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            Preface: Hello, My Name Is — and I Am a Misanthrope

          

        

      

    

    
      I say this the way a man at a meeting says his name and his disease. Without pride, without shame, without the expectation that saying it will change anything. I am a misanthrope. I believe in God. I read the Bible and find it alive, piercing, uncomfortably true. I pray and sometimes feel a presence so real it terrifies me. I look at the people sitting next to me in church and feel something between nausea and rage.

      Not always. Not toward everyone. But often enough, and toward enough of them, that I stopped pretending the problem was having a bad day.

      This is not a book about atheism. I have no quarrel with God. My quarrel is with His people. With the way they sing songs they do not mean. With the way they say "we are a family" and do not notice when someone disappears. With the way they quote Scripture on Sunday and lie on Monday, not because they are wicked but because they are careless, which is worse. With the way they speak of grace and extend none. With the way they build communities that function as clubs, complete with dress codes and insider language and an invisible velvet rope that nobody admits exists.

      I see all of this. I have always seen it. For years, I believed this seeing was a gift. A form of honesty that most people lacked. I looked at the church and saw what was wrong with it, and I thought: the problem is them. They are shallow. They are fake. They do not take seriously the thing they claim to believe. I, at least, am honest. I, at least, do not pretend.

      This book is about what happened when I stopped congratulating myself for that honesty and started asking what it had cost me. What it had made me. And whose seat I had been sitting in all along.

      Let me be clear about what this book is not.

      It is not a book about how I was healed. I was not healed. I am a misanthrope today, writing these words, and I will be one tomorrow when I sit down to write again. The irritation has not vanished. The nausea has not been cured. I still walk into a room full of believers and feel the urge to catalog every fraud, every performance, every empty phrase dressed up as faith.

      It is not a self-help book. I have no program, no method, no seven steps. If you are looking for a book that will teach you to love people, this is not it. I cannot teach what I have not learned.

      It is not a book of theology in the academic sense. I will quote Paul and Augustine and Bonhoeffer. I will reference Jung and Kierkegaard and Dostoevsky. But I am not building a system. I am making a confession.

      And it is not a book of complaints. I have spent enough years complaining. I was very good at it. I could dismantle a sermon in real time, identify a fraud across a crowded room, articulate with surgical precision exactly what was wrong with every person in the building. This skill brought me a great deal of satisfaction and no peace whatsoever.

      Here is what this book is.

      It is the account of a man who believed his clear sight was a virtue and discovered it was a disease. Not because the things he saw were false. Most of them were true. The sermons really were shallow. The communities really were performative. The gap between what people professed and how they lived really was enormous. He was not wrong about any of that. He was wrong about what it meant that he could see it. He was wrong about what it entitled him to. He was wrong about the chair he had pulled up to the bench, the robe he had put on, the gavel he had picked up.

      He was sitting in someone else's seat. And the someone else was God.

      That is the discovery at the center of this book. Not that I was wrong about people. I was mostly right about people. But being right about people is not the same as having the right to judge them. Accuracy is not authority. Seeing clearly is not the same as being qualified to pass sentence. And the particular sickness of the believing misanthrope is that he uses God's own standards to do God's own job, and then wonders why his faith produces nothing but distance and contempt.

      I discovered this slowly, painfully, and without any single dramatic moment of revelation. There was no voice from heaven. No Damascus road. No weeping at an altar. There was, instead, a slow accumulation of evidence that I could no longer ignore: that my "honesty" made me cruel, that my "discernment" made me lonely, that my "high standards" excused me from every obligation of love, and that the person I was most dishonest about was myself.

      I wish I could say that this discovery changed me. It did not. What it changed was my relationship to my own misanthropy. I stopped wearing it as a badge. I stopped calling it a gift. I stopped believing that the fact that I could see through people made me better than them. It made me, if anything, worse, because I had been given the capacity to notice suffering and used it exclusively to feel superior.

      So what do I do now?

      I make a decision. Every day. Sometimes every hour. The decision is simple to describe and nearly impossible to sustain: I choose not to sit on a throne that does not belong to me. I choose not to pass a sentence I am not qualified to deliver. I choose to remain among people I find unbearable, not because I have learned to bear them, but because the alternative is a solitude that looks like integrity and is actually pride.

      This decision does not feel good. It does not feel like love. It does not feel like humility. Most days, it feels like holding my tongue when I want to speak, staying in a room when I want to leave, and acknowledging that the person across from me, the one I find so insufferable, is loved by a God who has not asked for my opinion on the matter.

      That is all this book offers. Not a cure. Not a transformation. A decision. Repeated daily, without elegance, without certainty that it is working, without any promise that it will ever feel natural.

      If that sounds like very little, you are right. It is very little. But it is the difference between a man who sits on God's throne and one who has agreed, reluctantly and without enthusiasm, to get off it. And that difference, small as it is, has been the hardest thing I have ever done.

      A word about who this book is for.

      If you are the kind of person who loves church, who finds community nourishing, who walks into a worship service and feels genuine warmth toward the people around you, this book will seem strange. Possibly offensive. You may wonder what kind of person would write such a thing. You are not who I am writing for, though you are welcome to stay.

      I am writing for the person who reads Scripture alone because he cannot bear to hear it read badly by someone else. For the person who believes in God with every cell of his body and would rather eat glass than attend a small group. For the person who has been told, hundreds of times, that Christian community is essential to faith, and who has tried, honestly tried, and found it to be a theater of mediocrity where the tickets are free and the exits are locked.

      I am writing for the person who has never said this out loud because he knows how it sounds. He knows it sounds arrogant. He knows it sounds elitist. He suspects it might be sinful. But it is what he feels, and he is tired of pretending otherwise.

      You are not alone. And you are not as right as you think.

      Both of those statements are true, and this book will not resolve the tension between them. It will sit in that tension. It will describe it from the inside. It will name the pride that hides in the honesty and the honesty that remains even after the pride is named. And it will ask, at the end, not whether you can learn to love people, but whether you can stop sentencing them.

      That is the only question this book asks. And it asks it not from above, not from a pulpit, not from any position of authority. It asks it from the bench. From the same bench where I sat for years, cataloging sins and calling it faith.

      I got off the bench. I get back on it regularly. I will probably get back on it tomorrow.

      But I know now whose bench it is. And it is not mine.
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        Can anyone say, 'I love God,' and hate his brother?

        — 1 John 4:20

      

      

      There is a particular kind of silence that fills a room just before a worship service begins. The musicians are tuning their instruments. Someone is adjusting a microphone. People are finding their seats, greeting each other with the mandatory half-hug, the one that says "I acknowledge your existence but let us not make this physical." Children are being ushered toward the back. A woman in the second row is closing her eyes, lifting her hands slightly, preparing herself for the presence of God. A man near the door is checking his phone one last time before he puts it away, or pretends to.

      I am sitting near the back. I always sit near the back. Not out of humility but out of necessity. The back row is where you can see everyone without anyone seeing you. It is the observer's seat, the critic's balcony, the place where a man can attend church without actually being in church.

      And I am watching.

      I am watching the worship leader step onto the stage with a smile so practiced it could have been applied with a brush. I am watching the way he holds the microphone, casually, as if he just happened to find it in his hand, as if this is all spontaneous, as if he did not rehearse this exact gesture in front of a mirror. I am watching the congregation rise, some eagerly, some reluctantly, and I am sorting them already. That one is performing. That one is genuine but shallow. That one is asleep with his eyes open. That one, the woman with her hands raised and her eyes wet, is either experiencing something real or has perfected the appearance of experiencing something real, and I cannot tell the difference, and the fact that I cannot tell the difference irritates me more than either option would on its own.

      I know what you are thinking. You are thinking: this man is bitter. This man has been hurt by the church. This man had a bad experience with a pastor, or a youth group, or a small group that betrayed his trust, and now he is projecting his wound onto every congregation he enters.

      You are wrong. Or rather, you are right about everything except the cause. I have not been unusually wounded by the church. I have been ordinarily wounded, the way everyone is, the way you cannot spend time among human beings without accumulating small injuries and large disappointments. But my misanthropy is not a wound. It is a lens. It is the way I see the world, and it was there before any church hurt me, and it will be there long after I have forgotten the specific injuries.

      I am a misanthrope. The word comes from the Greek: misein, to hate, and anthropos, human being. I do not love it as a label. It is too dramatic, too theatrical, too much like something a character in a Russian novel would announce before throwing his glass into a fireplace. But it is accurate. I find human beings, in the aggregate, to be disappointing. Not evil. Disappointing. There is a difference, and it matters. Evil would be interesting. Disappointing is just tiresome.

      And here is the paradox that has defined my life: I believe in God.

      Not vaguely. Not culturally. Not in the way that someone says "I believe in something bigger than myself" at a dinner party and changes the subject. I believe in God the way I believe in gravity. It is not an opinion I hold. It is a condition I live in. When I read the Psalms, something in me recognizes them the way a man recognizes his own handwriting. When I pray, I am not speaking into a void. I know this the way I know I am sitting in a chair. The knowing is not dramatic. It is simply there, beneath everything else, as constant and unspectacular as a heartbeat.

      I believe that God is real, that He made the world, that He loves the people in it, that He sent His Son to die for them, that this act was not a metaphor but a fact, and that it meant something so enormous that I still cannot hold it in my head all at once. I believe this. I believe all of it.

      And I cannot stand the people He loves.

      This is not a contradiction I have resolved. This book does not resolve it. I am telling you this now so you do not read further expecting a resolution. There is no chapter where the clouds part and I suddenly feel affection for the woman with her hands raised or the man checking his phone. What there is, instead, is a long and unglamorous account of how I came to understand what my misanthropy actually was, and what I decided to do about it, and how that decision feels when I make it at seven o'clock on a Sunday morning, putting on my shoes, knowing what is coming.

      Let me describe what it is like from the inside.

      Imagine you have perfect pitch. You can hear every note, every quarter-tone, every deviation from the correct frequency. Now imagine you are required to attend a concert every week where the orchestra plays out of tune. Not catastrophically. Not in a way that would make the newspapers. Just enough that you can hear it, constantly, a faint wrongness beneath the surface of every chord. And imagine that everyone around you is smiling, swaying, wiping tears from their eyes, talking afterward about how beautiful the music was, and you are standing there thinking: it was flat. The second violin was flat the entire time. How can you not hear that?

      That is what church feels like to me.

      I hear the wrong notes. I hear them in the sermon that substitutes volume for substance, that mistakes emotional manipulation for the movement of the Spirit, that offers three points and an application when the text demands silence and terror. I hear them in the small group where everyone shares at exactly the same depth, never deeper, never more honest than the group can absorb, where vulnerability is performed within safe limits and real confession is as unwelcome as a fire alarm. I hear them in the prayer meeting where the same phrases circulate like currency: "Lord, we just," "Father God, we just," "we just ask that you just," an incantation of justs that mean nothing and cost nothing and change nothing.

      I hear all of this, and it makes me want to leave. Not the faith. The room. The building. The people. The entire apparatus of organized belief that takes the most staggering truth in the history of the universe and reduces it to a weekly performance with coffee afterward.

      And here is what I told myself for years: I hear the wrong notes because I have good ears. My misanthropy is not a flaw. It is a function of my honesty. Other people do not see what I see because they are not looking as carefully. They are content with surfaces. I am not. They can tolerate mediocrity. I cannot. They accept the performance because they do not know it is a performance. I know. And knowing is painful, but it is better than not knowing.

      This is the story the misanthrope tells himself. I know it well because I told it to myself for the better part of two decades. It is a very comfortable story. It explains everything. It justifies the distance, the contempt, the refusal to participate, the quiet superiority that sits in the back row and watches and judges and calls it discernment. It is a story in which the misanthrope is the hero: alone, honest, burdened by clarity, too good for the company he keeps.

      It is also, I now believe, almost entirely a lie.

      Not because the things I saw were untrue. They were true. The sermons often were shallow. The communities often were performative. The gap between profession and practice often was vast. I was not hallucinating. I was not inventing sins to justify my isolation. The church is, in fact, full of hypocrites. Jesus said as much. Paul said as much. The prophets spent entire careers saying as much. This is not news.

      But the lie was not in what I saw. The lie was in what I concluded from what I saw. I concluded that seeing clearly gave me the right to judge. That accuracy was the same as authority. That because I could identify the disease, I was somehow exempt from it. That my position in the back row, watching and cataloging, was a position of integrity rather than a position of pride.

      I will spend the rest of this book unpacking that lie. For now, I want to stay with the paradox, because the paradox is where this book lives.

      I love God. I do not love His people. These two statements are both true at the same time, and every Sunday morning they collide inside me like tectonic plates, producing an earthquake that nobody else can feel.

      The Bible is not gentle about this collision. John, the apostle who leaned on Jesus' chest at supper, the one traditionally called the apostle of love, wrote the words that serve as this chapter's epigraph. "Can anyone say, 'I love God,' and hate his brother?" The answer he expects is no. The answer he gives, in the verse that follows, is blunt: "Whoever does not love his brother whom he has seen cannot love God whom he has not seen."

      I have read this verse hundreds of times. It has never stopped bothering me. Not because I think John is wrong. Because I think he might be right. And if he is right, then my entire self-understanding collapses. If love of God and love of people cannot be separated, then a man who loves God and despises people is not a misanthrope with faith. He is a man whose faith is missing something so essential that the rest of it may not count.

      Paul puts it differently, but the force is the same. "If I speak in the tongues of men and of angels, but have not love, I am a noisy gong or a clanging cymbal" (1 Cor 13:1). A noisy gong. Not a flawed instrument. Not an instrument that needs tuning
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