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TO JACQUIE,
who saves me every day
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The idea of God as an omniscient, omnipotent being, who moreover loves us, is one of the most daring creations of fantastic literature. All the same, I would prefer that the idea of God belonged to realistic literature.

—Jorge Luis Borges
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INTRODUCTION
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The Evidence of Things Unseen


Faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things unseen.

St. Paul, Letter to the Hebrews, 11:1



When I decided to undertake these dialogues with well-known American cultural figures about their relationship with the existence of God, I was well aware that it was a journey with deeply personal implications. It’s a journey that holds more questions than answers, unless one accepts the logic of faith—an expression that for those who are not believers is, in essence, an oxymoron.

During the final months of preparing the manuscript I was surprised to find friends and colleagues repeatedly asking, “Why did you decide to write a book like this?” In most cases they asked with great affection and respect; yet the question itself, and the underlying tone of astonishment, disconcerted me.

What subjects should one write about? I wondered, and then I thought, Is there any subject more urgent?

I am aware, of course, that in this book a universal theme has been limited to the world of American culture, yet the question had to do with the choice of subject, not with the fact that I had decided to limit it to a geographic or cultural area. Numerous books on religion have been published recently, and religion obviously has played a central role in the important and often dramatic political and social choices of recent years. So the astonishment had more to do with the fact that my book was intended not as a sociopolitical analysis but, rather, as an attempt—although perhaps provocative, without, I think it’s fair to say, any intellectual subtext—to ask and ask oneself about the heart of the matter. It is an attempt to reclaim religion’s central place in existence, with a consistent emphasis on how every choice (existential, artistic, political) has its origins directly and inevitably in the answer given to the great question.

Do You Believe? is constructed around a simple but fundamental question: I asked the people I interviewed to tell me honestly if they think that God exists, and how their answer to this question has affected their choices in life.

I would be lying if I said that people’s reactions when asked if they would be interviewed were immediately enthusiastic; in fact, almost all those I approached were puzzled at first, and asked for time to think about it. Some wanted to know in advance what questions I would ask and others wanted to be able to correct their responses before publication. In the end, only a few people declined to participate in my project, and those who were willing responded with passion and generosity.

In light of my experiences both with those who were interviewed and with friends and colleagues who followed the book’s progress, I think I can say that the responses I encountered while I was working on it revealed a range of attitudes, from the healthy, legitimate modesty of those who prefer not to discuss such matters in public to a refusal to confront such matters on the part of those who are comfortably set in their convictions. My research and my interviews ultimately persuaded me that the existence of God is indeed the big question, from which all others derive, but what seems to me interesting is a tendency—as human, in my opinion, as it is disquieting—to minimize the implications of the resulting questions, especially in the case of those who say they believe.

If God exists, how does he speak to us? What does he tell us? Are we able to understand his language? And how do we speak to him?

Too often, on both sides of the Atlantic, I have come across people who recognize the existence of God, yet confine his presence to a mystery that in fact leaves one free to behave however one sees fit or, at most, according to the canons of a vague idea of goodness. I also met people who declare that they believe in a particular codified religion but who oppose or challenge some of the norms of that religion. I have problems with this attitude and, from the perspective of my own religion, I’ve always found less than convincing the position of those who recognize the existence of God and the divinity of Christ but dispute (or even have contempt for) the Church. I certainly don’t mean to say that the Church of Rome hasn’t made mistakes, even serious ones, in the course of its long history, but I want to emphasize that the believer can’t not know that Christ entrusted the keys to Peter, investing with complete authority the disciple who denied him three times during the night before the Crucifixion. In the words of G. K. Chesterton, in his book Heretics: “When Christ at a symbolic moment was establishing His great society, He chose for its corner-stone neither the brilliant Paul nor the mystic John, but a shuffler, a snob, a coward—in a word, a man. And upon this rock He has built His Church, and the gates of Hell have not prevailed against it. All the empires and the kingdoms have failed, because of this inherent and continual weakness, that they were founded by strong men and upon strong men. But this one thing, the historic Christian Church, was founded on a weak man, and for that reason it is indestructible. For no chain is stronger than its weakest link.”

A conviction like Chesterton’s originates in a profound faith (and it’s illuminating, to say the least, that this book was written seventeen years before Chesterton’s conversion to Catholicism), but I don’t think that anyone, even those who consider religion a disaster, a lie, or “the opiate of the people,” can help feeling a sense of mystery before the central place still occupied by this two-thousand-year-old institution constructed by weak men who have often cursed and betrayed its message. And the sense of mystery can only conceal a doubt: Is there something truly divine behind it?

Chesterton’s insight about the indestructible weak force goes along with the thesis of L’Impur, a book by the French writer Jean Guitton about the Catharist heresy, which has Gnostic origins and intersects the history of the Church. Guitton dares to prefer the impure over the pure, with the purpose of saving the true: in the knowledge that purity is the temptation of the man who believes himself an angel—who takes refuge from life lived, with all its compromises, and impatiently wants to separate the weeds from the good seed. To use Guitton’s words: “The devil is the image of the angel. Catharism is the temptation of great souls, of elevated consciences, of disinterested beings. It’s the analogue of the angelic sin.”

The temptation of Catharism seems to me the other side of the New Age spiritual tendencies currently so fashionable. Against an unattainable purity is set a religion constructed for the use of the individual worshipper, with elastic standards that contradict the sense of the etymon religio: “bond.” Orthodoxy (and obviously I’m not referring just to Catholicism) paradoxically becomes the root of the problem precisely because of the daily abnegation it demands, which prides itself on its aurea mediocritas, its golden mean; and it also becomes the enemy to combat or deride on the part of those who have chosen the two extremes of Catharism and the vague New Age cult of the personal. Yet it also becomes, dangerously, the fertile ground in which every type of fundamentalist aberration can proliferate.

I think that beyond the examples of the sublime and the warrior, the fundamental genetic makeup of the believer includes not only the choice of the golden mean but its celebration. As Robert Louis Stevenson writes in “A Christmas Sermon”: “We require higher tasks, because we do not recognise the height of those we have. Trying to be kind and honest seems an affair too simple and too inconsequential for gentlemen of our heroic mould; we had rather set ourselves to something bold, arduous, and conclusive; we had rather found a schism or suppress a heresy, cut off a hand or mortify an appetite. But the task before us, which is to co-endure with our existence, is rather one of microscopic fineness, and the heroism required is that of patience. There is no cutting of the Gordian knots of life; each must be smilingly unravelled.”

It will be evident by now that the author is a believer (full disclosure: Catholic, Apostolic, Roman), and no one, myself least of all, can escape his own upbringing and his own convictions. In the process of writing this book, however, I tried to maintain a certain detachment, and I think I can say honestly that I learned a lot, especially from those whose convictions are very different from mine, whether they belong to another faith or are atheists or agnostics.

I tried to stay as far as possible from the news and the polemics of recent times, in an attempt to have a dialogue on the essential questions, from which, I would like to say again, every attitude derives. I know I have been indiscreet in many cases, and perhaps also impertinent, but I think I have succeeded in establishing a sincere and, I hope, useful dialogue with a wide variety of people, toward all of whom I feel both gratitude and affection.

Two people whom I had the privilege to know, Susan Sontag and Arthur Miller, died while I was working on the book. I know that they would have made an invaluable contribution and I confess that I feel their absence. I also regret the absence of Muhammad Ali, who declared his interest in participating, but was unable to for reasons of health.

A number of the people interviewed here were not born in America, and in some cases only recently chose it as their home. This is not a limitation but, rather, may help make the book a particularly meaningful reflection of this country. I have lived in America for twelve years and have learned to love it in all its contradictions. But above all I have seen the central place of religion in daily life, in political and artistic choices. A poll published in Newsweek in September 2005 revealed a series of facts that seems to me significant: according to research conducted by Beliefnet, using a sample of 1,004 people, 24 percent of Americans define themselves as spiritual but not religious, 9 percent as religious but not spiritual, 55 percent as religious and spiritual, and only 8 percent as neither religious nor spiritual (4 percent answered “I don’t know”). It remains to be seen, obviously, how those interviewed define the difference between religious and spiritual, but it seems equally significant that 57 percent of the population attributes a fundamental importance to spirituality in daily life, and that this is true of 44 percent of people under forty. Religion therefore seems present in a fundamental manner even among the young.

According to the poll, 33 percent of the country is evangelical Protestant, 25 percent Protestant but not evangelical, 22 percent Catholic, I percent Jewish, 1 percent Muslim. The number of Christians who don’t belong to these faiths is 5 percent, while the number of non-Christians is 3 percent. Those who are atheists or agnostics or who do not belong to any religion make up 10 percent.

With respect to the issues that I tried to address in the book, some facts turn out to be particularly interesting. To the question “Why are you observant?” 39 percent answered, “In order to establish a personal relationship with God;” 30 percent, “To become a better person and live ethically;” 17 percent, “To find peace and happiness;” 10 percent, “To be in touch with something greater;” 8 percent, “To give meaning to life;” and 3 percent, “To be part of a community.”

Twenty percent of those interviewed in the poll had changed their faith since childhood, but only 4 percent had definitively abandoned religion.

Seventy-nine percent of those interviewed think that a person of another faith can attain salvation, and within this percentage 68 percent of the evangelical Protestants answered affirmatively, 83 percent of the nonevangelical Protestants, 91 percent of the Catholics, and 73 percent of the non-Christians.

Eighty percent of those interviewed think that the universe was created by God, and 67 percent believe that after death the soul will go to Heaven or Hell. (The other percentage is significant: 13 percent deny the existence of Heaven and Hell, but believe that the soul survives in a spiritual form; 6 percent deny the existence of the soul and identify death with the end of everything; 5 percent believe in reincarnation; and 9 percent “don’t know.”) To a question about the primary importance of prayer, 27 percent answered that they pray “to seek the guidance of God,” 23 percent “to thank him,” 19 percent “to be close to him,” 13 percent “to help others,” 9 percent “to improve themselves.” Finally, there are data that allow us to read in a broad manner religious and sentimental relations within the melting pot: 70 percent are married to a person of the same faith; 14 percent to a person of a similar religion; 5 percent to someone of a somewhat different faith; and 10 percent to someone extremely different.

A reflection on faith is inevitably diminished by a collection of numerical data, yet the fact that 90 percent of Americans—or people who live in America—call themselves believers is impressive, especially in contrast to the sample offered in this book (around 40 percent call themselves believers). The number of people I talked to is certainly a modest basis on which to construct a significant sample, but that deficiency has to be weighed against the reputation and cultural importance of the people themselves. And this fact leads to a further, contradictory reflection: should we deduce that the presence of faith and religion fades—or even disappears—when the sample in question is made up of intellectuals, or should we recall the words of St. Matthew when Christ prays to his father, blessing him: “Because thou hast hid these things from the wise and prudent, and hast revealed them unto babes”? It is one of the many points along this journey where the questions are more provocative than the answers.

The poll contains much other interesting information, allowing us to give religious choices a political interpretation as well (from geographic divisions to racial), but what seems to me especially significant, and what guided the reflections that led to this book, is the answer to the key question, preceding every type of political, ideological, and even artistic choice. For example, can an artist who says he is observant create something in which God is absent (or indifferent)? Can an artist who is a believer not feel obligated to bear witness to what he calls faith?

Two years ago, Mary Lea Bandy and I put together an anthology of essays entitled The Hidden God to accompany a film retrospective at the Museum of Modern Art. The idea was to analyze a series
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