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  You don’t know quite what it is you want, but it just fairly makes your heart ache you want it so.


  Mark Twain


  



  It seems to be a particularly human phenomenon that we are insatiably curious about this life, trying to make sense of the world we find ourselves inhabiting. We marvel at the universe, and we marvel at the beginning and end of our lives. Where did we come from? Where are we going? Is there any real purpose or significance to our lives? I believe it was Loren Eiseley who once said that humankind is the only cosmic orphan, the only one in the universe who asks, “Why?”


  I must confess at the outset of our journey that I have always had a somewhat skeptical take on religious answers to ultimate questions. I should have been born in Missouri, the “show me” state. Nevertheless, my educational background in the natural sciences and my reading over the years, including many of the great classics, have always made me curious about the human condition. Issues that the sciences alone can’t answer, I don’t believe.


  I once had a friend who was running from God. He was trying to figure out life on his own. So he bought copies of most of the works of fiction that make up the lists of great classics and began to read through them, trying to figure out life. His conclusion? Almost all of these deal in some way with God. The human condition cannot be adequately explained without some idea of God in the formula. Whether we believe in God or disbelieve, all of us have some sort of “theological” positioneven the atheist or agnostic, who doubts God’s existence.


  So, what does it mean to be human? What do we make of life’s ultimate questions? How do we make sense of it all? Is there a spiritual journey for us to consider, or is it all an accident? We all have a worldview of how we account for lifenone of us is truly objective. We bring all kinds of presuppositions to life, and those can be distilled down to fundamentally either a material or a religious worldview.


  C. S. Lewis, the Oxford don who rejected Christian theism until his early thirties, found a welcome audience in Great Britain for his radio broadcast talks over the BBC to a war-torn country, after his return to faith in orthodox Christianity. His twenty-five talks, given from 1941 to 1944, would later become the best-selling book that has influenced many, Mere Christianity.


  His books sell millions of copies annually, and the Chronicles of Narnia, Lewis’s take on an imaginary world that a group of children can occasionally enter through a wardrobe, has sold millions of copies. And a number of these books have made their way to the big screen. It is in the world of Narnia that our deepest desires and longings are touched on, evoking hopes for a better world than we experience in this present world.


  But in Mere Christianity, Lewis suggests to us that there can be either a religious or material worldview. Either matter or God is eternal; both cannot be right. Our take on this fundamental question determines how we see our lives unfolding before us. So is life simply random chance, or is it in some way a sacred dance?


  Similarly, Lewis’s book Mere Christianity, written over sixty years ago, has much to say to our day amid the assault of the new atheists, who decry religious conviction as though those who embrace a belief in God have jettisoned their minds. I believe he was on to something. Lewis believed that the very things that matter most in life (and how we view our world) are better explained by embracing what could be called a sacramental view of lifethat all of life is imbued with hints of another world that awaits us.


  In his chapter titled “Hope” in Mere Christianity, Lewis suggests that it is very difficult for us to want heaven at all, except in so far as “heaven” means meeting our loved ones again who have died. And yet, if we are honest with ourselves and look into our hearts, we know that we want something badly, but something that cannot be had in this present world. All sorts of things give us the promise of delivering, but they all let us down.


  We have only three options, he suggests. First, the “Fool’s Way” is the path taken by a man or woman who goes throughout life seeking fulfillment from the latest or newest acquisition or experience, whether it is an expensive travel destination, another lover or another diversion. Yet he remains discontent, bored with life. Disenchanted.


  The second option is what he calls the way of the “Disillusioned ‘Sensible Man.’” This is the way of the man or woman who settles down and learns not to expect much from life, believing that the whole human experience was a concocted “moonshine” all along. Better, Lewis reasons, for this man or woman not to expect too much rather than to become disenchanted with the reality that life just doesn’t deliver in the end.


  No, there is a third way, Lewis concludes: “The Christian Way.” Here he writes of what this present world was intended to do for us:


  The Christian says, “Creatures are not born with desires unless satisfaction for those desires exists. A baby feels hunger: well, there is such a thing as food. . . . Men feel sexual desire: well, there is such a thing as sex. If I find in myself a desire which no experience in this world can satisfy, the most probable explanation is that I was made for another world. . . . Probably earthly pleasures were never meant to satisfy it, but only to arouse it, to suggest the real thing.”[1]


  Here Lewis sets forth the fundamental idea that the longings and yearnings that we experience in this present world were never intended to satisfy us totally, but to awaken us to an even greater fulfillment and delight in a world to come.


  So when we reflect on this fantastic world that we inhabit, we can either become disenchanted because it lets us down or instead conclude that we were “made for another world.” Lewis’s words become the touchstone theme of this book, that all of our lives point us to something more, that everything in our lives carries what Peter Berger calls a “signal of transcendence,” of another world before us. We need not become disenchanted with this present world, but rather, explore what these deep longings intimate about another world before us.


  Socrates once declared, “The unexamined life is not worth living.” It is my hope that this volume will help you examine your life and hopefully come to the conclusion that I have come to, that life is not “a walking shadow, a poor player that struts and frets his hour upon the stage, and then is heard no more . . . a tale told by an idiot, full of sound and fury, signifying nothing,” as Shakespeare declared in Macbeth.


  No, our lives, through all our pains and pleasures, joys and delights, friendships and disappointments, work and play, point to another world for which we were created. We become disenchanted here, but we were made for another world that awaits us.


  Won’t you journey with me?


  -9-

  [image:  ]

  Pain and Pleasure


  

  Touchstones of Reality


  

  

  To know and to serve God, of course, is why we’re here, a clear truth that, like the nose on your face, is near at hand and easily discernible but can make you dizzy if you try to focus on it hard. But a little faith will see you through. What else will do except faith in such a cynical, corrupt time? When the country goes temporarily to the dogs, cats must learn to be circumspect, walk on fences, sleep in trees, and have faith that all this woofing is not the last word.


  Garrison Keillor


  Pain insists upon being attended to. God whispers to us in our pleasures, speaks in our conscience, but shouts in our pains. It is His megaphone to rouse a deaf world.


  C. S. Lewis


  Pleasure is His [God’s] invention, not ours. He made the pleasures; all our research so far has not enabled us to produce one. . . . The characteristic of . . . pleasures is that they are unmistakably real, and therefore, as far as they go, give the man who feels them a touchstone of reality.


  C. S. Lewis, The Screwtape Letters


  

  While many avenues in life serve as pointers to perhaps another reality, possibly none are so acutely felt in our experience as pain and pleasure“touchstones of reality.” While much could be said on both of these grand themes, our remarks here will be limited to how they lead to feelings of disenchantment with this present world.


  The Challenge of Pain and Suffering


  Confronting ultimate questions about suffering and evil is a daunting task, and we rarely have any clues as to the “why” of our painful existence. In the film Hannah and Her Sisters, the character played by Woody Allen tries to tell his Jewish parents that he has difficulty believing in the God of their faith. His mother won’t hear of such nonsense and locks herself in the bathroom. Confused, Allen’s character shouts into the bathroom, “Well, if there’s a God, then why is there so much evil in the world? Just on a simplistic level, why were there Nazis?”


  At this, his mother calls out from behind the bathroom door to her husband in the kitchen, “Tell him, Max.”


  The father replies, “How in the world do I know why there were Nazis? I don’t even know how the can opener works!”


  Singer Don Henley captures the heartache of a man who, as a boy, lost the love he was meant to know when his parents divorced. In the opening lines of his popular song “The End of the Innocence,” he speaks of when “happily ever after fails” because “we’ve been poisoned by these fairy tales.”


  The great songwriters sing of our human losses, and we know that pain and suffering are not confined to the American scene. Worldwide tsunamis, earthquakes, revolutions, warswe see it every day of our lives. Just turn on the television, and we quickly see that we live on a blighted planet. As you read this book, innocent blood is being shed throughout the world, tens of thousands of children are starving, many are being beaten by their parents, and millions of other people live with the squalor of disease. And the promise of a long life is a faint hope at best.


  It’s easy to become numbed to such tragedies, but when we experience suffering firsthand, the questions come cascading like a waterfall. The anthropologist and philosopher Loren Eiseley said that we humans are the only cosmic orphans, because only we humans ask the question “Why?”


  More recently Christopher Hitchens, the best-selling author of God Is Not Great who found himself regularly in the media spotlight debating Christians, battled esophageal cancer until his death in 2011. His regular postings in Vanity Fair became quite the rage, even leading to an “Everybody Pray for Christopher Hitchens Day” on September 20, 2010. In his initial writing of his experience in Vanity Fair, “Topic of Cancer,” an excerpt reveals this ominous event in his life:


  I have more than once in my time woken up feeling like death. But nothing prepared me for the early morning last June when I came to consciousness feeling as if I were actually shackled to my own corpse. . . . Working back from the cancer-ridden squamous cells that these first results disclosed, it took rather longer than that to discover the disagreeable truth. The word “metastasized” was the one in the report that first caught my eye, and ear. The alien had colonized a bit of my lung as well as quite a bit of my lymph node. And its original base of operations was locatedhad been located for quite some timein my esophagus. My father had died, and very swiftly, too, of cancer of the esophagus. He was 79. I am 61. In whatever kind of a “race” life may be, I have very abruptly become a finalist.[1]


  While Hitchens was not one to call on a deity for deliverance from his cancer, most people, even the saints, struggle with asking the Why question about human suffering. It goes without saying that it’s a part of our humanness to question suffering in this life, no matter how spiritual we are.


  Saint Teresa of Avila, when thrown off her carriage and deposited in a mud puddle, questioned God. He answered her, “This is how I treat all my friends.” She tartly replied, “Then, Lord, it is not surprising that you have so few.”[2] Even saints do not smile sweetly when God throws them into mud puddles.


  After the loss of his wife to cancer, Lewis wrote of his deep grief and disillusionment with God. Published just before his death in 1963, and originally penned under the pseudonym N. W. Clerk, A Grief Observed asks,


  Meanwhile, where is God? . . . When you are . . . so happy that you are tempted to feel His claims upon you as an interruption, if you remember yourself and turn to Him with gratitude and praise, you will beor so it feelswelcomed with open arms. But go to Him when your need is desperate, when all other help is vain, and what do you find? A door slammed in your face, and a sound of bolting and double bolting on the inside. . . . Why is He so present a commander in our time of prosperity and so very absent a help in time of trouble?[3]


  Mark Twain observed, “When somebody you love dies, it is like when your house burns down; it isn’t for years that you realize the full extent of your loss.” And many of uswho, like Lewis, have lost loved onescan greatly empathize with his startling yet candid words. We ask questions of Why, but no answers are to be found.


  Yet Lewis, while admitting that God was nowhere to be found, came to realize that such muddled thinking was too superficial.


  If a good God made the world why has it gone wrong? And for many years I simply refused to listen to the Christian answers to this question. . . . My argument against God was that the universe seemed so cruel and unjust. But how had I got this idea of just and unjust? A man does not call a line crooked unless he has some idea of a straight line.[4]


  All of us grow weary of human pain and suffering. If we did not feel an innate sense of injustice at the atrocities, injustices and sufferings in our mortal existence, we would be less than human. But to question the existence of God is ultimately to question the very standard by which we measure right and wrong.


  In his book Wishful Thinking: A Theological ABC, Frederick Buechner describes the dilemma of the atheist who argues against a right and wrong:


  A true atheist is one who is willing to face the full consequences of what it means to say there is no God. To say there is no God means among other things that there are no Absolute Standards. . . . To be consistent with his creed, an atheist can say no more than that to beat a child to death is wrong with a small w. . . . The atheist holds the tabloid in his hand and asks the question Why should such things happen? Atheism can reply only, Why shouldn’t such things happen? But he keeps on asking.[5]


  As angry as we may become at the evil and seemingly pointless sufferings that pervade our existence, in reality our grappling with God is actually an indication of our righteous indignation with this fallen world.


  Consequently, with atheism, one can only state preferences and choices, not an absolute right or wrong. In the world of atheism, life has no ultimate meaning or purpose, and we are here only for a few short years. Embracing atheism is like screwing down the manhole covers on the great deeps and flattening the sky to a low ceiling. And instead of seeing the world as a forest of spires and turrets, like the Gothic art that expressed an age of faith, we find our world to be nothing more than a ranch-style, flattened, one-story existence.[6]


  Making Some Sense Out of Suffering


  Humanity loves to ask the deep questions about life and existence. We are a curious bunch. I think it was Martin Luther who, when asked what God was doing before he created the world, responded, “He was cutting up switches to flog people who ask such silly questions!” But we still want to know the answers to the tough questions of our existence, and there is nothing greater that makes us ask why than human suffering.


  Unfortunately, today we live in a superficial culture that wants the bottom-line answers right now. Søren Kierkegaard said that religious people reminded him of schoolboys who want to look up the answers to their math problems in the back of the book rather than work them through.


  T. S. Eliot once observed, “Humanity cannot stand very much reality,” and rarely is this truth more obvious than when it comes to our suffering. And it’s difficult for us to overcome a kind of right of entitlement, of believing that we deserve a good life, free of heartaches and pain, especially in America. But if humans are creatures who are created with higher purposes than this temporal existence, perhaps being molded and fashioned for another world that awaits us, who can imagine what measures may be used to prepare us for that magnificent destiny?


  If one focuses exclusively on this temporal world’s pain and death, the hope of another life set before us seems like a make-believe story, a conjured-up fairy tale. But if one were to understand that our present trials and sufferings are preparing us for another kind of existence, another world free of pain and suffering, it might be more palatable for us.


  I am reminded of the story of the little boy who was reading late at night before going to bed. His father noticed that his room light was on and asked him to turn it off and go to sleep. As the father passed his son’s room, he heard his son saying softly, “If you only knew what I knew. If you only knew what I knew.” In the morning over breakfast, the father asked his son what he meant by the phrase. He responded, “Dad, I was really frightened by the story I was reading. The bad guys were winning. So I turned back to the end of the book to see how the story ended. And you know what? The good guys won! So when I went back to where I was in the book, every time I came to a scary part I just repeated the phrase ‘If you only knew what I knew.’”


  Amid our deep grief and sorrows, to be human is to hope for the good, for a happy ending to our sufferings in this life. Isn’t it interesting that even in our scientific age the highest-grossing movies tend to be ones rooted in the genre of the fairy tale? We are drawn to happy endings. And at a very deep level, we want a happy ending to this human drama called life. Like much of life, fairy tales have that intrinsic quality of struggle and pain, and that resolution at the end that replaces pain with joy, tears with laughter and smiles.


  At the conclusion of Lewis’s last installment in The Chronicles of Narnia, The Last Battle, Aslan reminds the Pevensie children that, despite the pain of this worldthe Shadow-Landsthe holidays have begun.


  “Your father and mother and all of you areas you used to call it in the Shadow-Landsdead. The term is over; the holidays have begun. The dream is ended; this is the morning.” . . .


  All their life in this world and all their adventures in Narnia had only been the cover and the title page; now at last they were beginning Chapter One of the Great Story, which no one on earth has read, which goes on for ever, in which every chapter is better than the one before.[7]


  Pleasures and Joys: Touchstone to Another World


  While pain and suffering have a way of getting our attention, and making us point to something more than this temporal existence, pleasures and joys also serve as pointers to another world.


  In an earlier chapter, we looked at Solomon’s vain pursuits, reminding us that no matter how much worldly success one achieves, life is still a futile chase, a wild goose chase without a goose. Blaise Pascal observed, “Anyone who does not see the vanity of life is vain indeed!”


  And while we may seek pleasure and happiness through materialistic and often superficial means, one could hardly make the case that all pleasure is a bad thing. Maybe restraint should be the proper goal, but not denial. G. K. Chesterton was on to something when he observed that “the proper form of thanks for God’s good gifts is some form of humility and restraint: we should thank God for beer and Burgundy by not drinking too much of them.”[8]


  The Origin of Pleasure


  Interestingly, the origin of pleasure poses a dilemma for the atheist, just as the problem of pain does for those who embrace a Judeo-Christian worldview. As the theist must deal with the dilemma of how a good and all-powerful God could allow pain in the world, so the atheist or materialist (who denies a transcendent world to come) is under the equal obligation to explain the origin of pleasure in the world. In an atheistic world, devoid of transcendent meaning and significance, how can we account for pleasure?


  Let’s consider food. Why is eating so much fun? One would be hard-pressed to rival the joyful celebrations we have with family and friends centered on food. Many of us could probably write memoirs of our lives based on the fellowship and community
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