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Problems

What | Learned on Television

mozm PEOPLE SKIP THROUGH LIFE; SOME: PEOPLE
are. dragged through it. I sométimes wonder whether we are
moving through time or time is moving through us. My brilliant
friend Mitch says that light, unlike anything else in the universe,

" is not affected by time: Light, he says, exists outside of time. He
* tells me it has something to do with how fast it travels and that

it is eternal, but it is still a mystery to physicists.

I say this only because time kept traveling through me. When I
_was young I thought I had forever to figute things out. I am talk-
ing about feeling like Hitler. But I didn’t. I didn’t have long to fig-
" ure things out. I believe that the greatest trick of the devil is not |
tO et us into some sort of evil but ratber have .us wasting time.
This is why the devil tries so hard to get Cliristians to be religious.
If he can sink 'a man’s mind into habit, he will prevent his heart

* from engaging God, I was into habit. 1 grew up going to church,
sol mcm used to hearing about God. He was like Uncle Hatry or
Aunt Sally except we didn’t have pictures.

God never sent presents eithet. We had this mﬁBE roc,mn and
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dumpy car, mb& I rm& Zits. boo_a:m vmnw I'suppose God sent sun-
sets and forests and flowers, but what is that to a kid? The onaw
thing I heard from God was what I heard on Christmas mﬁ that
story I told you, when God made me feel so guilty, and T didn’t
like that at all. T didn’t feel like T knew God, and yet He was mak-

ing me experience this conviction, I felt that the léast He could .
have done was to come down and Sn,oannn E:umn_m Eﬁ anmE_

these feelings of conviction in person.

If you don’t Jove somebody, it gets annoying when EQ tell

you what to do or what to feel. When you love them you get

pleasure from their pleasure, and it makes it easy to serve. H

didn’t love God because I didn’t know God.

§till, T knew, because of my own mon:umm there was something
wrong with me, end I knew it wasn’t only mie.-I knew it was
cverybody. It was like a bacteria or a cancer or a trance. It wasni’t
on the skin; it was in the soul. It showed itself in loneliness; lust,
anger, jealousy, and - depression. It had people screwed up bad
everywhere you went—at the store, at home, at church; it was
ugly and deep. Lots of singers on the radio were singing about
it, and cops had jobs because of it. It was as if we were broken,
1 thought, as if we were never supposed to feel these sticky emo-
tions. It was as if we were cracked, couldn’t love right, couldn’t
feel good things for very long without screwing it all up. We
were like gasoline engines running on diesel. I was just a kid so
I couldn’t put words to it, but every kid feels it. (I am talking

about the broken quality of life:) A kid will think there are mon-

sters under his bed, or he will close himself in his. room S&.nb his
parents fight. From a very carly age our souls are taught there is
a comfort and a discomfort in the world, 1 good and bad if you.
will, a lovely and a frightening. There secmed to me to be oo’
much frightening, and I didn’t know why it nﬁmﬁng

I was recently reminded about all of this.
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It started while I was %ﬁnEmm television. I live with four other
guys, pretty cool guys in a pretty cool house in Laurelhurst. I
have this killer room upstairs, It is tucked away from everybody,
sort of hidden through a door in the back of the upstairs den.
The walls in my room are cedar, like something you’d find in a
wood cabin. There is a birch tree so big and dignified outside my
window that I often feel I am in its limbs. In the evening when
it rains, the birch sounds like an andience giving a standing ova-
tion. Sometirnes when the tree is clapping I stand at the window
and say thank you, thank you, as if I am Napoleon.

Along my wood-paneled walls are small, wood-paneled doors
that open into attic space. I stuck a television inside one of these
doors, and in the evenings I lie in bed and watch television. When
you are a writer and a speaker, you aren’t supposed to watch tel-

- evision. It’s shallow. I feel guilty because for a long time I didn’t

allow myself a television, and I used to drop that fact in conver-

" sation to impress people. I thought it made me sound dignified.

A couple of years ago, however, I visited a church in the suburbs,
w:a there was this blowhard preacher talking about how televi-
sion rots your brain, He said that when we are watching television
our minds are working no harder than when we are sleeping. I
thought that sounded heavenly. T bought one that afternoon.

So T've been watching Nightline with Ted Koppel lately. He

“isn’t as smart as Ray Swarez but he tries, and that counts. He’s

been in the Oo.nmo, in Africa, and it has been terrible. I mean the
show is fine, but the Congo isn’t doing so well. More than 2.5
million people have been killed in the last three years. Each of
eight tribes is dt war with the other seven. Genocide. As the
images moved across the screen I would lie in bed feeling so
American and safe, as if the Congo were something in a book or
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a movie. It is nearly impossible for me to process the idea that
such a place exists in the same world as Portland. I met with
Tony the Beat Poet the other day at Horse Brass and told him
about the stuff on Nightline.

“T knew that was taking Epnn over mrﬂ.ov: Tony said. “But I
didn’t know it was that bad.” I call Tony a beat poet because he
is always wearing loose European shirts, the ones that lace up the
chest with shoestring. His head is shaved, and he has a long soul
patch that stretches a good inch beneath his chin. He isn’t actu-
ally a poet. _ -

“It’s terrible,” I told him. “Two and a half million people,

dead. In one village they interviewed about fifty or so women. _

All of them had been raped, most of them numerous times.”

Tony shook his head. “That is amazing. It is so difficult to

even process how things like that can happen.”

“] know. I can’t get my mind around it. T wanw wondering
how people could do things like that.”

“Do you think you could do something like that, Don?” Tony
looked at me pretty seriously. T honestly couldn’t believe he was
asking the question. | .

“What are you talking about?” I asked.

“Are you capable of murder or rape or any of the stuff that is
taking place over there?” Co

“No.”

“So you are not capable of any of those things?” he mmw& mmmE
He packed his pipe and looked at me to confirm my answer.

“No, I couldn’t,” I told him. “What are you getting at?”

“T just want to know what makes those guys over there any dif-
ferent from you and me. They -are human. We are human. Why
are we any better than En_ﬁu you know?”.

Tony had me on this one. If I answered his question E\ saying
~ yes, I could commit those atrocities, that would make me evil, but
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if T answered no, it would suggest I believed I am better evolved
than some of the men in the Oosmo And then I would have some
explaining to do.

“You believe we are capable of those things, don’t you, Tony?”

He lit his pipe and’ breathed in until the tobacco glowed
orange and let out a cloud of smoke. “I think so, Don. I &ou t
know how else to answer the question.”

“What you are really saying is that we have a sin nature, like
the fundamentalist Christians say.”

Tony took the pipe from his _%m “Pretty much, Don. It just
explains a lot, you know.”

“Actually,” T told him reluctantly, “I have always agreed with the
idea that we have a sin nature. I don’t think it looks exactly like the
fundamentalists say-it does, cause T know so many people who do
great things, but I do buy the idea we are flawed, that there is
something in us that is broken. I think it is casicr to do bad things
than good things. And there is mo:po&_.,bm in that basic fact, some

. little clue to the meaning of the universe.”

:H:?bs<ro€:ﬁmo€n§wauo§m_mmﬁ;vs HOEN mwoow
his head. , ,

“It really is oﬁn%ﬁ%ﬂd isn’t it?” By this we were talking about
the flawed nature of our existence.

“Yeah,” Tony started in. “Some friends were over at the
house, and they have a kid, about four or five years old or some-
thing, and they were telling me all about child training, They
said their kid had this slight problem telling them the truth

~ about whether or not he had broken something or whether or

not he had put away his toys, you know, things like that. So later
I'started wondering why we have to train kids at all. I wondered,
you know, if I ever had a couple of kids and I trained one of

them, taught him right from wrong, and the other I dida’t train

at all, I wonder which would be the better kid.”

17




BLUE LIKE JAZZ

“The kid you teach right from wrong, of course,” I-told-him.

“Of course, but that really should tell us something about the
human condition. We have to be taught to be good. It doesn’t
come completely natural. In my mind, that’s a flaw in the hurman
condition.” . : : ‘

“Here’s one,” I said, agreeing with him. “Why do we need
nowmv: .

“We would have chaos without cops,” Tony said matter of mmnﬁ_%
“Tust look at the countties with nom.Ewn wo__nn It’s anarchy.”.

“Anarchy,” I repeated. ,

“Anarchy!” Tony confirmed in sort of a mmsmr

“Sometimes I think, you know, if there were not cops, I SOEQ
be fine, and I probably would. I was taught right from wrong
when I was a kid. But the truth is, T drive nogmwnﬁm_% different
when there is a cop behind me than when there isn’t.”

And what Tony and I were talking about is true. It is hard moH
us to admit we have 4 sin nature because we live in this system of
checks and balances. If we get caught, we will be punished. But
that doesn’t make us good people; it -only makes us subdued.
Just think about the Congress and Senate and even the presi-
dent. The genius of the American system is not freedom; the
genius of the American system is checks and balances. Nobody
gets all the power. Everybody is watching everybody else. It is as
-if the founding fathers knew, EEEHE? that the moE of man,
ﬁbimﬂnrna is perverse.

Earlier that afternoon, the afternoon I got together with Tony,
my friend Andrew the Protester and I went downtown to protest
a visit by the president. I felt that Bush was blindly supporting the
World Bank and, to some degree, felt the administration was
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ﬁnm@o.ﬁmwﬁ for what was happening in Argentina, Andrew and I

thade signs and showed up a few howrs early. Thousands of people
had already gathered, most of them protesting our policy toward
Iraq. Andrew and I took pictures of ourselves in fronit of the cops,
foads of cops, all in riot gear like storm troopers from Star Wars.
Andrew’s sign said “Stop America’s Terroism™—he spelled zer-
rovism wrong. I felt empowered in the sea of people, most of
whom were also carrying signs arid chanting against corporations
who were making slaves of Third World labor; and the Republican”
Party, who gives those cotporations so much power and freedom.
I felt so far from my upbringing, 1 from my narrow former self, the
me who was taught the Republicans give a crap w_uoc.:ro cause of
Christ. I felt a long way from the pre-me, the pawn-Christian who
was a Republican because my family was Republican, not because

- I'had prayed and asked God to enlighten me about issues con-

cerning the entire world rather than just America.
When the president finally showed, EEmm got heated. Hrn

 police mounted horses and charged them into the crowd to push

us back. We shouted, in unison, that a horse is not a weapon, but
mﬁ% didn’t listen. The president’s.limo turned the corner so
quickly I thought he might come tumbling out, and his car was
followed by a caravan of shiny black vans and Suburbans. They

.. shuttled him around to a back door where we watched through
a chain-link fence as he stepped out. of his limousine, shook

hands with dignitaries, and entered the building amid a swarm of

- secret service agents. I was holding my sign very high in case he

looked our way.

The president gave his speech inside the hotel and left through
a side door, and they whisked him away before we could shake
hands and explain our concerns. When we were done, I started
wondering if we had accomplished anything. I started wondering
whether we could actually change the world. I mean, of course we
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could—we could change ocur .dﬁﬁnm habits, elect socially con-

scious representatives and that sort of thing, but I honestly don’t
believe we will be solving the greater human conflict with our
. efforts. The problem is not a certain type of legislation or even a
certain politiciany the problem is the same that it has always been.

I am the problem. : _

I think every conscious person, every person who is awake to
the functioning principles within his reality, has a moment
where he stops blaming the problems in the world on group
think, on humanity and authority, and starts to face himself. I
hate this more than anything. This is the hardest principle
within Christian spirituality for me to deal with. The problem is

not out there; the problem is the needy beast om a thing that

lives in my chest.

The thing I realized on the day we protested, on the day H had
beers with Tony, was that it did me no good to protest America’s

responsibility in global poverty when I wasn’t even giving money
to my church, which has a terrific homeless ministry. .I started
feeling very much like a hypocrite.

More than my questions about the nwmnmg of social action
were my questions about my own motives. Do I want social jus-
tice for the oppressed, or do I just want to be known as a
socially active person? I spend 95 percent of my time-thinking
about myself anyway. I don’t have to watch. the evening news to
see that the world is bad, T only have to look at myself: I am not
browbeating myself here; I am only saying that true change,

true life-giving, God-honoring change would have to start with -

 the individual. I was the very problem I had been protesting. I
- wanted to make a sign that read “I AM THE PROBLEM!”

_ That Emrﬁ after Tony and I m&w@& 1 rode my motorcycle up to

Mount Tabor, this dormant volcano just east of the Hawthorne

District. There is a place near the top where you can sit and look
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at the QQ at. Emrﬂ mEQEQ,Em ES no&m and ashes- Uobnmﬁ: the

- nﬁnmhnobm laid out Tike jewels cbmhh the moon. It is H.nuz% some-
. thing vomﬁﬁmﬁ I went there to oy to- get my heéad around this

idea, this idea that the ﬁonnB in the universe lives within me. I-
can’t EEW of mbﬁgum mofe wuomnnmmﬁa Emb the oEvEnn of this
_?b&mgnwﬂ& Enm

¢

‘There is a poem by the mﬁwﬁ%&mm C. s. Lewis that is more or less”

a confession. The first time I read it I identified so strongly with his
sentiments, I felt- as .&oc.mw moﬁn_uo&\ were calling my name. T
always come back to this poem when I think soberly about my faith,
about the -general Humn.nnm.a of Christian spirituality, the beautiful

. precepts that indicate we ate flawed, all of us are flawed, the: noH.Emﬁ
- politician and thé pious, mﬁﬁm% school teacher. Tn the poem C. S.

Lewis faces Ean_m mmn m&&nmmg ?m own %@BSQ with a mo&m&

.- _mo_nn om _u_.ﬁ<n_.,<

S Al H.Em is mmwgw rhetoric about _o&um.%oc.,

I never had a sclftess thought since T was born.

" 'Iam Bﬂnnbm@ and self-secking through and through;

. Twant God, you, all fiiends, merely to serve miy tuen.

. Peace, reassurance, pleasure, are the goals I seek,

I cannot crawl orie inch outside my proper skin;
-1 talk of love-—a' scholar’s parrot may _,.m:ﬁmnnnww
.w_wﬁr .mm_m.mﬁw&mopnae &%m%.m. end where I vn%n.

I'sat there above the QQ éouanubm if T was like the parrot in

Lewis’s @OoB swinging in my cage, reciting Homer, all the while
- having no idea what I was saying. I talk about love, forgiveness,
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social justice; I rage against American materialism in the name

“of altruism, but have I even controlled my own heart? The over- -

whelming majority of time I spend thinking about myself, w_o»m-
ing myself, reassuring myself, and when I am done there is
nothing to spare for the needy. Six billion people live in' this
world, and I can only muster thoughts for one, Me,

I know someone who has twice cheated on his wife, whom I
don’t know. He told me this over coffee because I was telling him
how I thought, perhaps, man was broken; how for man, doing
good and moral things was like swimming upstream. He won-

dered if God had mysteriously told me about his mbmgnn:a\. He

squirmed a bit and then spoke to me as if I were 4 priest. He con-
fessed everything. I told him, I was sorry, that it sounded terrible.

And it did sound terrible. His body was convulsed Emﬁ—ﬁ arnd

sclf-hatred. He said he would lie down next to his wife at night
feeling walls of concrete between their hearts. He had secrets. She
tries to love him, but he knows he doesn’t deserve it. He cannot
accept her affection because she is loving a man who doesn’t exist.
He plays a role. He says he is an actor in his own home.

Designed for good, my friend was sputtering and throwing
smoke. The soul was not designed for this, I thought. We were
supposed to be good, all of us. We were supposed to be good.

For a moment, sitting there above the city, T imagined life out-
side narcissism. I wondered how beautiful it might be to think of
others as more important than myself. I wondered at how peace-
ful it might be not to be pestered by that childish voice that
wants for pleasure and attention. I wondered what it would be
like not to live in a house -of mirrors, everywhere I go being
reminded of myself. _

It began to rain that night on Mount Taber. I rode my
motorcycle home in the weather, which I hate doing because the
streets are so slick. I got home white-knuckled and wet. My room
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~ was warm and inviting, as it always is with its wood panels and

dignified birch outside the window. _
I sat on my bed and looked out at my tree, which by this time

_was gathering rain E applause. I didn’t feel much like Napoleon

that night. I didn’t like being reminded about how self-absorbed I .
was. I wanted to be over this, done with this. I didn’t want to live

: E a broken world or a broken me. T wasn’t trying to weasel out-of
anything, I just wasn’t in the mood to be on earth that night. I get -

like that sometimes when it rains, or when I see certain sad movies.
I put on the new Wilco album, turned it up and went into the bath-
room to wash my hands and face.

I know now, from experience, that the path to joy winds
through this dark valley. I think every well-adjusted human being

“has dealt squarely with his or her own depravity. I realize this

sounds <nQ.Ov_ammuP very fundamentalist and browbeating, but
I want to tell you this part of what the Christians aré saying is

" true. I think Jesus feels strongly about comimunicating the idea

of our brokenness; and I think it is worth reflection. Nothing is

' going to change in the Congo until %_us and I figure out what is

wrong with the person in the mirror.
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