullies, fighting against dishonorable, ignoble, unjust aggression, is honorable and noble and just.”


  “War is not noble!”


  “Sometimes it is. Defensive war is noble—just because aggression is ignoble! Don’t you see? Your own premise about how ignoble aggression is proves my conclusion about how noble it is to fight against it. Fighting against evil is good, just as fighting against good is evil.”


  “No. There’s a better way than fighting. There’s a better way than fighting fire with fire or war with war or hate with hate. Look what you’re saying, Jack. You’re saying, ‘He started it, so I’m right in beating him up.’ That’s what little kids say. Somebody else hates you first and kills your people, so you hate him back and kill his people, but you say your hate and killing is noble because it came second, and his is ignoble because it came first. That’s like saying the first fire is hot but the second fire is cool. Baloney. Fire is fire and hate is hate and killing is killing and war is war. You don’t fight fire with fire.”


  “What do you do then? Do you not fight at all? Do you lie down and let bullies bully you and your friends?”


  “No. You fight, but you don’t fight fire with fire.”


  “What do you fight it with, then?”


  “Water.”


  “What does that mean, literally?”


  “It means you fight hate with love. You love your enemies.”


  “Oh, great. America should have loved Hitler instead of fighting him. So I guess we should have helped him then, instead of hindering him. Then he could have killed all the Jews in the world, not just six million. That’s just ridiculous, Libby.”


  “Of course it is. That’s not what I mean. Loving the drug addict doesn’t mean giving him drugs, and loving the bully doesn’t mean giving him weapons. Love can be tough love, and still be love.”


  “But what would you do against a Hitler?”


  “I guess I’m not a complete pacifist. I’d fight to defend innocent people against a monster like Hitler.”


  “But there are many little Hitlers in the world. Would you fight against Mugabe if you were in Zimbabwe? Would you fight Saddam Hussein if you were a Kurd? Would you fight Stalin if you were in his Russia? Pol Pot in Cambodia? Castro in Cuba?”


  “I’d have to make a practical judgment call in each case. I probably wouldn’t fight Stalin because I’d have no chance of winning. But I’d probably fight Mugabe if I could, not because he’s more evil than Stalin but because I might accomplish something: I might topple his dictatorship and get to peace. So I’d fight only as a last resort, and only to get to peace.”


  “If the bad guys have already started an aggressive war against you, don’t you think victory is better than peace? Don’t you think the Hitlers ought to be defeated? And if you do think he ought to be defeated, then you must think that you ought to defeat him—or that somebody ought to defeat him. And that means fighting. Do you want somebody else to do that dirty work while you stay home as a good pacifist? Would that be fair?”


  “No,” admitted Libby. “But I’d try everything else before I’d go to war. War is still the second worst option, the worst being just letting the bully win. War is the second worst option because war is power, and power isn’t necessarily allied with goodness. War doesn’t always defeat the bad guys. Sometimes the good guys lose.”


  “I don’t agree with that; I don’t think the good guys ever lose.”


  “What? What planet are you from, boy? On this planet, good guys often finish last. Don’t you know that?”


  “No. I think good guys never lose. Because if you’re good, that’s not losing.”


  “Oh. So the six million Jews who lost their lives to Hitler weren’t losers?”


  “No. They were martyrs.”


  At this point Evan intervened: “How interesting! Yesterday, I was accusing ‘Isa of worshiping power and worldly success. Remember—when we were talking about Allah never allowing one of his prophets to fail, therefore Jesus couldn’t have been crucified. But now ‘Isa sounds like the Christian and Libby sounds like the Muslim!”


  “No way!” protested both ‘Isa and Libby in unison, and then broke into laughter.


  “It’s the Godzilla effect,” ‘Isa said. “That’s what explains the martyr’s success.”


  “What’s that?” asked Evan.


  “You know Godzilla, the monster in those old Japanese movies. He steps on tanks and buildings and bombs, and nothing hurts him. When they send a million volts of electricity into him, he just eats it and gets stronger. When they bomb him with a nuclear bomb, he eats it and gets stronger—now he’s a nuclear monster. You just can’t beat him. He gets stronger when you persecute him. That’s what righteousness is: it gets stronger when you persecute it.”


  Libby asked, “So are you saying now that we should just passively accept evil and eat it up like Godzilla? Now it’s you who sounds like a pacifist!”


  “No, no, not at all. The Godzilla effect happens only if you fight, only if you’re in a jihad, a righteous war against evil. If you fight for good against evil, you can’t lose because of the Godzilla effect. But the Godzilla effect doesn’t work if you don’t fight, or if you fight for evil.”


  “You know, Jack, you’re weird, but you’re interesting.”


  “Who cares about that? I’m right.”


  “Yeah, far right. You have a far right personality.”


  “What in the world does that mean, Libby?”


  “It means you got no grays. It’s all good guys versus bad guys, black and white.”


  “But there is black and white. Don’t you believe in the goodness of goodness and the badness of badness?”


  “I believe there’s a little good in the worst of us, and a little bad in the best of us.”


  “Oh, so do I. But I don’t believe there’s a little bit of goodness in badness or that there’s a little bit of badness in goodness.”


  “But if there’s a little good in the worst of us and a little bad in the best of us, then there’s no such thing as a war simply between good guys and bad guys, since there are no simply good guys or simply bad guys.”


  “But surely there are some wars between much worse guys and much better guys, don’t you agree?”


  “I guess so, sometimes,” Libby admitted. “But don’t you know that great line of Solzhenitsyn’s? The one about the line between good and evil?”


  “The one about ‘The line between good and evil runs not between nations or peoples or armies but it runs right down the middle of each human heart’? I believe that. That’s why the jihad has to start within each heart, a war against evil within. That’s the foundation for the war against evil without. That’s the first meaning of jihad: ‘inner struggle.’ The Prophet Muhammad (blessed be his name!) said, ‘The most excellent jihad is for the conquest of self.’ In fact, it starts even earlier than that, even earlier than in your heart: it starts in heaven and hell. God is our ultimate commanding officer, and hell’s troops are our ultimate enemies.”


  “Oh, come on now. The devil?”


  “Don’t you believe in demons?”


  “Not literally.”


  “Oh. Then you’re not a very good Christian. Because your prophet Jesus (peace be upon him!) believed that, and taught it. How come you know more about the devil than he does?”


  “We’re getting off the subject, Jack: we were talking about war, and about good and evil.”


  “No, we were getting into that subject. You see, Libby, that’s why the war against evil is black and white: because our ultimate enemies are demons, and there are no gray demons, no morally ambivalent demons, no ‘tragically flawed’ demons, no ‘poor, confused victim’ demons. And no ambivalent angels either.”


  “I guess we just live in different worlds, Jack. I sure don’t know how I could ever live in yours.”


  “If you ever met an angel or a demon (God forbid!), you would know. But that would be the hard way.”


  “What’s the easy way?”


  “The easy way is simply to believe what both our prophets have told us.”


  “You mean all that stuff about heaven and hell and angels and demons and good and evil and spiritual warfare.”


  “Yes, all that stuff. We have been told that we are on a battlefield, not a bed. And I think it makes a pretty big difference whether we believe that or not. You know, Libby, sometimes I think I am more of a Christian than you are, because I believe more of the stuff in your own Bible than you do.”


  “Don’t put me down that easily, Jack. I’ve got to be honest with my doubts.”


  “Of course you do, Libby. I really respect you for that honesty.”


  “Oh!” Libby sounded surprised. “I guess we’ve made some progress then. I got you to respect some heresies.”


  “No, you didn’t. You got me to respect a heretic.”
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  On Jihad and Enemies


   


  ‘Isa, Libby and Evan had been part of a volunteer group who had gone door to door distributing homemade Christmas cakes, cookies and cider to five different homeless shelters in downtown Boston, and singing Christmas carols to boot. Fr. Heerema had organized the group. It had taken about six hours. As they relaxed in a restaurant afterward, Fr. Heerema commented, “Now that’s a good little battle we won today, I think. Just a few million more and we’ve won the war.”


  Libby sounded surprised: “Why, Father, you are such a gentle man; how can you use battle imagery for work like that? You sound like”—and here she turned to ‘Isa with a wicked smile—“a fundamentalist!”


  “Oh, shame on you, Libby. You used the F word,” joked Fr. Heerema.


  At that, Evan interjected, “Shame on you, Libby. You do not recognize one of your own. Father is not a fundamentalist; he is a bleeding heart liberal.”


  “Oy, vey! The L word too!” wailed Fr. Heerema. “What a day! Six hours of good work and what do I get for it? Two scarlet letters!”


  “No, seriously, Father,” Libby asked. “You called our work a battle. Who were we fighting? Certainly not any of those poor people, even the ones who gave us a hard time.”


  “Of course not.”


  “Well, who then?”


  “Not the ones we’ve historically thought of as our enemies. I agree with you there, Libby,” answered Fr. Heerema. “We Christians have been fighting each other for the last four centuries, Protestant against Catholic and fundamentalist against liberal.”


  “Us too,” chimed in ‘Isa. “We’ve been doing the same thing: Sunnis versus Shiites, and everybody against the Sufis, and Wahabis against everybody.”


  “And the world has noticed how we did that during the last five hundred years,” Fr. Heerema continued, “and they said, ‘See how they hate each other!’ and they kissed us goodbye. But in our first four centuries, the world sat up and took notice too, but they said, ‘See how they love one another!’ and they kissed us hello. So I think we need to turn the clock back. I hope we were doing that a little bit today.”


  “I think we Muslims need to do the same thing,” ‘Isa put in. “The Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him!) did not fight against Christians or Jews, unless they attacked him first. He said they were God’s people too, the ‘people of the Book.’ The pagan idolaters were his enemies.”


  “I believe General God is issuing new battle plans today,” Fr. Heerema suggested. “I think he’s trying to weld us together. Perhaps that’s why he’s letting us become less insistent about our old categories, about the old divisions among us.”


  “Wait a minute, Father,” Evan protested. “There are still real divisions. Either Jesus is God or not. Either Muhammad is God’s last and greatest prophet or not. Either the Catholic Church is infallible or not. Either the whole Bible is infallible or not. That’s just the law of noncontradiction speaking, not some old un­enlightened superstition.”


  “Oh, I don’t deny that at all,” answered Fr. Heerema, “but . . .”


  “Evan, for once I agree with you,” Libby interrupted. Turning to Fr. Heerema, she said, “I like your skepticism about the old categories, Father, but I still don’t like your battle imagery. I get the willies when I hear that. I think God hates only hate, and loves only love. My God’s not in the battle business.”


  “Not even the battle of love?” asked Fr. Heerema.


  “Sorry, Father, but that just sounds like tricky words to me. Frankly, ‘the battle of love’ sounds like a camouflage for ‘the love of battle.’ ”


  “So to you I’m really one of those fundamentalists? Like ‘Isa here?” Fr. Heerema asked, winking at ‘Isa.


  “No, I know Catholics aren’t fundamentalists. But you did—I mean your church did—invent the Crusades and the Inquisition, after all. Hey, ‘Isa, remember the Crusades?”


  “It sounds like you’re trying to stir up the old battles you say you hate, Libby,” answered ‘Isa.


  “For all the terror and murder done in the name of the church, I feel a terrible burden of guilt,” Fr. Heerema answered, speaking slowly and seriously. “But don’t you see? Those terrible evils show that we are at war and that the enemy is within our gates, like a spy. It’s that horror that I want to fight.”


  “That sounds good to me,” Libby answered, “but why do you have to be so militaristic? Why not fight war with peace, fight hate with love, fight evil with good? Why do you have to call it fighting at all? What we did tonight doesn’t look like fighting to me. We weren’t on a jihad. I wasn’t, anyway.”


  “You were. You don’t understand the meaning of jihad,” ‘Isa put in. “It’s the inner struggle against evil.”


  “I wasn’t struggling. I was feeding people and singing,” protested Libby. “I don’t understand how you can call what you did tonight a struggle or a battle, ‘Isa. And you too, Father: you used the same image.”


  “Because to do what we did—to be generous with your food and your voice, and above all your time, which is your life—you have to give up something: your food and voice and your time, some of your lifetime. And there’s something in us that doesn’t want to do that. That’s the enemy: selfishness. Original selfishness, original sin, we call it.”


  “I don’t like that old negative, judgmental language,” Libby protested, “even when you turn it inward.”


  “Libby, isn’t it just possible that that very reluctance of yours is part of the enemy that we have to face? That reluctance to admit our own sinfulness? And wouldn’t that be the most dangerous sin of all: pride, self-satisfaction?”


  Libby looked surprised and said nothing.


  Fr. Heerema continued. “I can’t help seeing the same enemy again there in a new disguise—a disguise that’s so good that it has fooled almost everybody. But it’s the same enemy, the same devil under both of his angel masks, the old one and the new one. The old one was the hard, judgmental one, and the new one is the soft, nonjudgmental one, but they’re both masks for self-righteousness. I see the same spirit there.”


  “How do you figure that, Father?” asked Libby.


  “We all agree that good and evil are opposites, don’t we?”


  “Yes,” answered all three.


  “Well, here is how we Catholics classify the three sources of evil. We call them ‘the world, the flesh and the devil.’ ”


  “But you know I don’t buy that stuff about the devil, Father,” protested Libby.


  “It doesn’t matter, because the devil uses agents in the world and the flesh.”


  “Hmmm. And which one is his favorite, do you think?” asked Evan.


  “I think it used to be the world, the human world of culture that is sinful because it’s fallen, because it includes evil as well as good. The church got corrupt through worldly power and politics in the past. But now I think the devil’s favorite is the flesh. Power isn’t so fashionable any more, at least to most of us in the Western world, but pleasure is. I think the church has gotten weak by compromising with the flesh. I mean our own fallen human nature, soul and body together. In the past, we were sour and hard. Now, we’re sweet and soft. But it’s the same spirit. I think the same spirit that lit the fires of the Inquisition now lights the fires of the Sexual Revolution.”


  “Wow! That’s some wild scenario you got there, Father!” Libby protested.


  “I don’t think it’s wild at all,” protested ‘Isa. “I think it makes a lot of sense. You can see the same forked tongue that sneaked a false war into the Garden of Eden now sneaking a false peace into the fallen world outside the Garden.”


  “Exactly!” said Fr. Heerema. “A forked tongue can speak two opposite messages. You see our common enemy, ‘Isa. And if we all see him that clearly, we’ll stop mistaking each other for our enemies and perhaps even start praying and working for each other instead of against each other.”


  “Wait a minute, here,” protested Evan. “That’s too easy. Our religions still contradict each other. How can we pray for the success of a false religion?”


  Fr. Heerema answered, “Tell me, Evan, what is your essential duty as a Christian?”


  “To do the will of my Lord,” answered Evan promptly.


  “And what about you, Libby? Do you agree with Evan there?” Fr. Heerema asked.


  “I do, but I see that will a lot differently than Evan does.”


  “And now you, ‘Isa—what is your essential duty as a Muslim?”


  “To surrender to the will of God,” ‘Isa answered, “and to his prophet Muhammad, and to his Word the Holy Qur’an, through which we know both Allah and his prophet.”


  “Now look at what all three of you are said. You all said the same thing first, before you went in different directions with it.”


  “I’m not sure it really is the same thing,” protested Evan. “Christ is my Lord, but Christ is not ‘Isa’s Lord. So I don’t think we are submitting to the same Lord. So I don’t think our words really mean the same thing after all. I don’t see the sameness.”


  “Well, let’s see whether we can see the sameness or not,” answered Fr. Heerema. “What is Christ’s first and greatest commandment?”


  “To love God with your whole heart and soul and mind and strength,” answered Evan.


  “Strength too,” ‘Isa noted. “Let’s not forget that part.”


  “And to love your neighbor as yourself,” Libby added. “Let’s not forget that part.”


  Fr. Heerema went on, “But it’s all one thing. It’s not separate, conflicting parts; it’s just one thing. It’s what T. S. Eliot called ‘a condition of complete simplicity / Costing not less than / Everything.’ That’s how he defined the Christian life.”


  “That’s islam!” exclaimed ‘Isa.


  “See?” asked Fr. Heerema.


  “You mean theological differences don’t count?” asked Evan.


  “Of course they do.”


  “Then what do you mean?”


  “I mean that we are all trying to worship and serve the same God. Totally. ‘Isa doesn’t worship Muhammad any more than Jews worship Moses, and I don’t worship the church, and Evan doesn’t worship the Bible, and Libby doesn’t worship her neighbor. We all worship the same Commander. Let’s get that out there in front of our faces and look at it straight in the eye and keep it there!”


  “In the abstract, yes, we agree about monotheism, but . . .” Evan began.


  “No, it’s not just abstract, it’s concrete. It’s God, the one and only God, the real God. How much simpler could the point be?”


  “But Muslims don’t believe in Christ or the Trinity,” protested Evan.


  “That’s right,” ‘Isa said. “You worship Christ and you worship a Trinity.”


  “But,” answered Fr. Heerema, “We worship Christ and we worship the Trinity for the very same reason that you don’t.”


  “What in the world do you mean by that?” asked ‘Isa.


  “I mean that the reason is our islam, our surrender, our submission to God and his revelation. We believe it only because we believe God revealed it. You don’t believe it only because you believe God didn’t reveal it. You believe what Muhammad said because you believe God sent him. We believe Jesus because we believe God sent him. You see? It’s the same reason: islam, surrender to God. The same ultimate reason, the same ultimate force propels us that propels you: God’s will and our desire to do it. When I said it’s the same reason, I wasn’t thinking of just a logical reason or a theological reason. That’s not the same, not completely, anyway. We have different beliefs. But I don’t think that necessarily means we have different hearts. I think that same ‘first thing’ is in all our hearts, even though different things are in our minds.”


  ‘Isa commented, “So if we were to translate what you said into an argument, it would come out this way: You’re saying that we all have the same major premise, the same principle, the same starting point: total submission to God as our end, our goal. And then we all add partly different minor premises, about just what God revealed and what God wants us to submit to. So we have different conclusions. But we all agree about islam—islam the practice, not necessarily Islam the religion. Is that what you’re saying, Professor?”


  “I think so. Do you agree?”


  “I don’t know. My problem is that we Muslims can’t separate the two Islams.”


  “Of course not. That’s why you’re Muslims. And we Christians can’t separate our islam to God from our islam to Christ. That’s why we’re Christians. And we Catholics can’t separate that from our islam to the church Christ gave us from our islam to Christ himself. That’s why we’re Catholics. But my point is that still, despite all this, we have the same major premise.”


  “But very different conclusions.”


  “Certainly. But even there, in the middle of our disagreements, we can find our agreement as one of the reasons for our disagreement. I mean, we have different conclusions not only because we have different minor premises but also because we have the same major premise!”


  “I see your point,” ‘Isa said.


  “And of course God is not just a premise,” Fr. Heerema added. “He’s our common real reason, not just our common logical reason. He’s our God.”


  “I’ve still got a problem,” Libby said. “Not with what you said, Father, but with what ‘Isa’s Qur’an says. It doesn’t seem to be as ecumenical as we are. There are some pretty scary things in there. It’s . . . well, it’s just not a book about love, like the Bible. It’s a book about war.” Evan nodded his head in agreement.


  “Well, Libby, if it comes to that, let’s compare some of those—what did you call them—‘scary passages’—from the Qur’an with some passages from the Bible. What about Psalm 137?” At this point Evan, who always carried a Bible with him, took it out and gave it to Fr. Heerema. “The psalmist is lamenting his exile in Babylon and finally cries out, ‘O daughter of Babylon, who art to be destroyed; happy shall he be that rewardeth thee as thou hast served us. Happy shall he be that taketh and dasheth thy little ones against the stones.’ That last line means: ‘Blessed be any man who grabs a little Babylonian baby and dashes his head against a rock and splatters his brains out!’ Can you find anything that horrible in the Qur’an?”


  Libby was shocked and Evan was embarrassed. Libby said, simply, “I don’t have to believe everything in the Bible. I’m not a fundamentalist. And this is one of the times I’m awful glad I’m not.”


  She looked accusingly at Evan, who tried to explain. “The psalms have many violent passages like that. For instance the famous one from Handel’s Messiah, from Psalm 2: ‘Thou shalt break them with a rod of iron; thou shalt dash them in pieces like a potter’s vessel.’ But I think we have to interpret all those passages spiritually. Here, look at 2 Corinthians 10:5,” he flipped the pages quickly. “ ‘Casting down imaginations, and every high thing that exalteth itself against the knowledge of God, and bringing into captivity every thought to the obedience of Christ.’ I think the Babylonians and the ‘peoples’ and ‘nations’ that the psalmist speaks of as the victims here mean the sinful thoughts that Paul says to take captive. I think we have to interpret the Old Testament by the New. I’m not a fundamentalist either, Libby, if you mean by a fundamentalist someone who takes everything in the Bible literally and nothing symbolically or metaphorically. I certainly can’t interpret that verse about the Babylonian babies literally!”


  At this point Fr. Heerema chimed in: “Did you ever hear of St. Benedict’s interpretation of that verse? It’s not only a good one, it also explains why St. Benedict was a saint, and how we can become saints in the same way, if we want to. It says, in his Rule, ‘While these temptations were still young, he caught hold of them and dashed them against Christ.’ You see, he took the Babylonian babies as symbols of young temptations, the first thoughts to do evil, to worship false gods, which is what all sins ultimately are.” ‘Isa nodded at this. “To dash them in pieces, to break a good, strong potter’s vessel in pieces, you need a very hard rock that will break anything that dashes itself against it. That rock is Christ, St. Benedict says. We have to dash our temptations against him. That’s the only sure way to kill them. If we show them even a little kindness and indulgence, they’re all over us, and it’s all over for us. So you see, that ‘terrible’ verse in the psalm is really a very beautiful one.”


  “That’s jihad,” whispered ‘Isa, respectfully. “That’s what jihad means: the inner war. St. Benedict was a wise man. But the rock we Muslims dash sinful thoughts against is not Christ but God alone.”


  “We believe that Christ is God, come down from heaven.”


  “But Christ is a man, a concrete, material, particular man.”


  “Yes. Like a rock. A rock is concrete and material and particular. And you need a rock like that to dash temptations against; otherwise they won’t be dashed, and they won’t be killed.”


  “We have such a rock: the Holy Qur’an. We call it the Word of God. Against it we dash all evils, and they break. That is our holy war, our way to holiness.”


  “And we believe exactly the same thing about Christ. We call him the ‘Word of God.’ Against him we dash all evils, and they break. And that is our holy war, our way to holiness.”


  Evan said, “That’s very impressive. I never realized there could be so much power in one verb. Nothing less than dashing those little bastards’ brains out against the rock will work, will it?”


  “Watch out, Evan,” cautioned Libby, half seriously. “You’re becoming as violent as ‘Isa.”


  “ ‘Isa has a real point there, Libby,” Fr. Heerema put in. “We’re all weak before temptations, weak in the flesh; but we don’t need to be weak minded. We have to call a sin a sin, and a law a law. If God commands a thing, that thing must be done. Period. And if he forbids it, it must never be done. Period. So why should we have any hesitation or compunction or compassion about uprooting poisonous weeds from the garden of our souls—from his garden?”


  Libby was silent for the moment.


  “Christians aren’t supposed to be softies, you know,” Fr. Heerema added.


  “Yeah, but they’re not supposed to be haters. Jesus loves everybody, even sinners,” she said.


  “But the more he loves sinners, the more he hates sins. You can’t be a lover unless you’re a hater too: a lover of sinners is a hater of sins.”


  Libby was silent again, so Fr. Heerema went on, “I love your liberal openness and your love of dialogue and your compassion, Libby. But it can’t be serious unless there’s the rock of truth behind it.”


  “I guess I just get suspicious whenever anybody talks about the truth,” Libby explained.


  “But if we lose faith in the truth, what do we have left? Only ‘my’ truth and ‘your’ truth. And then you get a power struggle instead of a truth struggle because there’s no longer any common playing field, no objective truth that all of us can measure ourselves against. Why argue if there’s no real truth? So then the spiritual struggle for truth turns into the physical struggle for power. The inner jihad turns into the outer jihad. You start using swords instead of pens.”


  While Libby was still absorbing this, Fr. Heerema concluded: “You know, that famous saying ‘the pen is mightier than the sword’ is really a cynical saying, not an idealistic one. It sees the pen as merely a more effective sword, a thing of power.”


  “What would you say instead?” asked Libby.


  ‘Isa answered: “I’d say the pen is even more surrendered than the sword. I surrender both my pen and my sword to Allah—if I ever have do take up a sword. I surrender them to his will.”


  “Which is truth,” finished Fr. Heerema.


  “I’ve got to admit, that doesn’t sound exactly like Islamic terrorism,” Evan said. Libby still looked skeptical.


  “You see?” ‘Isa said, turning to her. “The media have filled your mind with only two categories, only two possibilities, and when you see a third one you are surprised. They give you only wimpy relativism or angry terrorism. They don’t see how you can combine honor and justice and truth with compassion and understanding and love.”


  “That’s probably because there aren’t enough good examples of that,” Fr. Heerema said. “That’s why we’ve all got to be examples of that goodness, that combination, instead of being examples of the two kinds of badness.”


  “In other words, we’ve got to refute the media images of us,” said ‘Isa.


  “Exactly! What the media show you—certainly what the media show to us in the West about Muslims—is mainly violence and cruelty and murder; and what they show to Muslims about America and the West is mainly self-indulgence, lust and greed and decadence. They show perversions, but not the good versions.”


  “What do you mean by ‘the good versions’?”


  “They show the perversions very well, but they don’t show the lives of ordinary, simple people in both societies that don’t make the news because they aren’t spectacularly wicked. They leave out the soft virtues in their picture of Muslim societies, and they leave out the hard virtues in their picture of the Western world. But those virtues are there. Americans have more of a sense of honor and righteousness than the media show, because those two words mean nothing to the media. And Muslims have more compassion and mercy and hospitality than the media show too. Ordinary, good people, people like you—those are the people who will end this war between Islam and the West. Normal, good people on both sides. And they’ll end it just by being there, by being normal, by being the norm, by being the majority.”


  “But won’t that require compromise on both sides?” asked Evan.


  “Not at all,” replied Fr. Heerema. “The two sides won’t be betraying the principles of their societies or their religions or their traditions at all, but living them. Muhammad was a man of compassion as well as honor, and Christ was a man of honor as well as compassion. The good ancestors of those evil Muslim terrorists would be as shocked at the way their descendants have perverted Islam and turned it into hatred as our righteous ancestors in America would be shocked at the way their descendants have perverted American freedom and turned it into decadence. My grandfather died in 1959. I can’t even imagine his astonishment if he could see the ‘adult’ movies on TV today, or hear the lyrics of gansta rap.”


  “So you want to turn the clock back fifty years?” asked Libby.


  “No, I want to turn the clock back two thousand years. I want to go back to Jesus. And I want Muslims to go back to Muhammad and the Qur’an. And both Jesus and Muhammad went back to the God of Abraham. I think the more we both return to our sources, the more we will come closer to each other, because we will come closer to wholeness. Holiness and wholeness are very similar, you know—in what they look like as well as what they sound like.”


  “Is that the sermon you are going to preach tomorrow at Mass, Professor?” asked ‘Isa.


  “You blew my cover,” admitted Fr. Heerema. “I was testing it out on you.”


  “It works,” was the verdict of the congregation.
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  On Evolution and Sex


   


  One day at the house, Evan let slip the phrase “for six thousand years” as if he thought that was how old the earth was. Libby caught him on it. “You don’t really believe that the earth is only six thousand years old, do you?”


  “Why not? The Bible says God created it in six days, not six billion years.”


  “And that’s it? That’s all there is to it? That settles it?”


  “I’ll take the Bible’s word for it, thank you.”


  “But that’s symbolic language. That couldn’t be twenty-four-hour days.”


  “Why not?”


  “Because the sun and moon weren’t created until the fourth day, and they measure days. Didn’t you see the movie?”


  “What movie?”


  “Inherit the Wind.”


  “No. How can a movie prove the Bible is wrong?”


  “I’m not saying it does.”


  “But you are saying the Bible is wrong.”


  “No, I’m not. I’m saying it’s symbolical.”


  “Oh, well, then, if you start down that road, why don’t you say it’s all symbolical? Why couldn’t God be just symbolical too? A symbol of everything good in us?”


  “I don’t want to get into theology or Bible interpretation, Evan, I just know that science proves the human race is hundreds of thousands of years old and the earth is millions of years old, and the universe is billions of years old.”


  “Scientists have been wrong before, and they can be wrong again. I say the earth may be only six thousand years old.”


  “Where do you get that figure?”


  “Well, there are only about two thousand years back to Christ, and if you calculate all the genealogies from Christ back to Adam, you get only four thousand years more, and Adam was created on only the sixth day, and there were only six days between the creation of the universe and the creation of Adam.”


  “Hey, Evan, didja ever hear of fossils?”


  “Of course.”


  “So how d’ya explain all them fossils? Millions of years of dinosaur fossils before any human fossils. Do you say all them dinosaurs lived and died and bred in six days?”


  “No. God created the world with fossils in it.”


  “So there weren’t any dinosaurs, really? Only dinosaur fossils?”


  “Why not? Are you saying God can’t create that kind of a world?”


  “No, I’m saying he wouldn’t.”


  “Why not? How do you know what God would do?”


  “It would be deceptive.”


  “So was the apple in Eden. But he put it there, to test our faith. Do we believe him or the snake? Do we believe his Bible or our scientists?”


  “I can’t believe what I’m hearing,” Libby said.


  At this point, ‘Isa, who had come in just in time to overhear the latter part of the conversation, said, “I think I know how to settle this argument.”


  “Oh, no, another fundamentalist. I’m outnumbered!” wailed Libby.


  “What makes you think I’m a fundamentalist?” ‘Isa asked.


  “You’re a Muslim.”


  “But that’s like my saying you must be a Shiite because you’re a Christian. It’s judging one religion by the categories of another one.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Fundamentalism is a term in Christian theology. It didn’t arise until the twentieth century. It was a reaction against Modernism, which didn’t believe in miracles and interpreted all the miracle stories in the Bible as myths or parables. Didn’t you know that? Sometimes I think I know more about your religion than you do, Libby.”


  “So do you agree with Evan or with science?”


  “I agree with Evan that God could have done anything he wanted to do, including the creation of an earth six thousand years ago with fossils in it. But I agree with you that he didn’t do that because he doesn’t deceive us. Muslims have a long history of taking science seriously, you know, beginning early in the Middle Ages.”


  “You said you could settle the argument. Is that it? Is that all?” asked Libby.


  “No, that’s not all,” answered ‘Isa. He turned to Evan. “Evan, you believe God can do anything, don’t you?”


  “Yes.”


  “So he could have created the world six thousand years ago.”


  “Exactly.”


  “So he also could have created you only six minutes ago too, right?”


  “He could have, but he didn’t. He created me twenty years ago.”


  “How do you know that?”


  “I remember the past. I have twenty years of memories.”


  “But couldn’t God have created your memories and put them in your mind when he created you six minutes ago?”


  “He could have, yes.”


  “But that would be deceptive, right? And he is not a deceiver, right?”


  “Oh. I see your point now, ‘Isa. Memories are like fossils. Mind fossils. Or fossils are like memories. Material memories. That’s a pretty good argument. So you believe in evolution, then?”


  “I’m not a scientist, so I take the scientists’ word for it. Almost all the scientists believe evolution happened, in some form or other.”


  “But they’re not infallible. In the Middle Ages almost all the scientists said the earth was the center of the universe, and they were all wrong.”


  “I’m not saying it’s certain, or that the scientists are infallible. But evolution is possible, and it’s probable. You’re denying even that.”


  “It’s more than probable. It’s a fact,” Libby put in.


  “Then why is it called the theory of evolution?’ ” Evan asked.


  “You can’t argue from a name,” Libby replied.


  “What do you argue from then, Libby, to prove evolution?”


  “Darwin.”


  “Just that one word? That’s your argument?”


  “Darwin’s work. Darwin’s book.”


  “Did you ever read it?” asked Evan.


  “No, but I know what it says. I know its conclusions.”


  “Did you ever look at Darwin’s evidence for his conclusions? Did you ever ask yourself the question, Just how strong is the evidence?”


  “Well . . .”


  “Not many people do. Yet they all accept Darwin. Why? Why is this one scientist treated like a prophet? No other scientist in history has ever been treated like that: his theory suddenly becomes fact, without proof. Don’t you smell something suspicious there?”


  “What do you smell, Mr. Olfactory Detective? No, don’t tell me. I think I can guess. You’re going to say that kids today want to believe that their ancestors were apes so that they can feel good about acting like apes, right?”


  “Yeah, that’s pretty much it,” answered Evan.


  “And what’s your evidence for that theory, since you’re so big on proving everything with evidence today?”


  “Did you ever hear what Sir Julian Huxley, the most famous evolutionist in the world, said when some interviewer asked him why all the intellectuals accepted Darwin even before they had checked out his evidence? No, I can see that you didn’t. Well, he said, ‘It’s very simple. Natural selection got rid of God, and God interfered with our sex lives.’ ”


  “You gotta be kidding.”


  “No, he really said that.”


  “I mean you gotta be kidding that anyone would believe that. It was a joke, man.”


  But at this point ‘Isa weighed into the argument again, this time on Evan’s side rather than Libby’s. “Oh, I think it makes a lot of sense, what Evan said. Look here: why does anyone want to get rid of God? Look at all the psychological advantages of believing in God. There’s only one psychological advantage to not believing: his law, his commandments. If there’s no God, there are no moral absolutes. They’re only values then, not laws. Now which commandment do people want to revoke today? What sin do they want to justify? Adultery, of course. Not theft or lying or murder. Oh, yes, I forgot: murder too, when it’s for the sake of sex. Abortion—as backup birth control.”


  “You’re just raving now, Jack, you’re starting to foam at the mouth,” said Libby, sarcastically.


  “No, I’m not foaming, I’m reasoning. Why does anyone want an abortion? Because birth control failed. And what is birth control? The demand to have sex without having babies. So you kill your babies to free your sex lives from them. Now, when a society has an obsession like that—an obsession that erases even ‘Thou shalt not kill thine own child’ from a mother’s conscience—do you really think that society is going to be fair and objective about a theory that gets rid of God?”


  “Jack, you really have a sicker mind than Evan.”


  “No, wait. Just think about it for a minute, Libby. Compare that with anything else in morality. What other instinct do you protect at all costs, at the cost of the most basic laws of morality and even at the cost of nature’s strongest instinct, the instinct to preserve the species, the life instinct? None. Suppose my heart was failing. No one would say I have the right to kill you to take the heart out of your body so that I can live. But you can kill your baby, and not so that you can live but just so that you can have free sex. Be honest, Libby. Think about it. If babies came from storks instead of from sex, how many abortions do you think there would be?”


  “You are a dangerous man, Jack,” said Libby.


  “You are a blunt but perceptive man, Jack,” said Evan. “Even if you do believe in evolution.”
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  On Abortion and Compassion


   


  One day Mother came home to find Libby and ‘Isa quarreling bitterly. “What’s going on here?” she demanded, in her loud, authoritative voice.


  “Jack promised me his car today and now he’s reneging because he’s acting like my daddy!” Libby growled.


  “She wants to use my car to help her friend murder her baby!” ‘Isa explained, in an angry voice.


  Libby glared at ‘Isa and turned to Mother. “I promised my friend Edna that I’d take her to the clinic today and go with her, just to talk over options, just to get information. She’s not going to have an abortion today. Poor Edna’s got no car, no money, no boyfriend and not many friends. Her boyfriend got her pregnant and then dropped her like a disease. Somebody has to stand by her since he won’t. Chauvinist pig! And now this chauvinist pig,” pointing to ‘Isa, “is telling me what to do. He’s got all the compassion of a rattlesnake.”


  “I won’t help you plan a murder,” ‘Isa said, each word sounding like a foot stomping.


  “See?” said Libby to Mother. “He’s just oozing with understanding.”


  Before Mother could speak, ‘Isa did: “That baby is going to be oozing blood soon, and you’ll have it on your hands. Well, I won’t have it on mine.”


  “Stop, both of you!” shouted Mother. “You’re both in the wrong.”


  “How can I be in the wrong, Mother?” asked ‘Isa. “ ‘Thou shalt not murder’—that’s God’s commandment for all of us. My knees are bent to that, and hers aren’t.”


  “And what about your heart, now—is that bent? Or is it so straight that it’s stiff and cold?” Mother’s voice was now gentle.


  But ‘Isa’s was not: “Hardened to murder? Yes, that’s what my heart is.”


  “And to murderers too? You won’t separate the sin and the sinner?”


  At this remark, Libby protested, “Hey, thanks, Mother, thanks for the compliment! Are you gonna sew me a scarlet letter S for Sinner? You’re sounding as judgmental as Jack!”


  “I’m talking to Jack now, not to you, Libby,” Mother replied, quietly.


  “Oh, thanks for that too. So when do I get my little moral lecture?”


  “Right now, if you insist, Libby. He doesn’t know himself: he needs to bend his heart, but he’s right about you: you need to bend your knee, girl. Both of you are just too proud. There, I’ve said it.”


  “At least I bend my knees. I surrender. She won’t,” ‘Isa said in a petulant tone.


  “Do you, really?” Mother asked, turning to ‘Isa. “I wonder. I wonder whether you remember who you are supposed to surrender to.”


  “To Allah and his will, not to her!”


  “Yes, yes, but who is Allah? ‘The Compassionate, the Merciful.’ Or do you want to rewrite the Qur’an now, maybe?”


  “Allah is compassionate to sinners, not to sins.”


  “Precisely the distinction I was making,” Mother replied. “If you were listening.”


  Mother then turned to Libby, who had been wearing a self-satisfied smile as Mother talked to ‘Isa. Before Mother could say a thing, Libby’s smile disappeared. She whined, “Oh, now it’s my turn, right? I suppose Little Miss Misdirected Compassion needs a lecture too, right?”


  “I didn’t know I was talking to a contestant in the Miss Compassion Contest. Yes, I think you may have something to learn about your favorite virtue of compassion, Libby, just as ‘Isa may have something to learn about his favorite virtue of surrender.”


  “Yeah? What?”


  “You just saw ‘Isa fail in compassion now, right?”


  “Of course!” she said strongly.


  “Have you ever failed in compassion?”


  “Of course,” came the response a bit less intensely.


  “Me too. Many times. So human compassion isn’t enough, then, is it? It fails. It’s unreliable. It’s intermittent. Sometimes it’s unwise. Because it depends on how you feel, and that depends on chemicals and weather and digestion and headaches. So if you’re really in the market for compassion, now, I’d suggest God. Or, as ‘Isa’s holy book calls him, ‘Allah, the Compassionate, the Merciful.’ ”


  “That’s fine, Mother, but how does that settle our fight here? We’re both pro-God and pro-compassion but only one of us is pro-choice. And it ain’t him!”


  “Yes, Mother, I’d like to hear that too,” ‘Isa chimed in. “How do you solve the abortion war with compassion?”


  “I didn’t say I could solve it. But I sure think compassion will help it.”


  “How?” ‘Isa pressed.


  “I think pro-lifers like you would win over the hearts and minds of a lot more pro-choicers like Libby if you never forgot compassion—if you were more like Allah, ‘the Merciful, the Compassionate.’ ”


  “I’m surprised at you, Mother. It sounds like you’re buying into the media stereotype of pro-lifers as uncompassionate. You know better than that—you of all people. You spend so much of your time and money on abortion alternatives like Birthright. And didn’t you take in two problem pregnancies right here in this house last year, just before I came? Libby told me about that. You know dozens of pro-lifers who do compassionate work like that. So how can you say pro-lifers need more compassion?”


  “I was only talking about one pro-lifer, Jack: the one who’s talking to me now.”


  ‘Isa said nothing. Libby smirked again. Mother turned to her. “It cuts both ways, Libby. Where’s your compassion to Edna’s baby?”


  Libby opened her mouth and then shut it. Mother said, to both of them, “Don’t you see? You both have to learn the same thing: to soften your heart. If you do, your heads will come closer together somehow. That’s for sure, even though the ‘how’ isn’t. I don’t know all the pieces to this puzzle, but I know one very big piece for sure: the more we soften our hearts to the one God we all say we believe in, the closer we’ll get to understanding each other. He’s only one God, and he’s big on peace and harmony. So the more we submit to that Conductor’s baton, the more we’ll start to play in harmony, because that’s the theme of the music he’s conducting.”


  “That all sounds nice, Mother,” said Libby, “but how can you claim to know the score of the music?”


  “He told us the score, fagoonessakes! For four thousand years, since Abraham. For two thousand years, since Jesus. For fourteen hundred years, since Muhammad. What were we listening to, MTV?”


  “That’s true, but how does that solve our problem today? The car, I mean. What do you say about that, Mother?”


  In answer, Mother said, “Libby, would you lend your money to your friend if he wanted to use it to buy a rope to give to the Ku Klux Klan for a lynching?”


  “Of course not. I wouldn’t have a friend who would do that.”


  “ ‘Isa, is Libby your friend?”


  “I hope so. Yes.”


  “ ‘Isa, do you believe abortion is murder?”


  “Yes.”


  “See, Libby? ‘Isa is more compassionate and friendly than you are. You say you’d never have a friend who’d help a murder. And ‘Isa says he is your friend even though you would do that.”


  “It’s not the same thing, Mother. Abortion isn’t like lynching.”


  “ ‘Isa believes it is.”


  “Oh.”


  “See, Libby, if your heart was soft and open to ‘Isa’s conscience as well as to Edna, you never would have asked him for his car in the first place. Because whether you’re right or wrong to help Edna take a step nearer to aborting her baby, you are certainly wrong to ask ‘Isa to abort his conscience.”


  Slowly Libby said, “You’re right, Mother. I forgot the Golden Rule. I’m sorry, Jack. I asked you to do something I’d never do myself. I was wrong.”


  ‘Isa was impressed both with Libby’s honesty and Mother’s wisdom. He and Libby hugged each other.


  Then Mother turned to ‘Isa and said, “See, ‘Isa, how Libby’s heart has softened up and learned something new? So now what about you? Do you think your heart has done the same? Have any hard scales fallen from your eyes since we started talking instead of yelling?”


  To answer Mother, ‘Isa turned to Libby. “Libby, you were totally honest with me, so I have to be totally honest with you. I know you have a good heart. I never thought all pro-choicers were wicked people. But I know that abortion is a wicked deed. So I guess there’s a lot I don’t know about human hearts, because I honestly can’t understand how a good person like you, with a good heart like yours, and a good head too, can think it’s OK to help her friend kill her own innocent little unborn son or daughter.”


  “Well, Jack, maybe that’s because you were only thinking about the baby and not about the mother,” Libby replied.


  “Wait a minute,” Mother interrupted, before ‘Isa could reply. “Instead of following that argument, let’s follow that suggestion and actually do it: let’s think about the mother. How do you think about this mother, ‘Isa?”


  “I think she is terribly wrong and doing a terrible thing.”


  “I didn’t ask about the thing. I asked about the person. What do you think is going on in her heart? Or don’t you look at that? Do you only look at the deed and not the doer?”


  “I guess I wasn’t looking at that. I don’t know what is in her heart. Do you?”


  Libby replied: “I certainly do!—because Edna is my friend. And I will tell you what is in her heart right now: fear, terror, panic, pain.”


  “And is it wise to make a weighty decision about life or death when you are in a state of mind like that?” ‘Isa asked.


  Libby did not answer. ‘Isa pressed; “And what about the future pain? I mean the pain she’s going to have in her heart for the rest of her life because she knows she killed her own child? How can she face that pain? The pain of not being able to look at herself honestly and live with herself—isn’t that a more terrible pain than the pain of raising the child or giving it up for adoption?”


  Libby widened her eyes in surprise. “You are looking at Edna now, Jack. I didn’t think you had that in you. And you’re looking with your heart, not just your head, because that was compassion speaking, compassion for Edna, and not just the baby. That’s the first really good pro-life argument I’ve ever heard from you, Jack. I’m impressed.”


  “Will you try to impress it on Edna, then?”


  “Believe it or not, I will. I don’t want poor Edna to suffer, either now or for the rest of her life. She’s in a real dilemma.”


  “So what will you advise her to do?”


  “Whatever she does, I’ll stand by her.”


  “But what will you advise her to do?”


  “I don’t know. I don’t think I can give her advice. She’s going to have pain either way.”


  “So why not choose the moral pain instead of the immoral pain?”


  “Because the moral pain might be the more painful pain for her. The pain you spoke of—the pain of guilt—that might not be as big as you think it is for her.”


  “So if murder is less painful, you’d choose murder? So morality doesn’t count, only pain?”


  “No, that’s not what I said.”


  “That’s exactly what you said.”


  “Here we go again, back to arguing. Your compassion didn’t last very long, Jack.”


  “Compassion can’t change the truth. Truth is truth and killing is killing and wrong is wrong, no matter what we feel about it.”


  “If that’s where you’re coming from, then I guess nothing can change.”


  “Wait a minute,” Mother interrupted. “Things can change.”


  “Truth can’t,” protested ‘Isa.


  “No, but people can,” Mother retorted. “ I saw the both of you change today. I saw ‘Isa look into Edna’s heart, and I saw Libby listen to that and respect that. And I saw Libby listen to ‘Isa’s conscience and admit she was wrong to ask him to disobey it. So what I think I saw today was what ‘Isa would call a real jihad, a real inner struggle, a spiritual war in two souls, and in this war there was no loser. There were only two winners. And I think if we learn to fight this holy war in our souls, we won’t have to fight one on our soil.”


  “That’s not an easy prescription, Mother. You’re saying that the way to avoid fighting is to become saints.”


  “Well, of course! It’s always been saints who saved the world. They save the world from outer wars by fighting the inner wars. So how about it?”


  “How about what?” asked both Libby and ‘Isa.


  “How about becoming saints?”


  Later that evening, they took up the discussion again. ‘Isa asked Libby, “How can a liberal be a saint since liberals don’t believe in truth as an absolute, only compassion?”


  Libby replied, “Actually, it’s conservatives who can’t be saints because they don’t believe in compassion, only truth.”


  At this point Mother intervened: “I think we have four sides here in this war, not just two.”


  “How’s that?” asked ‘Isa.


  “Well, first there are the saints. They’re lovers of both absolutes, truth and compassion. Second, there are the people Libby calls the conservatives, the people who love truth but not compassion. Third, there are the people ‘Isa calls the liberals, the people who love compassion but not truth. Fourth, there are the cynics, who love neither. So I think that beneath the war between the liberals and the conservatives there is a deeper war, between the saints and the cynics. The other two sides, the people ‘Isa calls the liberals and the people Libby calls the conservatives, are half saints and half cynics.”


  “So what do you think can happen then? Who will win?”


  “Nobody knows, of course, because which road we take depends on our free choices. But the road map is not dependent on our choice. And if this road map is right, then there are only two ways for liberals and conservatives to meet: when both become saints or when both become cynics.”


  “Mother, your categories are as fresh as your bread,” ‘Isa said.


  “I still need somebody’s car,” complained Libby.


  “Why don’t you buy one?” asked ‘Isa.


  “I don’t make enough money to buy luxuries like a car, only enough money for necessities, like my surfboard.”


  “You’re not kidding, are you?”


  “Nope. Food, clothes and surfboard, those are my necessities.”


  “In that order?”


  “No, actually the surfboard is second, after the food. The clothes are last.”


  “Why is that?”


  “Because you can’t surf if you starve, but you can surf naked.”


  Conclusion


   


  What conclusions do I draw from all these arguments and from all this data?


  I call these fictional dialogues data because data include characters as well as events. There is inner data as well as outer, and often fiction can reveal this inner data of character and personality better than facts can, certainly better than the facts in news­papers. We cannot deal with Islam, or even dialogue with Islam, unless we know it, as distinct from merely knowing about it; and we cannot know it if all we know are its “facts” and not its character, its personality.


  So what do I conclude from this investigation of its character? You already know my conclusions. I set them all out in the introduction, like pieces of clothing on the clothesline to dry in the sun.


  Well, then, do I have any predictions? What will happen to the trialogue among Christianity, Islam and secular humanism in our world in this century? Will the present revival of strong and joyful Christianity among the young, both evangelical and Catholic, turn out to be the beginning of a great turn of the tide? Or will the whole world slide farther and farther into the sinkhole of Brave New World? (An almost miraculously prophetic book, alas!) And what role will be played by Islam and the dialogue between Islam and Christianity?


  I will resist the temptation to answer that question, because I admire the Southern Baptist preacher’s four-word summary of everything God was trying to get across to us in the Bible. It’s just two things: (1) “I’m God.” (2) “You’re not.” It takes constant effort to remind ourselves of that second thing. Ghaflah (“forgetfulness”) is real. We all have spiritual A.D.D.


  Do I then have any counsel, any good advice? Here too I resist the temptation to try to upstage God. Our marching orders are clear and complete. We know the two great commandments, and we had better get on with them if we want to help save the world. And that’s equally true whether “the world” means primarily heretics and apostates, Muslims, Communists, secular humanists, or (most pressing of all) the personal “world” of our own sins.


  If this book has anything more specific than that to say, it is the suggestion (inspired by Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn’s great 1978 Harvard Commencement Address) that among those sins the most distinctively modern one is cowardice. We are soft. We are spoiled. And in this fallen world of ours, no civilization will survive if it is afraid to struggle, to suffer, and to sacrifice. There is a kind of “natural selection” of the spirit. It’s part of divine providence.


  How heartening it must be to God when Muslims want to fight with us against our common enemy, sin, especially wherever that enemy is institutionalized in the public order. How disheartening it must be to God when we quietly and politely withdraw into our “comfort zones” and let them fight our battles for us.
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        Between Heaven and Hell: A Dialog Somewhere Beyond Death with John F. Kennedy, C. S. Lewis & Aldous Huxley


        Peter Kreeft


        ebook, 978-0-8308-6376-1

      
    

  


  On November 22, 1963, three great men died within a few hours of each other: C. S. Lewis, John F. Kennedy and Aldous Huxley. All three believed, in different ways, that death is not the end of human life. Suppose they were right, and suppose they met after death. How might the conversation go?


  Peter Kreeft imagines their discussion as a part of The Great Conversation that has been going on for centuries. Does human life have meaning? Is it possible to know about life after death? What if one could prove that Jesus was God? With Kennedy taking the role of a modern humanist, Lewis representing Christian theism and Huxley advocating Eastern pantheism, the dialogue is lively and informative.


  This new edition of this classic work includes a postscript in which Kreeft describes why and how he wrote what has remained a standard of apologetic literature for a generation. He also adds an outline and index to the book as well as a never-before-published dialog in which he imagines “A World Without an Easter.”


  Now more than ever this book offers an animated interaction that involves not only good thinking but good drama.
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  What are the best things in life?


  Questions like that may boggle your mind. But they don’t boggle Socrates. The indomitable old Greek brings his unending questions to Desperate State University. With him come the same mind-opening and spirit-stretching challenge that disrupted ancient Athens.


  
    	What is the purpose of education?


    	Why do we make love?


    	What good is money?


    	Can computers think like people?


    	Is there a difference between Capitalism and Communism?


    	What is the greatest good?


    	Is belief in God like belief in Santa Claus?

  


  In twelve short, Socratic dialogues Peter Kreeft explodes contemporary values like success, power and pleasure. And he bursts the modern bubbles of agnosticism and subjectivism. He leaves you richer, wiser and more able to discern what the best things in life actually are.
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  Voted one of Christianity Today’s 1995 Books of the Year!


  Reasonable, concise, witty and wise, Peter Kreeft and Ronald K. Tacelli have written an informative and valuable guidebook for anyone looking for answers to questions of faith and reason.


  Topics include:


  
    	faith and reason


    	the existence of God


    	God’s nature


    	how we know God


    	creation and evolution


    	providence and free will


    	miracles


    	the problem of evil


    	the Bible’s historical reliability


    	the divinity of Christ


    	the resurrection


    	life after death


    	heaven and hell


    	salvation


    	Christianity and other religions


    	objective truth

  


  Whether you are asking the questions yourself or want to respond to others who are, here is the resource you have been waiting for.
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        How to Win the Culture War: A Christian Battle Plan for a Society in Crisis


        Peter Kreeft


        ebook, 978-0-8308-7563-4

      
    

  


  The battle lines have been drawn.


  Many Christians have fallen into the trap of proclaiming “Peace! Peace!” when there is no peace. Hiding their eyes from the pressing issues of the day, they believe that resistance to the prevailing culture is useless. At the same time, other Christians have been too quick to declare war, mistaking battlefield casualties as enemies rather than victims.


  In How to Win the Culture War Peter Kreeft issues a rousing call to arms. Christians must understand the true nature of the culture war—a war between the culture of life and the culture of death. Kreeft identifies the real enemies facing the church today and maps out key battlefields. He then issues a strategy for engagement and equips Christians with the weapons needed for a successful campaign.


  Above all, Kreeft assures us that the war can be won—in fact, it will be won. For those who hope in Christ, victory is assured, because good triumphs over evil and life conquers death. Love never gives up. Neither must we.
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        Peter Kreeft


        ebook, 978-0-8308-7653-2

      
    

  


  “Be ready to give a reason for the hope that is in you,” wrote the apostle Peter.


  That is what apologetics is all about.


  Here is a concise, informative guide for anyone looking for answers to questions of faith and reason. Peter Kreeft and Ronald K. Tacelli have condensed their popular Handbook of Christian Apologetics, summarizing the foremost arguments for major Christian teachings and offering compelling responses to the most common arguments put forward against Christianity. In this book you’ll find answers to questions about


  
    	faith and reason


    	the existence of God


    	creation and evolution


    	predestination and free will


    	miracles


    	the problem of evil


    	Christ and the resurrection


    	the reliability of the Bible


    	life after death


    	heaven and hell


    	salvation and other religions


    	objective truth

  


  The Pocket Handbook of Christian Apologetics is the place to begin for people with questions about Christianity.
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        Peter Kreeft


        155 pages, paperback, 978-0-87784-810-3

      
    

  


  Is abortion a woman’s right?


  When does human life begin?


  Should we legislate morality?


  What would happen if the Socrates of old suddenly appeared in modern Athens? Peter Kreeft imagines the dialog that might ensue with three worthy opponents—a doctor, a philosopher and a psychologist—about the arguments surrounding abortion.


  Kreeft uses Socratic technique to strip away the emotional issues and get to the heart of the rational objections to abortion. Logic joins humor as Socrates challenges the standard rhetoric and passion of the contemporary debate.
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        Socrates Meets Jesus: History’s Greatest Questioner Confronts the Claims of Christ


        Peter Kreeft


        182 pages, paperback, 978-0-8308-2338-3

      
    

  


  What would happen if Socrates—yes, the Socrates of ancient Athens—suddenly showed up on the campus of a major university and enrolled in its divinity school?


  What would he think of human progress since his day?


  How would he react to our values? To our culture?


  And what would he think of Jesus?


  Peter Kreeft, Christian philosopher and longtime admirer of the historic Socrates, imagines the result. In this drama Socrates meets such fellow students as Bertha Broadmind, Thomas Keptic and Molly Mooney. Throughout, Kreeft weaves an intriguing web as he brings Socrates closer and closer to a meeting with Jesus. Here is a startling and provocative portrayal of reason in search of truth.


  In a new introduction to this revised edition, Kreeft also highlights the inspiration for this book and the key questions of truth and faith it addresses.
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        Open this book and begin an epic human journey—the journey toward truth.


        Peter Kreeft


        128 pages, paperback, 978-0-8308-1682-8

      
    

  


  Enjoy a delightful and imaginative allegory of timeless wisdom as you travel along the road of true knowledge. Socrates, the thoroughly reasonable and wise philosopher of Athens, will accompany you much of the way. With sharp questions and canny wit he will coach you past the winsome, the wily and the half-wise spin-doctors of error posted along the ancient byways. Every tempting path will be exposed as a road best not taken.


  The Journey is an animated and topographical roadmap for modern pilgrims walking the ancient paths in search of reality. Crucial questions present decisive turns in the road:


  Is there truth?


  Does meaning exist?


  Is there right and wrong?


  Does God exist, and if so, what is he like?


  These and other essential questions provide guidance that delightfully entertains while directing your mind and spirit on the journey toward the freedom of truth.
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