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I am the problem.

1 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 problemis
not out there; the problem is the needy beast of a thing that
lives in my chest. 4

The thing I realized on the day we protested, on the day Thad
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. E

More than my questions about the efficacy of social action
were my questions about my own motives. Do I want social jus- 1
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, I 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 night, after Tony and I talked, I 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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There is a poem by the literary critic 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 though somebody were calling my name. I
always come back to this poem when I think soberly about my faith,
about the general precepts of Christian spirituality, the beautiful
precepts that indicate we are flawed, all of us are flawed, the corrupt
politician and the pious Sunday school teacher. In the poem C. S.
Lewis faces himself. He addresses his own depravity with a soulful
sort of bravery:

All this is flashy rhetoric about loving you.

I never had a selfless thought since I was born.

I am mercenary and self-secking through and through;
I want God, you, all friends, merely to serve my turn.

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

I cannot crawl one inch outside my proper skin;

I talk of love—a scholar’s parrot may talk Greek—
But, self-imprisoned, always end where I begin.

I sat there above the city wondering if I was like the parrot in

Lewis’s poem, swinging in my cage, reciting Homer, all the while
lnvingnoide’whatlwasszying.lmlkabontlovc,ﬁ)tgivm
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ing myself, reassuring myself, and when I am done there
nothing to spare for the needy. Six billion people live in this
world, and I can only muster thoughts for one. Me. o
1 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 infidelity. He
squirmed a bit and then spoke to me as if I were a priest. He con-
fessed everything. I told him I was sorry, that it sounded terrible.
And it did sound terrible. His body was convulsed in guilt and
self-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, I 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 Tabor. 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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1 sat on my bed and looked out at my tree, which by this time
was gathering rain in 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
in a broken world or a broken me. I wasn’t trying to weasel out of
anything, I just wasn’t in the mood to be on earth that night. T get
like that sometimes when it rains, or when I see certain sad movies.
1 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 very Christian, very fundamentalist and browbeating, but
1 want to tell you this part of what the Christians are saying is
true. I think Jesus feels strongly about communicating the idea
of our brokenness, and I think it is worth reflection. Nothing is
going to change in the Congo until you and I figure out what is
wrong with the person in the mirror.
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