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			Foreword

			I spent the first half of the book, pencil in hand, underlining and circling, adding smiley and frowny faces, exclamation points and question marks. What I was reading was perplexing me, and was inconsistent with the grandmother to whom I was very close and whose voice I am proud to amplify. But there is a great deal in this book that I find challenging.

			There are grumpy parentheticals about identity politics; blunt and graphic words about bodies and desire and pleasure; an almost pandering cadence on topics that get some Christians in a froth: Halloween, Christmas, the New Age, vampires, and meditation. But I smile with relief and recognition when I come to this:

			
				What I believe is so magnificent, so glorious, that it is beyond finite comprehension. To believe that the universe was created by a purposeful, benign Creator is one thing. To believe that this Creator took on human vesture, accepted death and mortality, was tempted, betrayed, broken, and all for love of us, defies reason. It is so wild that it terrifies some Christians who try to dogmatize their fear by lashing out at other Christians, because a tidy Christianity with all answers given is easier than one which reaches out to the wild wonder of God’s love, a love we don’t even have to earn.

			
If I brace myself when she complains that “I am told it is not politically correct to refer to people by colour,” I am heartened when she turns the notion of political correctness on those who would deny the limitless compassion and love of Christ, its wildness and extravagance, its unreasonableness. “We’ve become too polite,” she says. “We don’t laugh and cry with God.”

			So what is she trying to do here? The book does not begin where she says it begins, with her decision to travel to Antarctica after a car accident that nearly took her life. It begins in the middle, with two stories that explain why she wrote this unusual book and what she was trying to say, in a voice that is so like, and also, to me, so unlike hers.

			One of those stories is the publication of a book by a particular brand of Christian whose purpose was to discredit her. The accusations were nothing she hadn’t heard before: she was used to speaking gently, cajolingly, and persuadingly in front of congregations and gatherings of conservative Christians, and engaging in civil discourse and disagreement. She made many wonderful friends and found steadfast comfort and support from diverse communities, including Christians of all stripes, as well as people of other faiths.

			But this one shook her.

			
				I can’t even call it twisting the facts because there were no facts. I was accused of levitating, of praying to a Buddhist statue, words taken out of context and distorted so that they were the opposite of what I had actually said—they were outright lies, in fact.

			
She struggled with how to respond to the book—engage and defend, or ignore? These authors called themselves fundamentalist Christians, a word my grandmother attempted to reclaim, declaring: “I think of myself as a fundamentalist, that is, someone who still cares about fundamental things, like truth and friends and imagination and love and story and honour and compassion.” But, of course, those aren’t the kinds of things that most people identify with fundamentalism.

			Her journey within fundamentalist and evangelical Christian circles was complex. I believe she felt called to ministry, to lovingly challenge those who would limit God’s love. She built and maintained deep friendships within those communities, and until the incident described above, felt sure of her welcome, even if her words made others uncomfortable. She never pulled her punches or moderated her language. She knew that words mattered, and didn’t doubt her and her interlocutors’ ability to communicate civilly and meaningfully.

			Once, my grandmother accepted an invitation to teach a summer course at a conservative Christian institution. As the final paperwork was being completed, just days before she was due there, she was asked to sign a “statement of faith.” These are common in conservative institutions and typically include affirmations of the fallen nature of humanity and the sin of homosexuality, and generally how angry and scary God is. She read the statement, was shocked, and said she could not sign it. She asked a friend of hers who was also teaching there if she had signed it. She had. Did she believe what she was asked to affirm? Well, she was used to the language and so it didn’t shock her. My grandmother refused to sign it, and the faculty had to get special dispensation for her to come to campus.

			
			This leads me to share the second story that spurred her to write this book:

			
				I was with a group of young friends, mostly from my church, who were born into and brought up in ‘evangelical’ households. I did not grow up with their language, but I am now familiar with it, and I know the particular people who came to my house that evening are strong with love and compassion and a willingness to listen to God and to change if that is what is asked. However, a college student who came by was not only turned off by the language of evangelical Christianity, but totally shocked at my friendship with people who spoke it.

			

			Well, I was that college student, and recalling the conversation with my grandmother pricks my conscience because I realize now that it must have surprised and affected her more than I understood at the time. I suggested—and perhaps vigorously insisted—that I saw no meaningful difference between the views and sensibilities of the authors that so upset her and of the friends gathering in her living room. I could not comprehend why Gran seemed to be denying the power of language to change and shape us. Would she, I asked, sign that statement of faith now that she was used to the language? I felt as if she was moving farther from the world I inhabited, and she felt the same about me.

			These two incidents were the real catalysts for this book. Though it begins with her decision to travel to Antarctica and explores the difference between icons and idols, this book really becomes a way for my grandmother to go back to solid ground to try to rehabilitate her relationship to conservative Christianity. To achieve this, she uses the methods she found so fruitful: looking at vocabulary and concepts, and asking questions of them.

			
			Her great reverence for the power of language, her insistence that it matters, and her interrogation of words—(ontology, disaster, soporific, ananda, etc.), so familiar in all her nonfiction—is present here. Part of what I am moved by is my grandmother’s willingness to change her mind, to refine and revisit past work and thought. Whether it’s gender-inclusive language, her slave-owning ancestors, her own definition of icon, or her understanding of her parents and unhappy childhood, she isn’t shy about being vulnerable or perhaps wrong. I remember this when I come across a passage or an argument that I wish was more direct or fleshed out. This book challenges me as both a reader and a granddaughter. And that’s how it should be. We should be challenged and stretched by what we read. I hope you are, too.

			—Charlotte Jones Voiklis

		

	
		
		
			
			1

			A CALF IN HOREB

			It can’t be done.

			It’s impossible.

			Words are not adequate to describe the raw and violent beauty of the bottom of the world, the land and frozen waters of the Antarctic continent.

			“Where did you say you were going?” I was asked.

			“Antarctica.”

			“Are you crazy?” The questioner did not say, “At your age”—seventy-four at the time—but the question was implied.

			“Probably”

			“But why on earth…Antarctica?”

			“I thought I’d better go while I’m still able to get in and out of zodiacs.”

			The questioner looked even more dubious. Zodiacs are small inflatable rubber boats. “Well,” I explained, “all our shore excursions will be by zodiac.”

			“But where do you stay at night? In hotels?”

			I smiled. “There are no hotels. We’ll stay on our boat.” Our home away from home on this journey was to be a small ship which would take us from the southernmost parts of Chile to Antarctica.

			
			Maybe I am crazy, I thought. Why am I going so far away? Why would anybody want to go to the frozen wastes of Antarctica? I was going largely because my son and my daughter-in-law and I had been talking about and planning this excursion for two years. Perhaps I was not in the best position to make such a trek at that moment in time, since I was not quite six months away from the automobile accident that nearly took my life. But I knew if I didn’t go then I wouldn’t go at all. The plans couldn’t be postponed.

			I had, in fact, canceled my part of the trip.

			Then my son said, “It was a lovely dream, Mother, but if you don’t go, we don’t go.”

			Emotional blackmail?

			I put my name back on the passenger list. Anyhow, was New York that much safer than Antarctica? Was any place? Certainly San Diego was not, where a careless truck driver had run a red light. Is safety what I am looking for? Is God any further away as I’m whizzed through ice floes than when I cross Amsterdam Avenue and 110th Street in New York?

			

			—

			In mid-January we started on the long journey, and it was long! That’s one thing that protects Antarctica from too much tourism. First we flew to Miami. Then came a long, overnight flight to Santiago, Chile, where we stayed for two days in sweltering heat, hardly able to believe that we would shortly be seeing icebergs and glaciers.

			Two more planes brought us to Punta Arenas, Chile, where we boarded our small ship, known as “the little red boat,” and little was the operative word.

			It was several days before the almost balmy weather turned cold, clear, with bitter winds. Katabatic winds, they are called. Then we began to see ice floes. And glaciers, and “mountains of the moon,” making us feel that we were sailing back in time as well as space. This is what the planet looked like during the Ice Age. Clean. Pure. Ruthless.

			
			As much as possible we had read up on the Antarctic continent and its history before leaving, had followed on maps the trails of the early explorers trying to reach the South Pole. We had read about penguins and seals and the great whales, and about the albatross which has the longest wing span of any bird, so that it can sail the winds as the old winged ships sailed the seas.

			Even so, I was not prepared for my first encounter with penguins. We set off in our little black zodiacs, zooming towards land, looking across the open water to icebergs, glaciers, stone mountains stark and barren, mountains scoured by the wild wind and waters of the planet as it was being formed. The air is clear and dryer than the Sahara Desert. No snow has fallen on the great Antarctic icecap for billions of years. In the surrounding ocean the majestic icebergs glow with an incredibly intense blue light. My son reminded me that I have now been to all seven continents. This one staggered me with its uniqueness. I felt as though I was on one of the outer planets, far from the parent sun.

			Suddenly an unexpected smell assailed our nostrils. We sniffed. Our guide laughed and told us that we were smelling penguin guano. “You smell them before you hear or see them.”

			It was not a vile smell, because there was nothing about it of decay or corruption. But we certainly didn’t want to bottle it and take it home! As our little zodiac approached the shore, we smelled, heard, and saw the penguins in that order. They were Rock Hopper penguins, small, about three feet tall, noisy, funny, waddling at an amazing pace, or simply hopping from the beach up onto the rocks.

			
			We had been warned not to interfere in any way with the penguins, not to get closer than fifteen feet to any of these birds, and never to block their route from the land to the sea. But the penguins had not heard that request, and they came rushing towards our group. We may have looked like great red birds to them, all of us in our regulation red parkas which would not only keep us warm, but would also make us visible if we should stray from the group, something we were strenuously warned not to do.

			Penguins, one of our lecturers told us, never do anything alone. The penguin is a completely communal creature. There is no equivalent of a solitary blue heron in the penguin world. When one heads for the sea, two or three will follow. The baby penguins huddle together in what are called crêches. There is safety in numbers. While they are young and still unable to swim, the little ones are extremely vulnerable to predators, especially a large, brown raptor bird called a skua. When they are older they fall prey to seals: leopard seals, fur seals. They tend to stick together for safety’s sake. But despite their communal nature, they know no intimacy. Intimacy is dangerous. If you open your heart to a mate or a chick and in the next hour that mate or chick gets eaten, you open yourself to loss and grief.

			It so happened that shortly before leaving for Antarctica I had read an article about intimacy between parents and children in a so-called primitive tribe: now that modern medicine has ensured that most babies will live, the parents are allowing themselves an intimacy with their offspring that had not been possible when many babies died in infancy or early childhood.

			
			And I remembered going with my mother to a beautiful southern graveyard where many of my forebears, including my father, were buried. What struck deepest at my heart was the repeated sight of four or even five little tombstones in a row, four or five children in one family after another, wiped out in a few days by scarlet fever or diphtheria. Because of antibiotics, we no longer fear scarlet fever or diphtheria. But I remembered one of my southern cousins, my mother’s age, saying that scarlet fever had killed five of her brothers and sisters in a week. And I wondered how the parents and the remaining siblings survived such multiple grief. Did parents hold back from intimacy until the children had survived those early, precarious years? How did a woman feel, knowing that if she had eight or ten or twelve children she’d be lucky if she raised half of them?

			Now that the death of a little one is not the norm, it has become unusual and terrible. Is there any way a woman can nurse a baby and not feel intimacy? Was that why wet nurses used to be employed? And, later, why bottles of formula were substituted for the mother’s breast—to prevent an intimacy that could be shattered by illness and death? I nursed my babies; nursing is as intimate an act as making love.

			And then I thought: perhaps the very precariousness of human relations made the intimacy all the more poignant and all the more treasured. It’s only been in the past few generations that we have been allowed easy intimacy, assuming that mothers will not die in childbirth, that babies will live to have babies themselves, that we’ll all reach retirement age and enjoy our well-earned leisure. Perhaps that’s why we’ve messed up intimacy; we simply weren’t prepared for a lifetime of intimacy—and still aren’t.

			
			How much are we supposed to protect ourselves by holding back from intimacy? Isn’t the easy, instant, pseudo-intimacy, which is all that many people know, one of the best protections against real intimacy? A TV or radio interviewer jumps immediately into using first names and asks personal questions on the air which would have been unthinkable only a few decades ago. But the intimacy is fake; the interviewer and interviewee will probably never see each other again. True intimacy takes time, is built up over days, months, years. Two of my deepest friendships go back to the teens. Over the years I have met people and I have thought, Yes! There is potential for real friendship here, for intimacy. But it has of necessity taken time, a willingness to share, risk, be vulnerable, understand idiosyncrasies, allow for flaws. And suddenly, rejoicing in friendship, I realize that I have known so-and-so for over ten years. It does take time. It is worth it. More than worth it.

			And words cannot describe it. Nor can words describe what the funny little Rock Hoppers were teaching me about vulnerability.

			I watched one of them head down a frozen dune to the shore, immediately followed by three other penguins. They have fun. They play. They throw themselves into the water. Suddenly I understood that the penguin flies in the water and waddles on land. The penguin is a bird, but the penguin’s natural element is the sea.

			What is the natural element for us mortals? Did we lose it when we left Eden? Are we losing even more of it as we try to protect ourselves from any kind of pain, inner or outer? Perhaps one price we must be willing to pay in order to be what we call “human” is to be vulnerable. To love each other. To be willing, if necessary, to die for each other. To let each other die when the time comes. So the penguin, lacking intimacy by its very nature, became for me an icon, an icon of vulnerability.

			

			—

			
			What do I mean by icon?

			If it’s impossible for me to describe the wild wonderfulness of Antarctica, it is equally impossible for me to describe what I, personally, mean by icon. I am not thinking of the classic definition of the icons so familiar in the orthodox church, icons of Christ, the Theotokos, saints, painted on wood and often partially covered with silver. My personal definition is much wider, and the simplest way I can put it into words is to affirm that an icon, for me, is an open window to God. An icon is something I can look through and get a wider glimpse of God and God’s demands on us, el’s mortal children, than I would otherwise. It is not flippant for me to say that a penguin is an icon for me, because the penguin invited me to look through its odd little self and on to a God who demands of us that we be vulnerable as we open ourselves to intimacy, an intimacy which leads not only to love of creature, but to love of God.

			I have some icons that are more traditional. On the night stand in my cabin I placed a small travel copy of the famous icon of Abraham’s three angelic guests, three beautiful, winged angels, who are also, understood iconically, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. It is what we think of as a classic icon, saying something that cannot be said in words, that cannot even be said in the painting. It transcends our experience and points us to something larger and greater and more wonderful. Yes, it is an open window to God.

			
			But a penguin for an icon?

			Why not? When I look around the ancient, ice-bound world of the penguin, I am totally aware of creation, of the majesty and glory of what the Maker has wrought, in a part of the planet still unsullied by us thoughtless, careless mortals. And I am reminded once again that just as words are inadequate to describe the icy beauty around me, so are words inadequate to describe the Maker’s love for me, and I, the made, to describe my love of the Maker. I need icons, and I find them everywhere even if, like the penguin, they are anything but traditional!

			Unlike some of the great birds who mate for life, the penguin does not. If, at mating time, last year’s mate appears, well and good. If not, another mate will do. The change does not seem terribly important. What is important is two penguins getting together so that eggs can be laid, chicks be hatched.

			It’s not like that for us. At least, not for me. I mated for life and was blessed that my husband did, also. Our love made us both vulnerable. Hugh’s death was a tearing of my life in half. But would I want to be invulnerable? I don’t think so. It may be my very vulnerability that accents my need for icons.

			

			—

			I am a storyteller, and I need icons. But not in the sense that the word icon is now being used in secular terms. On a radio commercial a certain magazine was referred to as being an icon. It was not a theological or religious magazine, but a totally secular one, full of juicy gossip. An icon? If something does not lead us to God it is not and cannot be an icon. In the computer program Windows, the word icon is used again, as a symbol for a graphic element. No, no! If an icon is not a window to God it is not an icon! Let us not be confused!

			
			True icons reveal more of God to me than I have hitherto understood. The classic icon, usually painted on wood, opens a window for me. One of my favourites is of King David sitting on his royal throne. With one arm he is holding his golden harp. With the other he is holding the Christ child, who is sitting on his lap. This is not anachronistic! Chronology explodes! I am thrust into God’s time.

			True story is also an icon for me. Storytellers try to say something that is beyond the words of the story, that takes us further than mere facts. Jesus taught by telling stories. Stories are icons for me.

			In A Circle of Quiet I wrote, “If an image is not easy to define, an icon is even more difficult. We usually think of icons as corrupt images which ought to be broken. But it is only the icon misused which needs breaking. A true icon is not a reflection; it is a metaphor, a different, unlike look at something, and carries within it something of that at which it looks.”

			In Walking on Water I tried again: “An icon is a symbol, rather than a sign. A sign may point the way to something, such as ‘Athens–10 kilometers.’ But the sign is not Athens, even when we reach the city limits and read ‘Athens.’ A symbol, however, unlike a sign, contains within it some quality of what it represents. An icon of the Annunciation, for instance, does more than point to the angel and the girl; it contains, for us, some of Mary’s acceptance and obedience, and so affects our own ability to accept, to obey.”

			

			—

			
			Not everybody needs icons. For some Christians the way of negation works more truly than the way of affirmation: since it is impossible for a mortal to define God in any way, all symbols are to be avoided.

			For those of us who choose the way of affirmation it is equally evident that anything we can say or show about God is inadequate, but nevertheless an icon can be an open door, or window, to God.

			An icon is beyond simile. A simile tries to tell us something more than the facts. Like has been weakened as a simile word by constant misuse: “I said…Like I can’t find my blue jeans.” We hear like misused constantly, but it’s still a useful word, our simile word, our word for something we can’t quite describe so we reach for something like it. “I can’t tell you what it is, but it’s something like this.” “My love is like a red, red rose.” “This night is unlike any other night.” “This piece of meat is like leather.”

			An icon is more than a simile; it is a metaphor, containing within itself something of the indescribable, so that the need for description vanishes. It is not just like. It is. Jesus is God. What an affirmation! Jesus is not like God, Jesus is God, the ultimate metaphor. Poets use both similes and metaphors, but metaphor is the stronger. “The moon is a golden galleon.” “My love is the sun and the moon.”

			Whatever is an open door to God is, for me, an icon. It may be that small picture pasted on wood with which I travel. The icon of the three angels, the Holy Trinity, does not prove to me anything about God, but it opens the doors and windows of my heart.

			
			As long as my icons remain icons for me I am able to accept their truth as far beyond our mortal mind’s capacity for conception. But we try, anyhow, to use inadequate words to express what we feel about the universe in which we live, and our love for the One who made it.

			

			—

			Our need for icons begins in early childhood when we hold on to the favourite little piece of blanket, or the beloved stuffed animal. The blanket is not a blanket, nor is the animal a mere animal; they are icons of all-rightness in a world that early shows itself to be not all right. They are icons of tender love in a society that daily becomes more brutal and violent.

			The blanket gradually gets smaller and smaller from the fondling of little hands until finally it vanishes—usually at the time when the child is ready to give it up. The stuffed animal ultimately sits on the bookshelf, nearly forgotten, and this is right and proper; the child has outgrown the need for this particular icon. In the attic bedroom at Crosswicks, our old house in the country, a goodly number of stuffed animals remain in various stages of batterdom. The grown children no longer need them, but neither do they want them to be given away. And that, too, is good. They are icons, not idols.

			The psalmist warns us about idols: They have eyes and see not, ears and hear not, hands and handle not. And, furthermore, the psalmist tells us that those who turn to idols become like their idols. The fear of idolatry is behind the Hebrew lack of graphic art.

			
			But it’s not only a Hebrew fear. It has influenced a large part of Christendom, also, and it springs from a misunderstanding of the first commandment: Thou shalt not make unto thee any graven image, or any likeness of any thing that is in heaven above, or that is in the earth beneath, or that is in the water under the earth.

			And many people stop there. But the commandment goes on to say: Thou shalt not bow down thyself to them, nor serve them. In that sentence lies the meaning of the commandment. You may not turn an image into God, because that is to turn an icon into an idol. It is not that we need iconoclasts; we need idoloclasts.

			So, even if we understand that praying through icons is not idolatry, why do we mortals need icons? Icons are not adequate, nor are sunset and moonrise and star-filled skies, though they are icons of God’s creation. Perhaps we need icons because of the very inadequacy of our ability to understand God. A friend sent me a small card which reads, A COMPREHENDED GOD IS NO GOD. We can love God, but we mortals cannot understand the nature of the infinite Creator, and so we turn to icons.

			For those of us who have a strong sense of our need for icons, the discoveries of science are not to be feared. All they can do is show us a universe even more glorious, marvelous, and complex than we could have dreamed. The mighty Word which called all things into being is also the Infinite God and cannot be completely known by the finite creature. We are given glimpses, epiphanies, when the boundaries of time and space are broken. And we are given icons; icons which illuminate God’s love for us in a living and creative way.

			Too often we are tempted to turn and worship the icon, and that is idolatry. The golden calf of the Israelites in the wilderness is the prototypical idol, the man-made creature which was worshipped instead of the Creator, dead metal rather than Living Maker.

			
			After the flight from Egypt, the amazing journey through the Red Sea, the long years of trekking towards the Promised Land, Moses was over-long talking with God, and the impatient and anxious people felt abandoned both by Moses and God. They said to Aaron, “Up, make us gods, which shall go before us; as for this Moses, the man that brought us up out of the land of Egypt, we know not what is become of him.”

			And Aaron (What was he thinking of? We would have ex-pected better of him!) said unto them, “Break off the golden earrings, which are in the ears of your wives, and of your sons, and of your daughters, and bring them unto me.” And Aaron melted down all the jewelry which was given him and made a golden calf, and he built an altar before it.

			Aaron and the people did what God had clearly forbidden: They made a calf in Horeb, and worshipped the molten image. Thus they turned their glory into the similitude of a calf that eats hay. They tried to turn their idol into a god and of course it did not work; it never does.

			And Moses, coming down from the mountain after talking with God, saw the golden calf and the people dancing around it, and he was furious, and told Aaron so in no uncertain terms. Aaron defended himself, explaining that the people wanted gods to go with them, and they didn’t know where Moses was, so Aaron took their gold, and threw it into the fire, and Out came this calf! Rationalizing and alibiing, just as we still do today: Who, me? I had nothing to do with it. Out came this calf!

			An icon does not have to be an idol. An icon should give us glimpses of our God who is both immanent and transcendent, knowable and unknowable. If an icon becomes more important to us than what it reveals of God, then it becomes a golden calf, but this does not need to happen.

			

			—

			
			In my prayer corner at home are several icons which have been given to me and thus are doubly iconic; they represent the love of the giver as well as the subject of the icon. I do not love these icons as things-in-themselves. They are not idols. I do not worship them. I could lose one of them, give it away, have it stolen, and it would remain a real icon for me. It is not the painting on wood that is the icon, but what that painting on wood leads me to in my human attempts to love my Creator.

			Enough! Enough! All my words do no more than point out their inadequacy.

			Jesus, of course, is the perfect icon of intimacy; God, being so willing to show us how to love that the Maker of the Galaxies became totally intimate with a particular human body, became one of us. What greater intimacy could there be?

			Jesus had intimate friends, all of whom betrayed him, but he did not hold himself back from intimacy, and he must have known how easily that intimacy could be betrayed. When his closest friends did not understand him, when all the disciples abandoned him in the garden, that may have been a far worse pain than the pain of crucifixion. But he responded not with anger but with forgiveness and compassion. After his resurrection, when he returned to his disciples and friends, he bestowed peace upon them, not anger or punishment. The first thing he said to them was not, “Where were you when I needed you?” but, “Peace be with you.”

			
			Jesus was vulnerable not only with John and James and Peter, but with Mary of Magdala and Mary and Martha of Bethany, and with all his friends. He made himself vulnerable to the religious institution of his day, an institution which was very dear to him. Yet the institution not only did not understand him, it crucified him. Alas, institutions often become idolatrous in their efforts to protect and preserve themselves. Institutions do not like being vulnerable.

			When we make ourselves vulnerable, we do open ourselves to pain, sometimes excruciating pain. The more people we love, the more we are liable to be hurt, and not only by the people we love, but for the people we love. When anyone I love is in pain—physical, mental, spiritual—I, too, am in pain. There has been a lot of pain this past year. It has not been a good year for the world, and it has not been a good year for many people who are dear to me. But our souls do not grow if we insulate ourselves from pain.

			One of the most widely used defenses against intimacy throughout the centuries is domination. Power. Control. A world of domination is poignantly illustrated for us in much of Scripture and in much of Christendom. Is Protestant fear of Catholicism fear of the power of Rome? When one branch of Christendom denounces another, is not power at least part of the motive? Why are Christians no longer known by how they love one another, but rather by how they vilify and sometimes hate each other? Why do some popular preachers suddenly become drunk with power? When we wield power over other people, are we not becoming idolatrous as we take over the prerogatives of God?

			

			—

			
			Doctors and nurses seem to assume power over their patients by immediately calling them by their first names. Parents have complete power over their children. Some parents believe that if they love their children, they will chastise them with the whip, or beat them into submission. It is horrifying that people look for and find justification for this in Scripture. Power is a denial of intimacy.

			I did not want to dominate my little ones. I wanted intimacy. Of course, when they were infants I had the potential for power. Human babies are the only creatures born totally helpless. It would seem that a baby is born still in the fetal stage, so that its head will not grow so large that it will tear the mother to bits during birth. A wailing, colicky baby can drive a mother nearly distracted. I was blessed in having healthy babies whose hunger for my milk was reasonably spaced through day and night, who slept through the night when they were three months old. It wasn’t that difficult for me to learn a nurturing intimacy, but I cannot but help having sympathy for the mother who loses control after weeks or months of sleepless nights and a constantly screaming infant. Still, despite the fact that we have total power over these little ones, true intimacy demands patience, laughter, and forgiveness—as much of ourselves as of our babies.

			Later on, as they begin to walk, talk, discover, want their own way, intimacy still demands a calm willingness to show the child what is creative and what is disruptive to the family. Much of this has to be done by the example of the parents. There’s the rub.

			What about the domination of the wife by the husband? That was taken for granted until well into the twentieth century. Two of my god-mother’s great aunts were named Patience and Submit. Women were possessions. Men felt that they had the right to beat their wives, because their wives were their property, and the husband exercised what were called “conjugal rights.” Although there must have been a deep love and partnership in some marriages, in many marriages women were simply there for the use of their husbands, and nice women were not supposed to enjoy sex. Good women were supposed to give their husbands progeny, particularly male progeny, but they weren’t supposed to enjoy it. Enjoyment was only for those women Scripture sometimes calls “whores of Babylon.”

			
			At marriage anything that the wife had—money, real estate, jewelry, whatever—became the man’s property. A woman’s value was defined by her mate. An unmarried woman was regarded as useless and discarded by society. One reason Jesus was so adamant about the sanctity of marriage was
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