
[image: Cover]


 



“Kemick’s book is that delicious cross between Waiting for Guffman and The Studhorse Man, a rousing personal comedy that dances between the sweat of art and the glue of experience. Nothing like it exists in non-fiction, but don’t read it for that reason. Read it because it sticks to your fingers and you can’t shake it off.”

— Dave Bidini, author of Midnight Light: A Personal Journey to The North




“Well-observed and poignant, this is a fascinating look into a largely unknown world.”

— Michael Coren, author of Epiphany: A Christian's Change of Heart & Mind Over Same-Sex Marriage




“Richard Kemick spends a summer in Alberta's Bible Belt where it may be easier to find God than a vegetarian meal. There, he confronts age-old questions about belief with near-miraculous freshness, honesty, and humour. A deeply personal investigation of the blurred border between faith and imagination.”

— Marcello di Cintio, author of Pay No Heed to the Rockets: Palestine in the Present Tense
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O, it offends me to the soul to hear a robustious periwig-pated fellow tear a passion to tatters, to very rags, to split the ears of the groundlings, who for the most part are capable of nothing but inexplicable dumb shows and noise. I would have such a fellow whipped for o’erdoing Termagant. It out-Herods Herod. (Hamlet 3.2.8–13)
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THE PERSONS OF THE PLAY

Those Who Matter (appearing in order of holiness):

JESUS, the Messiah

JESUS UNDERSTUDY, the Messiah if the Messiah is ill, injured, or indisposed

THE HOLY SPIRIT, it’s kind of hard to define

GABRIEL, an archangel

SIMON PETER, Jesus’ right-hand Apostle

MARTHA OF BETHANY, a follower of Jesus; sister to Mary of Bethany (not to be confused with — again, in order of holiness — Mary Mother of Jesus, Mary Mother of James, and Mary Magdalene)

JUDAS, the Apostle who betrays Jesus

PONTIUS PILATE, Roman prefect who sentences Jesus to crucifixion

HEROD ANTIPAS, leader of the Jewish government in Galilee; hands Jesus over to Pontius Pilate to be executed; in the text, often referred to as, simply, Herod

DIABOLOS, the Devil

Those Who Don’t:

EVERYONE ELSE

THE SETTING

Calgary and Drumheller (21st century)
&
Jerusalem and Galilee (1st century)
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ACT I
AUDITION

[image: image] SCENE 1 [image: image]

“I want to be Judas,” I tell Barrett, the gel-haired director.

“I’ll make a note,” he says, not touching the pen on his desk, “but right now, I need you to read for Herod Antipas.”

I sigh. I am familiar with the part. You send one wrong person to the cross and no one lets you forget it.


ACT II
REHEARSAL

[image: image] SCENE 1 [image: image]

The secondary highway curves against the corrugated hillside, and in the basin of the valley, spring floods have turned the Red Deer River a bodily shade of brown. The current churns through Alberta’s Badlands, around the hoodoos and coulees, eroding the sandstone to reveal the spiralling shells of sea creatures.

The river is the leather strap of Canada’s Bible Belt. Forty minutes north is the Big Valley Creation Science Museum, devoted to refuting the “lie of evolution”; forty minutes west is the Prairie Bible Institute; forty minutes south is the Rosebud School of the Arts, which may sound secular but in fact aims to provide “top-quality programmes in the realm of the arts to express God’s wonderful and universal gifts to His children.” And here, in the eight-thousand-person town of Drumheller, the greatest story ever told is being told again.

Early May, and I am driving to join the cast of the Canadian Badlands Passion Play (CBPP). Like most Passion plays, the CBPP’s annual performance portrays the life, death, and Resurrection of Jesus Christ. I’m doing this because my own life has become a kind of Hell — not the Christian kind, mind you, full of flames and exquisite suffering, but rather the French kind, composed of unmet desires and existential dread.

A few months ago, I began fighting with Litia, my partner of five years. But our arguments were unlike any I’d known, not brutal or loud but incessant. I couldn’t understand how two people who wanted so badly to be kind to each other found themselves doing always the opposite. Afterwards, I often felt that the fights were my fault but initiating them was not, as if I were being governed by some dark master named “Do Not Let It Slide.” Who left the junk mail on the counter? Where was the spatula? Why are the scissors in the sink? In the method of a Grand Inquisitor, every question was the guise of a darker interrogation.

“Are you happy?” This from Litia after I had thrown the scissors in the garbage.

“Of course not,” I replied, and the bluntness of my answer stunned me. It was like when Mr. Hyde catches his reflection in the laboratory’s mirror. Those three simple words at the heart of every tragedy: Is this me?

When you’re a child, you imagine life to be something that arrives, like an imperial parade through the gates of Rome, accompanied by great fanfare and endangered animals. But life, it turns out, doesn’t so much arrive like mighty Caesar but simply shows up, like black mould, and you’re not sure how it happened or when it started, but it’s here now and there’s no getting rid of it.

By day, I was teaching English literature to engineering students. By night, I was answering their ceaseless emails about what would and would not be on the final exam. The only thing worse than those emails was when they tapered off, and I had to either focus on my floundering writing career — my novella as unwanted as a poltergeist — or scowl around the house, looking for a bone to pick.

As a joke, my friend Peter (who was dodging the marking of his own students’ essays) messaged me about the CBPP. “Can you say, Cruci-fiction?” he wrote.

I had never heard of the play, so I watched the promotional video compiled of helicopter shots and smoke bombs, Roman centurions in shining chrome and weeping women in tattered rags, all of it set within a nine-acre natural amphitheatre that seats twenty-five hundred people. The February auditions were just a few days away, six weeks before the semester ended. The music crescendoed, applause thundered, and the video — in all caps — demanded, “WHAT PART WILL YOU PLAY?” I looked down at the dog, curled at my feet, but she was already staring at me, knowing what I was fated to do. Sometimes, I think the only thing that separates circus psychics from the rest of us is that they’re not afraid to admit they know the future.

I should mention that I don’t believe in God. I don’t not believe in God either. I’m an agnostic — a term that sounds ancient and mysterious, involving cloaks and candles and shapes drawn onto stone, but is really just an academic way of saying, “Fucked if I know.”

Neither of my parents is religious. My mother is too much of a feminist for the Church, and my father listens to John Lennon and imagines there’s no Heaven. But when the time came for my brother, Tress, and I to be enrolled in kindergarten, Calgary’s Catholic schools had a higher graduation rate than their public counterparts. My folks took a leap of faith and registered my brother and me at St. Boniface Elementary.

In Catholic school, religion was a core subject along with math, science, English, and social studies. When we began sex ed, we would only learn about our menstruating wombs or dropping testicles once a month, but every day would be filled with stories that were too good not to love: stories of oceans being cleaved in two, of oceans quadrupling in size, of a man water-skiing without skis — all of it untarnished by a basic understanding of Newtonian physics. Friday morning, all students were marched into the gymnasium to sing hymns to the Lord. Everyone sang at a mumbling minimum for fear of reproach from the jaded grade sixes, giving each song the sonic quality of a Gregorian chant. Everyone, save me. I sat erect, crosslegged, and as my classmates looked on with derision, I sang loudly — “Yahweh, I know you are near” — my heart brimming with a love so large I couldn’t understand it.

I signed up for the Passion play because I wanted to remind myself of religion, to wander back to the borderlands of belief. Because I missed not just faith but the act of it: the camaraderie, the structure, the weekly assurances that happiness is only a ceased heartbeat away. But how to admit this to my friends, my family — all of whom are stylishly secular? More importantly, how to admit to myself that I get so inexplicably sad sometimes that I have reverted to wanting an imaginary friend?

Chronicling my participation in the CBPP would be the perfect guise, a flawless veneer of journalistic objectivity. “I’m only doing this to write about it,” I said yesterday when Litia and I went to my parents’ house for dinner.

“Just don’t come back born-again,” my mother replied, and I started to laugh until I realized no one else was.

I enter the river valley, and the radio’s top-of-the-hour news is guillotined mid-syllable. I fidget with the dial, but no matter which channel I’m on, the static continues to hiss.

From the highway, the venue of the CBPP is invisible, curtained off by the canyon’s bend. The struts of my 2005 Chevy TrailBlazer hiccup off the highway and onto the gravel as I follow the long dirt driveway to where a lone building squats like a Soviet bunker: the cafeteria. And judging by the moat of pickup trucks encircling it, the Welcome BBQ has already started.

I park beside an empty horse pen, and I am making my way across the lot when I glimpse the props garage. A wooden beam is leaning upright against the doorframe. Driven into the beam’s ends are two railroad spikes. A fierce wind descends, dust-devils swirling from the hills, and leaves of rust flake off a half-ton’s wheel well. The wind howls, and I blindfold myself with the crook of my elbow as the silt swarms into me and hovers the shirt off my body.

All my life I have been young. But I am no longer. I need to decide what kind of life I believe I am living and what will happen to me after I have lived it. I need to decide if God exists.

The howl whimpers into silence, and I lower my arm to make eye contact with the railroad spikes, which the wind has sandblasted so that they twinkle with sunlight. A line of the poet Rilke’s appears in my mind: “Who, if I cried out, would hear me among the Angelic Orders?”

“Hello?” I holler.

From the cafeteria: “We’re over here!”
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All Passion plays derive from the Christian Bible’s New Testament, comprised chiefly of the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. But the four Gospels disagree on many fundamental issues. They differ on where Jesus went, which sermons He gave, and who was ultimately responsible for His death. Many Passion plays address these discrepancies by combining all four Gospels into a composite of what is generally believed to have happened: Jesus Christ was tried by Pontius Pilate and forsaken by Herod; Christ was crucified, He died, He was buried; on the third day, He rose again and ascended into Heaven.

When the CBPP began in 1994, the script partook of this hybrid model, assembled with verbatim readings of the New Testament: the same story, the same staging, year after underwhelming year. In 2006 and in response to declining ticket sales, the organization began debuting a new script every half-decade, rotating through the Gospels. From 2006 to 2010 were the wildly adored Matthew years; 2011 to 2015, the slightly less loved though still successful John years. We are now into the second season of the precarious era of Luke, a Gospel that is by far the longest and also widely considered to be the weakest of the four. Luke’s is the only Gospel not written by an Apostle; he was a physician and, as such, has the storytelling style of a textbook.

But since the Matthew and Mark Gospels are so similar as to be almost identical (most scholars believe them to be written by the same person), there were no other options left. Because, while every Gospel has its strengths, opting to overlook one book just because it has a subpar narrative puts the entire endeavour in a sticky spot. In some way, the CBPP would be saying not just that their play had failed but that a gospeller had.

At nearly 130 people, the cast is too large for a group introduction, so I spend the afternoon introducing myself. “Yes, the writer,” I say. “Yes, the spy.”

Most of the actors already know each other, but I am still piecing the cast list together. As I eat the Welcome BBQ’s vegetarian option (a buttered hot dog bun, cherry tomatoes, and a side of romaine lettuce — dry, since the dressing has bacon bits), I glance around the cafeteria and wonder if Mother Mary walks among us.

Aside from Jesus, Jesus Understudy, and Gabriel, who receive a modest honorarium, all actors are volunteers. We have committed to a minimum of two hundred rehearsal hours, every Friday through Sunday (and some Wednesdays and Thursdays) from May to July, in preparation for our nine-show run. Hardly any actors live in Drumheller; many are from surrounding agricultural towns, but some travel from as far away as Peace River or Saskatchewan, driving eight hours each direction. Apart from a sizeable minority who are unemployed, most volunteers with jobs must take time off to accommodate such a rigorous schedule. This sacrifice is keenly felt, since the majority of cast members are working class: mechanics and baristas; cashiers and contractors; there is a lumberjack, an office administrator, a bus driver. McDonald’s is the largest employer, followed closely by Starbucks; the most common trade is being a professional Santa Claus. The actors are young and old, married and single, urban and rural. But they are all, without exception, Christian — and, as the impromptu prayer session by the ladies’ washroom indicates, fervently so.

When I tell people my part, their reactions are uniform. “Oh?” they say, through a strained smile, before declaring a need to revisit the buffet. You can almost hear them thinking, You’re just going to admit that?

I have been cast as Herod Antipas, not to be confused with the five other Herods in the family (six if you include his wife, named, unsettlingly, Herodias). Scripturally speaking, Herod is known primarily for his craven abandonment of Christ to the crucifying mob. In a scant three verses, the Gospel of Luke explains how Herod had the opportunity to intervene in Pilate’s sentencing of Jesus but believed the Lord to be more swindler than Saviour and dismissed Him to execution.1

But, as I often tell my elderly neighbour, just because something is old doesn’t make it right — and the Bible is no different. According to several scholarly biographies, Herod was a successful economist, diplomat, and urban planner. After an early divorce, he was uxoriously married to Herodias for forty years; this in contrast to his father’s unending harem of wives. He survived his usurping siblings, the blood-lusty Roman emperors, and invasions by foreign empires. But instead of being remembered for any of this, he is one of the most slandered figures in Scripture (which is saying quite a bit considering the Bible’s cast includes, namely, the Devil). Herod is the Bond villain of the New Testament: shrewd yet inept, salacious yet infertile. He is so repulsive that he is the only character loathed by both Pontius Pilate and Jesus. He is the algae on river rocks, the Tupperware in a lost-and-found, the drain in a public shower. And, for the rest of the summer, he will be me.

A woman who will play Baptizee 4 is showing off her new purse sewn of zebra skin — the mane forming part of the clasp. As I reach out to compliment the softness of the striped leather, someone nearby tells her my role. Aghast, she clutches the purse to her chest. She then turns to her neighbour and starts a conversation about how homosexuals who use the symbol of the rainbow are unwittingly using the symbol of God’s judgement. “Remember the flood?” she tells Blind Woman. “Remember the Great Flood?”

I find another seat at the opposite end of the building, beside a man with a navel-length beard and a young woman with hair the colour of a burning bush. She tells him that she is Martha of Bethany, the sister of Lazarus, whom Jesus resurrects from the dead. “But,” Martha of Bethany says, “my sister got the Holy Spirit.”

The man nods and combs his fingers through his beard. “Roles come to those who need them.”

Martha of Bethany leaves to get another hot dog. The man turns to me and asks, “Where do you locate your faith?”

After Jesus’ arrest, Simon Peter thrice denied having a relationship with Christ. But all was forgiven, and Simon Peter went on to guard the gates of Heaven. So on the drive here, I made a deal with myself that I could thrice profess having a relationship with Christ without there being any lasting repercussions.

I use my first lie by telling a half-truth. “I went to Catholic school.”

“I’m Catholic too,” he says, and his face blooms like a cactus flower.

I point to the script. “Who are you?”

“Diabolos,” he responds, and the bloom closes, his eyes pointed and hard and studying my face. “Have we met before?”
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The history of the modern Passion play begins in 1634. According to legend, the bubonic plague was blackening the German countryside, and the Bavarian town of Oberammergau pledged to enact the life, Crucifixion, and Resurrection of Christ once every ten years if they were spared. As divine intervention would have it, sickness skipped over the thespians, and Passion plays were soon seen as a way to court favour with the Lord and became a bit of a plague themselves, outbreaking all over the globe.

Just a few decades ago, Passion plays were ubiquitous throughout Western culture, their popularity culminating in Andrew Lloyd Webber’s 1973 rock opera, Jesus Christ Superstar. There are, however, fundamental differences between the CBPP’s production and Lloyd Webber’s. Jesus Christ Superstar does not express fidelity to any one Gospel and claims artistic freedom to invent as much history and theology as necessary; nowhere in the Bible does it state the Apostles defended Mary Magdalene, or Pontius Pilate was clairvoyant, or that Judas outran a tank. Most importantly, the film does not depict the Resurrection. Jesus Christ Superstar is to Passion plays what Santa Claus is to Christmas: profitable, palpable, and having absolutely nothing to do with salvation. But in some ways, the success of Jesus Christ Superstar was the death blow for commercial Passion plays. The rock opera became the definitive version of the story, damning almost all other productions to the church basement.

But the CBPP is not a Sunday school affair. Rather, it has an annual operating budget of nearly a million dollars, is one of the province’s main attractions, and routinely features upwards of a hundred human actors and a handful of animal ones (horses, dogs, sheep, etc.). The aesthetic quality of the play rivals the continent’s grandest theatre festivals, garnering tourist awards and government grants. An individual show has the running cost of nearly $100,000 and is performed on the country’s largest stage, an outdoor amphitheatre where over fifteen thousand people sit per season. But while the expense of each season has never been higher, interest has cratered.

By most accounts, last season’s production was a Chernobylian meltdown: ticket sales were devastatingly low, and the company plunged into debt. In response, nearly the entire directing team was fired; dozens of veteran volunteer actors have not returned; most notably, preseason ticket sales have shrivelled up like a corpse left in the sun.

When I spoke on the phone with Vance, the CBPP’s executive director, and pitched him the idea of me writing about the play, he said, “You’re doing this just in time. This may be our last year. If we don’t come through big — and I mean big — we’re done for.”

The CBPP is broke, and it’s not just money they’re short on.

Every Passion play demands a large cast. Right off the top, you need thirteen actors to play Jesus and His twelve Apostles. Double-casting is impossible since they all must be onstage at the same time. Then there is the Virgin Mary (the Lord’s mother) and Mary Magdalene (the Lord’s lady-love). Double-casting these roles is technically possible but is discouraged because of the Freudian connotations. Finally, there are all the periphery characters who are no less integral: Pontius Pilate, some Pharisees (the upper echelons of Jewish society), a handful of Roman soldiers, some weeping women, enough Villagers to get a good mob going, and Herod — me. By this point, most scripts will double that of Les Misérables in number of actors and sustained periods of suffering.

However, unlike most other Passion plays, the CBPP not only depicts the trial, Crucifixion, and Resurrection of Jesus but showcases His entire life. This breadth gets even broader since our script is based on the Gospel of Luke, which describes both the birth of Christ and the birth of time itself, from Creation onwards, meaning a near infinite number of actors is needed. Admittedly, most of these characters mean nothing. They appear randomly and without backstory, disappearing with equal promptness, as in a story told by a toddler. But they exist nonetheless, and to erase a name from the script is to erase it from the Book of Life.

For the last few years, the CBPP has been struggling with the recruitment of its volunteer cast, and this season — its twenty-fourth — has been particularly hard. In the months between audition and rehearsal, we have been routinely bombarded with “recruit your congregation” emails. Actors have been urged to bring friends to the Welcome BBQ where, under the ploy of free food, they are coerced into auditioning. To entice even more interest, an announcement was leaked that our fresh, famous, and prodigiously talented Jesus has been brought in from Vancouver, accompanied by His own IMDb page, which includes a credit guest-starring on the hit American television show Supernatural. But despite all this, our patriarchal script remains starved for male actors, with some men playing upwards of six characters.

I take it as a compliment that Herod is so important that I have only the one role. But my table does not take it this way. Everyone stops chewing, frozen, forks in mid-air. Everyone except one woman who clasps her hands and says, “I’m your advisor!”

Technically, her role is “Herod Attendant” (emphasis mine) but, not liking the part, she has promoted herself. She admits that there will be no changing of her lines (of which she has none) or even costume, just her general poise onstage. Her alteration to the script strikes me as odd not only because of its invisibility but because of her presumed connection between her character — however inconsequential — and herself.

She introduces me to the rest of the table. I am dining with Moses, John the Baptist, Midwife 2, Beggar Woman, and a Dark Angel. She then nods towards a man working his way through a pyramid of hot dogs, each one ingested in two efficient bites.

“He’s Simon Peter,” Herod’s Advisor whispers. I extend my hand to him, and he shakes it with his right while continuing to eat with his left.

Beggar Woman asks how I envision Herod, but before I can respond, Simon Peter says, “Herod is a snivelling, spoiled little brat.”

Everyone in the cafeteria laughs. A Pharisee actually claps.

I excuse myself to the washroom, side-stepping the prayer session that still loiters in front of the ladies’.

Inside, I stare at the mirror. “Stupid Simon Peter,” I say. “How many countries do you run?”

Technically speaking, Herod Antipas didn’t run any countries either. His father, Herod the Great, was a client king of Rome and governed Judea, a territory that corresponds roughly to modern-day Israel. Herod the Great was a military tactician who single-­handedly forged a new aristocracy and has been called one of civilization’s greatest builders. But for all of the deeds Herod the Great accomplished, he is most remembered for the one he didn’t. When he heard that the King of the Jews had been born (a title which he himself currently held), he ordered all of Bethlehem’s male babies to be murdered. But because an angel appeared to Christ’s stepfather, Joseph, in a dream, the baby Jesus escaped this slaughter. Unfortunately, however, no one else had such forewarning, and uncountable infants were executed.2

From five different wives, Herod the Great had eleven sons, seven of whom were — at some point — chosen over Herod Antipas to be heir. Herod Antipas only rose through the ranks because his brothers kept on trying to murder their father in such outlandish ways that the plots read like bad theatre. Upon Herod the Great’s death, Emperor Augustus appointed three brothers to inherit their father’s kingdom: Archelaus to govern Judea, the profitable half of the empire; Philip to govern the northeastern quarter and link to Rome; and lowly Herod Antipas, whose defining skill was his sheer unwillingness to try and kill his father, would govern the provinces of Galilee and Perea, not as king but as tetrarch, a regional position assigned at the discretion of the emperor.

The runt of the litter, the half-breed, living in the shadow of a father whose greatness was literally his last name. But unlike my dad, I actually killed Christ. So at least there’s that.
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By the time we leave the Welcome BBQ, the sky is dark, and the Milky Way gleams like an overhead city. The stars of the show (Jesus, Jesus Understudy, and Gabriel) are given private trailers on-site, but the rest of the cast stays fifteen minutes west in an abandoned baseball diamond converted into a campground.

Aside from one bus-sized RV — in which the disciple Cleopas lives year-round — most trailers are small and weathered, with mascara-runs of rust beneath each window. I have erected my tent in a corner of a field known as Tent City. Extension cords snake through the grass, weaving their way beneath tarps to power heaters or air pumps. To my left is a tent replete with a garden of solar lights circling the pegs. To my right is a tent that could have belonged to the original Wise Men: white canvas towers with stencils of candelabras along their steepled tops. Home-schooled teenagers swoop between the trees, shrill with excitement, while groups of bearded men laugh loudly and their nearby wives shake their heads and giggle among themselves.

I recently asked a friend if she believed in God. “I’m not religious, but I’m spiritual,” she replied, echoing the theological catchphrase of our age.

“What does that even mean?”

“It means,” she said, “it’s too restrictive to believe in a church but too terrifying to believe in nothing.”

And while I pretended not to understand, I did. There’s something about the mythology that’s so hard to let go. How lonely everything becomes when you know everything that exists.

In my tent, I hear Martha of Bethany telling someone, “This is going to be a life-changing summer.”

“Life-changing,” her friend agrees.

But a third says, “Easy for you two to say. I’m only an angel.”

I can tell by the sound of their feet on the grass that they have stopped walking. Martha of Bethany says, “Roles come to those who need them.”

I fall asleep to the sound of the Red Deer River, the water running atop skulls of prehistoric size, the dragons who never made it onto the ark, who remember the Great Flood.

[image: image] SCENE 2 [image: image]

Catholic junior high was different from Catholic elementary. Gone were the stories of plunging tragedy and vaulting victory, of a dove landing within an old man’s hands and a boy living among the lions. In their place were the priestly assurances that our lust-riddled bodies were, without exception, going to burn. Not that any of us were having sex, but Father Bill knew we were doing the next-best thing. “Your body is not made for your own pleasure,” he would bellow each sermon, “but for the pleasure of the Lord,” to which my best friend, Jason D’Souza, replied, “Sicko,” and was promptly told to sit outside.

It wasn’t that we objected to the conservatism of the Church; by some stroke of fortune, the sexist, homophobic European-elitism lined up quite nicely with the world view of a thirteen-year-old boy. What we objected to was the boredom. Our calendars were filled with exams on the Song of Solomon, quizzes on Israeli geography, and short-answer questions on the architectural construction of Heaven.3

But before my last year of junior high, in the midst of my fall from grace, I had a summer of being saved. My mother was looking for summer camps to send my brother and me to. Tress wanted to go somewhere with a lake; I wanted to go somewhere with horses; my father wanted us to go somewhere far enough away that we couldn’t be picked up early (I had a congenital case of homesickness). No single camp fulfilled all of these desires, so my mother found one for Tress in the south of the province and one for me in the west.

During my first day at Camp Evergreen, after introducing ourselves to our cabinmates and participating in a camp-wide watermelon eating contest (in which I placed third), we were given our schedules for the week.

“What’s this Worship block?” I asked my counsellor, a man with a soul patch.

“Prayer service,” he responded.

Horseback riding was programmed every other day, but Worship (the only activity to be capitalized) was scheduled each day after breakfast, lunch, dinner, and evening snack, with a quick top-up before bed. “Five fucking times a day?” I said.

My counsellor gnawed on his soul patch. “You know,” he said, “each swear sours your heart to God.”

Frankly, I did not know what this meant. Just as my mother hadn’t known this was a Baptist camp. Most likely, she had simply assumed the pamphlet’s designer had a penchant for doves. Though what I did know was that I would not be picked up early.

But it turned out I loved Worship, even more than horseback riding. The service was led by a pastor-cum-magician who would contort the day’s moral into his various tricks.

“And just like I knew Samantha’s card was the seven of spades, the Lord Jesus Christ knows your heart. All you have to do is let Him build a house there, let Him become —” and from behind Samantha’s ear he pulled another card “— your King of Hearts.”

Everyone gasped, Samantha clutched her chest, and an electric guitar kicked in. The pastor raised his hands in the air. “Let us praise His name,” he said, and my counsellor stood and turned his head to the ceiling, tears trickling from the corners of his eyes, his soul patch pointing heavenwards.

Over the course of my two weeks at Camp Evergreen, I too would raise my hands in the air (one at first, then both), and take “chat sessions” called “Evolution or Absolution?” “Dating with God,” and “Sing-Along Psalms” (guitars provided). I also took a pottery class during which the shapely instructor with the plunging necklines would remind us that “we, too, were made from clay.”

Back in Calgary, Tress told me that he learned how to snorkel, kayak, and wakeboard.

“Well,” I replied, “I learned how to praise His name.”

For the most part, my religiosity revolved around listening to Christian rock, chastising my friends who shoplifted, and telling my parents they should have given Tress a Biblical name. I also spent a large amount of time touching up my permanent-marker soul patch.

September arrived, I started grade nine, and — to my own surprise — I stuck with Christ. I adopted this sheepish and half-high look, something I thought a prophet would have, and led Worship from the second row of the bleachers. The students who gathered were a boy who was home-schooled half the year, a girl with a harelip, a recent Polish immigrant, and a set of fraternal twins who appeared to be romantically involved. I didn’t know what to preach, and I didn’t know any magic tricks, so my sermons were mostly composed of abstract phrases like “sing the spirit” and “hear the thoughts of Heaven.”

“And now,” I said, “let us praise His name,” and even the lovelorn twins would be moved to such spirituality that they would momentarily break their hand-holding to present their palms to Heaven.

I stayed with God for over six months but less than twelve. What was it that broke me? Swearing. I missed it so much. Just listen to the words: Asshole. Bastard. Son of a bitch. And then there are the words unique to a junior high schoolboy, the ones with their own raw beauty. Shit tits. Fishfucker. Front-gut-butt-cunt. Goddamn. And with that last one in particular, the forbidden luxury of when you split it in two: God. Damn. Each word like the burst of
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AUTHORIAL NOTE

In the Christian Bible, there are many, many characters —
understandable in a narrative that contains everything from
the beginning of time to the end of it. These characters are
best approached as one would approach a herd of wild horses:
letting them greet and then pass by you, without trying to
hold on. Consequentially, many characters are featured in this
story, but for the sake of ease and reference, I have divided
them into two groups: Those Who Matter and Those Who
Don't.





