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Preface

Growing up Jewish in the Bronx, New York, one of my favorite films was Cecil B. DeMille's 1956 epic The Ten Commandments, which I dutifully watched on television every Passover-Easter season. I was so intrigued with Charlton Heston's portrayal of Moses that I even fashioned my own desert "robes," staff, and stone tablets. My father and I went to see the film when it played in a theater in the Bronx in the early 1970s, not realizing until the film began that it was being shown dubbed in Spanish. No difference—I knew the entire script by heart.

It wasn't the story of the "prince of Egypt" that fascinated me but Moses's exile, journey to Sinai, and his conversations with God. I was trying to understand the nature of faith and, with it, the nature of sin. It seemed harsh to me that at the end of the film Moses was not permitted to enter the Promised Land, all because he had destroyed the original tablets in a fit of rage. His ascent of Sinai to "see" God provided me with a mystical grounding for the relationship one might have with divinity, regardless of the spiritual tradition.

It is no surprise then that I went on to a life studying religion and religious and spiritual literature or that the lives of the passionately devout have continually fascinated me. I began this book with several misgivings, first and foremost that I am not a trained theologian. Religious studies, philosophy, and theology were originally ancillary to my education but eventually became central to my work. I also began work on this book at a significant transition point, refocusing my career as an English faculty member to an administrative position directing undergraduate research and creative activity. I moved my family from upstate New York to coastal Virginia. As I began considering this work, my mother passed away. Crises of faith, whether of the traditional religious flavor or the personal crises of my faith in myself, pervaded.

Each chapter of this book is devoted to discussion of a different "deadly sin." The order of the chapters may appear random because they appear here in the order I wrote them, not according to any of the standard classification systems. This order is therefore organic and the result of my own prioritizing of the sins. I make no argument for this order other than that it reflects my own take of the current cultural and spiritual landscape.

A keen reader will note my predilection for citing two authors in particular: the English novelist D. H. Lawrence and the French poet Paul Valéry. I first read Lawrence under the careful guidance of Dr. Duane Edwards, an English professor as passionate about Lawrence and his work as Lawrence was passionate about art and existence. Over the years, I have found Lawrence's insights, particularly during the long arc of the 20th century, to be both intellectually stimulating and spiritually uplifting. I came to Paul Valéry much later after reading his novel Monsieur Teste while writing my doctoral dissertation. I knew Valery’s poetry, often anthologized, but not his nonfiction writing, and in his essays and other short pieces, Valéry responded to the cultural unsteadiness of his time. The two writers, then, hover in the background of this book both as thoughtful commentators on social mores and as prophets for our time and beyond.

I am thankful to have a strong support system of friends, colleagues, and family who guided me through a difficult two years to conclude the writing of this book. My thanks to several colleagues and friends at The Sage Colleges, including Christopher White, Deb Lawrence, Steven Leibo, Kate Kagan, Nancy Cumo, Nina Marinello, Gail Hughes-Morey, Sara Schuman, Tom Sweeney, Carol Pett, and Don Richards. At Christopher Newport University, I would like to thank Geoffrey Klein, Dave Doughty, Grace Godwin, Michaela Meyer, Mary Sellen, Rebecca Wheeler, Carolyn Davis, Gina Polychronopoulos, and my administrative assistant Michaele Schnepf; the project could not have been completed but for the expert interlibrary loan work of Jesse Spencer and the wonderful circulation staff led by Bethany Young.

No one accomplishes anything in this life without good friends, and I am fortunate to have many: Amy Pass, Natalie Farina, Linda Allbee, Tom Jolly, Christine Smith, Cindy Casper, Kathy Heenan, Gene Kannenberg, Corey Jamison, Richard McCambly, Joan Sohn, Joyce Gauthier, Amy Fuqua, Nicholson Baker, Elizabeth Brundage, Susan Daitch, Tama Janowitz, Kristen McCloy, Jill Eisenstadt, Tim Sandlin, Sara Clemens (formerly at Penguin), Linda Larrabee (formerly at W.W. Norton), Shane Brisson at W.W. Norton, Lori and Tim Maki, Kethley Parlegreco, and Susannah Chewning. Professional friends have provided advice, good counsel, and tough love when needed: Donna Heald, Nancy Hensel, Heidi Laudien, Sally Lawrence, Terry Weiner, and E. Ann Matter. Former students continue to enrich my career and my life: Cara Forrest, Kyra Fitzsimmons, Katie Kiger, Este Pope, Amelia Schubmehl, Andrea Laurencell Sheridan, Courtney DeNobile, Kayla Nelson, Robyn Finnicum, Heather Hanson, Vanessa Slocum, Lisa Jenner, Sarah Turner-Pogozelski, Courtney Primmer, Jodi Hill, Heather Rozmierski, Paola Sposito, Emily Woerthman, Hannah Geyik, Claudia Gagnon, Emily Miller, Marita Breen, Karen Faiman, Ashley McHenry, and Alexandria Wachunas. Catherine Lafuente of ABC-CLIO has been with me on this project from the first phone call to discuss the proposal through to the final drafts; she possesses the best characteristics for an editor: understanding, patience, knowledge, a keen eye, and humor.

My professional life has largely been the result of the mentoring and inspiration of Dr. Thomas Jambeck, who not only influenced the direction of my intellectual pursuits in graduate school, but whose example of the teacher-scholar continues to provide a model for me each and every day. I miss Tom's Finnish good counsel, his Minnesota humor, and his unwavering encouragement.

Finally, and most importantly, my supportive and nurturing family: my father Robert, my deceased mother Sheila, my brother Steven, and my sister Lynda. My own morals and spiritual life have been greatly influenced by the examples set by my father and mother.

Pema Chödrön opens When Things Fall Apart with "Embarking on a spiritual journey is like getting into a very small boat and setting out on the ocean to search for unknown lands." Always first, my wife Kelli and my daughter Phoebe are my refuge and safe harbor in the storm of life as I continue on the journey.

I dedicate this book to all of the great thinkers who have come before me whose ranks I continue to aspire to stand among.

Thanks to all who read pages as the work developed. Any remaining errors or omissions are my own sins to bear.

Portions of Chapter 3 are adapted from my "'A Bad Counselor': Anger in the Bible," Understanding Angry Groups: Multidisciplinary Perspectives on Their Motivations and Effects on Society, ed. Steven A. Leibo and Susan C. Cloninger. Santa Barbara, CA: Praeger, 2017, 111–129.


Introduction

That was the birth of sin. Not doing it, but KNOWING about it. Before the apple, [Adam and Eve] had shut their eyes and their minds had gone dark. Now, they peeped and pried and imagined. They watched themselves.


—D. H. Lawrence1

Society is a tissue of illusions and every organized society a sort of collective dream.


—Paul Valéry2

Coming from a good Bronx Jewish family in the early 1970s means that between the ages of 8 and 12 I went to Hebrew school in preparation for my Bar Mitzvah on my 13th birthday. We were not a particularly religious family—we were more "cultural" Jews (we enjoyed a good bagel, had a Seder every Passover, but also ate ham) than religious Jews (I had friends whose mothers "kept kosher"; if we had pizza at their house, it had to be on paper plates so as to not contaminate the kosher dishes). Nonetheless, my father prayed every morning, silently and alone while he got ready for work, wearing his tallit (prayer shawl) and yarmulke (skull cap) as he silently thanked God and asked for another day.

The early 1970s were a period of steady decline in the Jewish community in the Bronx; as a result, I attended Hebrew school where it was convenient—and this so happened to be the orthodox synagogue three blocks from our apartment on the Grand Concourse. We were not Orthodox Jews at all; at best, we were Conservative. But going to Congregation Beth Shraga would allow me to go to public school during the day and then easily walk to Hebrew School every day at 4:00 P.M.

Lessons lasted for a bit more than an hour Mondays through Thursdays. I would meet my friends outside the synagogue after school, so we could get in some stickball in the street before being called inside to study not only how to read Hebrew but also how to be a Jew. The small synagogue held both charm and mystery and provided both answers and more questions.

The first year began with a healthy contingent of young boys—perhaps 12—taught by a young woman herself just out of high school. I believe she had just returned from some time in Israel living on a Kibbutz and was now in college. What a handful this group must have been! She was trying to prepare us for an ethical and spiritual life as a Jew; we were interested in having a good time after a long day in the classroom diagraming sentences and learning for the fourth year in a row how Columbus had discovered America. One of my clearest memories was when she decided we would all take a class trip to a New York Yankees day baseball game. We piled onto the subway car, traveled on the El down to the Yankee Stadium stop, one devout young woman and 12 eight-year-old boys forced to wear their yarmulkes in public (no one in my class was being raised Orthodox and, so, the wearing of yarmulkes in public was quite a foreign concept to us).

We paid $1.50 each and sat in the left-field bleachers in the warmth of the late-April afternoon sun. This was before the Yankees had embraced the world of kosher hot dogs, and, as a result, our teacher would not let us eat the tref (non-kosher) hot dogs. We were being instructed to lead an ethical life by closely following rules set out in a mysterious text that, for some reason, was kept on big scrolls hidden in a closet in the synagogue's main room. Apparently, that text had pretty clear and rigid rules about eating hot dogs at a baseball game.

Over the course of my time at Beth Shraga, the size of my class shrank as Jewish families fled the dangerous streets of the Bronx for the lush suburban lawns of New Jersey. By the time of my Bar Mitzvah, at which point we too had migrated across the Hudson, I was the only one of the students left from that original class, tutored now by a combination of the synagogue's office manager, a diminutive woman who agreed to lead me toward my big day, and the rabbi himself, stereotypically bearded but kind and insightful; he had the demeanor of a good therapist.3

What in fact was the goal of this education? What was the goal of the Jewish life? Both questions seemed to be answered by cultural practice that turned doctrine into daily living. In the fall, when the sun would set earlier and earlier, requiring the old men to come for evening prayers by 4:30 P.M., the boys would file out of the synagogue oftentimes while the men were entering. Because of the decline in the neighborhood, what must have once been an ornate front door had now been replaced with a heavy steel slab with a foreboding contraption that made the building seem more a meat locker rather than a house of worship. Add to this a sizeable step up, and entering God's house was becoming more of a challenge for many of the older men, particularly those who walked gingerly.

One man in particular has always held a special place in my memory. This man, at the time probably almost 80, had undoubtedly served his country in World War II after emigrating from some Eastern European locale. At his advanced age, he walked with a cane, but his most significant physical marker was his profoundly hunched back. Each day, he arrived at the synagogue for evening prayers, just before sundown, usually in a black trench coat draped over him like an umbrella in his stooped posture. His question-mark figure reflected my own curiosity and confusion.

It is traditional Jewish practice to hang a mezuzah, a small usually metal box with a scroll inside it on the doorpost at the entrance to any dwelling, the result of the Old Testament order to “write the words of God on the gates and doorposts of your house.”"4 Mezuzahs are usually placed on the right doorframe, about two-thirds from the ground. This man embraced the age-old tradition of kissing the mezuzah by putting his fingers to his mouth and then to the mezuzah and then back again, upon entering the synagogue. And this was no easy feat given his hunched posture. I recall watching him as he inched his fingers up the doorframe, slowly, until he had reached the mystical talisman in order to touch his fingers to his lips and then to the mezuzah. The entire procedure could take him as long as 10 minutes, as my friends darted past him on their way home after a long day first of public school and then of Hebrew School. I remember watching him on many occasions, from my perch on the burgundy-carpeted steps that led up to the main tabernacle. What an oddity he was to my 10-year-old self! How devoted! How devout! But why? What was driving his devotion and his commitment? I was both baffled and jealous.

This book is an attempt to reconcile that upbringing with religious and secular notions of sin. We live in extraordinary times. In the first decades of the 21st century, humanity is undergoing an existential shift under its very feet. This is nowhere truer than in the Western world where language, concepts, theories, and even words themselves have been called into question, disputed, belittled, oversensitized or desensitized. Most alarming, what does "truth" mean in what some now call the "post-truth" era?5 Building on ideas by a wide variety of scientists, social scientists, and humanities scholars in the second half of the 20th century, we can begin to understand the complexities that have developed in the ways we speak about the world and our very existence.

Never mind the orthographic confusion regarding technological innovations (is it "email" or "e-mail"?), even greater confusion has arisen regarding the more abstract concepts humanity has dealt with for millennia. The very meaning of certain words has been called into question, as their meanings swing wildly like the pendulum on a hormonally imbalanced clock. In particular, words and concepts of a spiritual sense have taken quite a buffeting. Perhaps no one word is more disputed than "sin."

What does "sin" mean in the context of the early-21st-century global, increasingly secularized world?

At the outbreak of World War II, the Swiss theologian Emil Brunner wrote of “the humanistic idealistic understanding of man,” and noted “the truth of our life here is determined by a life beyond.”6 “Man,” Brunner continued, “is the bearer of ideas, the shaper of ideas.”7 This view of humanity as innately transcendental, as concerned from birth with a life yet to come, is heir to centuries of philosophical and theological treatises. It also looks forward to a new conception of humanity, one that would eventually build upon the existentialist ideas emerging in the postwar world and increasingly distancing itself from the Catholic Church and organized religion of all kinds so that, by the 1980s, “New




























Evagrius Ponticus and the Codification of Sin





	Do not devote your attention to a woman’s looks,
	nor live with a woman who is already married,
	nor become involved in affairs with women.61
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