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Bodily Harm

"Man is a mind betrayed, not served, by his organs."

(Edmond Goncourt)

          What outrage was your body inflicting upon you on April 12, 1975?  For me that day of infamy was a sunny Saturday --- a beautiful, blue-skied Saturday in Dallas, Texas.  Oh, my body had a slight cold, but it and I were enjoying ourselves at breakfast and later at my weekly baseball game in Highland Park.  It even went three for four at the plate, made a couple of very nifty catches, and pilfered a base.  True, my team lost to the invincible Cubans, but it wasn't my body's fault, or even mine.  Yes, it was a little tired afterwards, but we both enjoyed the post-game beers and looked forward to the tennis match I had scheduled five days before my inconsiderate body had caught the cold.

          Later in the hot afternoon, things were going quite well on the tennis court (I was even winning) until my opponent sent a hard forehand to the net and at my face.  Since the smash was headed out of bounds, all I had to do to win the point was to get my head out of the way.  I managed to get out of the way, but my body did something it had never done before in my then twenty-eight years of earthly association with it --- it moved awkwardly.  As far as I was able to figure out later, my right foot must have neglected to turn in the proper direction.  The knee above it made a sound not unlike that of a small live oak tree succumbing to a Texas prairie lightning bolt.  Then it seemed that a javelin had been hurled completely through the joint.  My right knee, which only seconds before had been sound, now lay in ruins.  The doctor’s diagnosis later confirmed the extent of the injury in detached medical language: “torn anterior cruciate ligament,” the major ligament connecting bones in the knee joint, a relatively common athletic injury.  The cartilage had been reduced to mere organic fragments as well.

          My body had let me down for the first time on this side of the veil between Heaven and Earth.  Sadly, it was only the first of many more treasonous acts it was to commit against me.  I began to privately ponder a rather disquieting question: “Of what lasting use is the body?”  Twenty-five years later, I am still wondering.

I am not alone in discovering from my own experience and from the vast experience of others that the body is not all it is cracked up to be.  Although our popular culture is driven by an economy that incessantly preaches the gospel of eternal youth, the importance of physical appearance, and compulsive mass consumption as a virtual civic duty, I know otherwise.  So did D. H. Lawrence when he said, “It is so much more difficult to live with one’s body than with one’s soul.”  Thus, I have found it exceedingly difficult, distracting, and time-consuming to be forced by my nagging and insistent body to continually tear myself away from my idyllic world of pure thought in order to nurse previously dependable tendons and bones back to a reasonable state of function and appearance.

          And for what?  Sooner or later, I find my body (not myself, mind you) back again somewhere in harm’s way.  Inevitably, I either misjudge my physical ability, thus breaking, tearing, or puncturing still another part of my anatomy; or some other body or physical object runs into, over, or through this vulnerable “shell” of who I actually am.  Who I actually am is not unlike what I discovered in reading George Santayana, who wrote: “The body is an instrument, the mind its function.”  To be fair, however, in my search for the lasting use of the body, I also discovered the satiric words of Woody Allen, who said: “Man consists of two parts: his mind and his body, only the body has more fun.”  But every time I pull a muscle, break a bone, or catch a cold, I know Seneca was right when he said, “The body is not a home, but an inn --- and that only briefly.”

          I have also noticed that, just when I get my body up and running again, I usually re-injure it.  My wife says this is because I never learn from my mistakes and that I think of myself as invincible, almost as “unkillable” --- much like Saul Bellow’s character, Eugene Henderson, in his comic novel, Henderson the Rain King.  What is worse (she is all too happy to point out) is that I act on my incorrect belief in this matter.  She says I use (abuse?) my body as though I were thirteen even though I’m fifty-three.  Finally, she claims that I am “out of touch” with my body and that I ought to take better care of it so that it will take care of me.  She’s right.  I don’t get enough sleep, exercise, proper nutrition, and recreation.  And I admittedly take in far too much caffeine and fatty and sweet foods.  The stress of modern life incessantly assaults my protoplasm as well.

          But what are these obvious truths to a person who really hasn’t figured the lasting use of his body in the first place?  Certainly, walking past the nearby cemetery yesterday did not disabuse me of my resignation to the inevitable decline and fall of my own body and of the bodies of all I love as well.  All I had to do to viscerally experience where my own husk of humanity will soon reside was to contemplate those graves and headstones.  Naturally, I wondered where those bodies’ former inhabitants were and what they were up (down?) to.  Wherever they were and whatever they were doing, I was certain it had nothing to do with taxes, broken bones, or snapped ligaments and tendons.

          So, of what lasting use is the body?  I would be lying if I said my search has revealed the answer to my question.  It is an impenetrable mystery that keeps philosophy, religions, insurance agencies, governments, schools, doctors, economies, Hollywood, undertakers, and writers in business.  But, although I have not found the object of my search, I have discovered through bitter experience that “the body is a necessary evil designed by a God with a dark sense of humor for purposes infinitely beyond the scope of human reason” (Gerz, 2000).
          One thing is for sure, however: someday I hope to shed this mortal wrapper.  The way things are going, I’ll have no other choice.  Now please excuse me.  My body needs to go to the restroom.  After that, it will want a shower, a shave, some more coffee, a phone number, an aspirin, paper for the printer, some tender loving care, sleep, and God only knows what else.
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