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The sun blazed overhead, burning so intensely that, even for all its distance, shafts of light shone down and warmed the skin on the young man’s face.  Tousled hair rested nervously atop his head, looking as if a small, furry animal had taken a troubled nap on his skull and might soon rise and scurry off elsewhere at any moment.  Generous sideburns accentuated an already stretched, bony face, and lanky arms and legs dangled as if attached by puppeteer’s strings to his modest chest.  


Unaccustomed to his quickly growing body, he walked self-consciously, taking the time to make sure each step seemed natural and smooth.  Thus, it would not be inaccurate to say that this individual (whose name, incidentally, happened to be Peter) sauntered awkwardly across the rich, verdant grass, his padded sneakers crunching softly on the crisp, freshly mown lawn.  


Making his way to the park bench where he and Mary always met, he thought about all the questions he had to ask her; as he walked, he reflecting on what he suspected was normal confusion and turbulence.  He was a ball of tension and anxiety, rolled up tight enough to explode at any moment, casually walking across a lush, luxuriant and fertile turf.  


He made an extraordinary effort to appear indifferent and relaxed, for he was on his way to meet a girl.


Seeing her coming from far off, he waved, broke into a clumsy run.  When they came together, they embraced in a loving and warm hug.  He grinned sloppily and asked how she was doing.


“I’m great,” Mary smiled.  “How about you?”  She asked as if she really cared; not many people did.


“I’m OK,” Peter said gravely.  “You know the deal.  Take a seat?” He offered the chipping, wooden park bench to her.  She nodded, and, after Mary thanked him, he continued, “Yeah, still a bit… confused,” he came up with finally.


“Shoot,” she said smiling, leaning back, “I’ll try to answer but… well, I don’t have all the answers.”


He took on a shamefaced grin.  “I’m not asking you to be the sole defender of Christ for me,” he explained.  “I mean, ultimately, I guess… well, it’s going to be me deciding what to do.”


“Yeah, I know,” she said, patting him on the back.  It was a gesture more of affection than camaraderie.  “Ask your questions.”


“Well, I’ve been reading…  Marx,” Peter said.  “You know him?”


“Karl, right?”  Mary grinned.  “What about him?”


“I…  I just don’t see what’s wrong with his perspective,” he said.  “Religion being the so-called ‘opiate’ of the masses.  From a logical basis at least.”


“Hmmm…” she murmured.  “Well, what do you mean by ‘opiate’?”


“Opiate?  Like opium?  A drug,” Peter explained.  “It’s the idea that religion, by promising rewards in some imaginary afterlife, convinces the poor laborers that they don’t need to fight for what they deserve.  It’s alright that they get exploited, because they’ll get theirs in the next world.”


“Okay,” Mary said, nodding.  “Yeah, I get you.  I totally see where they’re coming from,” she acknowledged.  “But I just know that what I have experienced from Christ is true,” she added, not exactly irrelevantly.


“Well, the point is that it makes Christ or God or whatever totally irrelevant to the Revolution,” he said, pronouncing Revolution in capital letters, because that was how important it was.


They were silent for a few moments.  Birds chirped off in the distance; enormous trees spread their leaves and reached for the sky, like sinful hands stretching into a blue river of baptismal redemption.  Passersby smiled and nodded as the two teenagers took a conversational hiatus to admire the unceasing glory of nature; it was watered down and tamed for the masses, as such a park had to be, but nevertheless quite impressive when taken in large doses.


“Man,” she said finally, “you need to hear the case for Christ.”


“Go ahead,” Peter offered.  “I’d love to hear,” he said, which was true.  “I’m all ears,” which was not.


“OK, here goes,” she said, taking a deep breath and mentally preparing herself.  “See, I had literally seven relatives and friends die from car wrecks in a single year.  It happened so quickly and suddenly, seven lives just snuffed out like a candle that… well, I was, needless to say, paranoid out of my mind,” she spoke evenly and seriously.  “I wouldn’t get off the couch because I knew the second I did I would, somehow, die.”


“That’s understandable,” Peter said.  “A string of unlikely and unfortunate coincidences are enough to make any rational person afraid for their own life.”


“On top of that,” she added, “I had real dreams every night that scared me more than you would ever believe.”


“I bet you did,” he said.  “It’s insane to expect anyone to deal with something like that.”


“One night,” Mary said, “I woke up crying my eyes out.  I felt something telling me to open my bible.  So I did.  The book fell open to Isaiah 43.”


“Refresh me,” he said.  “Which one is that?”


“It’s the one that goes, ‘Fear not, for I have redeemed you, I have summoned you by name and you are mine.  When you pass through the rivers, they will not sweep over you,’” she quoted.  “It gives other examples, too, and then it goes on, ‘I am the Lord your God, the Holy Son of Israel, Your Savior.’”


He whistled.  “Whoa,” he said quietly.


“Wait, there’s more.  It went on, ‘I give Aegypt for your ransom, Cush and Sheba in your stead, and since you are precious and honored in my sight, and because I love you, I will give men in exchange for you, and people in exchange for your life.  Do not be afraid for I am with you.’”


After she had finished, he began.  “But, see, that’s just more of that real scary idea about God singling out ‘chosen’ individuals,” he explained.  “It paves the way for exclusion, discrimination, fear, ignorance, hatred, violence…”


“But,” she said.  “There is no way that is a coincidence.”


“Some would say we’re all the victims of a meaningless string of coincidences,” he argued.


“Yeah, well, they want to explain away everything so they won’t have to be held accountable for their actions,” Mary said. 


“It’s not a matter of being accountable,” he said.


“Then what is it?”


He sensed himself gaining ground.  “It seems like the only action so-called Christians are being held accountable for is a secret profession to Jesus, and it’s assumed goodness will follow.”

“Elaborate,” she said, cocking her head to the side.


“That’s the point isn’t it?  It’s always like this, ‘It’s SO easy!  All you have to do is believe in Jesus and you’re SAVED!’  It’s just another one of those barriers, one of those dividing lines – the ‘saved’ over here, and the ‘unsaved’ over there.  For those susceptible to it – the proverbial ‘flock’ – it gives those who believe they’re ‘chosen’ by God enough of a psychological edge that they don’t mind excluding other people, which leads to ignorance, and fear, and hatred, and violence…”


“Now I don’t want to argue anything that’s irrelevant to what you’re saying, but-“ Mary began.  However, before she finished articulating the thought, Peter cut her off, crowing: “Oh, as long as it’s in the name of Jesus!”


“Now, hold on,” Mary said.  “I know people have totally abused the idea of being saved, but that’s not what the bible tells us to do - like the Catholic Church.  They’ve totally abused it.” 


“But,” Peter began, “don’t you see?  The bible is one of those documents, like the declaration of independence, that stood the test of time only because it had been written to be interpreted however the ruling class wants it to be.  Clergy from ANY denomination, and almost all so-called Christians, uses the bible just as crooked politicians use the law - to get power.”


“Hey now,” Mary said.  “God loves every person the exact same – saved or unsaved.  So He doesn’t discriminate; but yes, people in the church do, but they are very wrong in doing so.”


“You know, I think we should start more basic,” Peter said.  “People should be kind to one another, and then we’ll worry about saving our souls.”


“Yeah, people should be kind to each other,” Mary explained, “but it’s not going to happen because we live in a sinful world.  I know I’m not and I should be.”


“Why not?”


“Because we live in a sinful world,” she repeated.  “People are not basically good.  Myself included.”


“I think people are basically nothing.  I think good and bad behavior is acquired.”


“That’s really sad,” Mary noted with sobriety.


“I also believe in the perfectibility of the human race.”


“When has that happened?  Never.  They’ve tried it,” she observed.


“Whose they?”  Peter asked.


“The generations before us,” Mary explained.  She sighed, “Do you believe that if a child is put in an untainted environment then he will be good?”


“Well, the way I see it, if a child grows up with positive role models as parents, where good behavior is reinforced throughout childhood, and he isn’t taught fear, or hatred, or ignorance, or violence…” Peter began.


“Toddlers are all selfish.  They say ‘me!  Me!’ all the time,” she said.  “They don’t share,” she thought for a moment, as if deciding what would be the best way to explain an idea.  “What basis do you have for right and wrong?”


“What do you mean?”


“I mean, why do you feel bad when you do something wrong?” she asked.


“Well,” he thought for a moment as well, “you feel bad when you do something wrong, not because any sort of God is telling you that it’s wrong, but because you've been raised wit the idea that THIS is right and THAT is wrong.”  He gestured with his hands for emphasis. 


“And where did they get this idea from?”


“From their parents, from society,” he said.  “From culture, I guess.”


“Your parents had to learn it from theirs, but at some point in time, somebody had to know.  That is so obviously wrong to me.  Where did ‘values’ come from?  Where did they originate?” 


“Laws are arbitrary,” he said.  “YOU of all people should know that.  “Values” arise when two conflicting forces vie for power; when the stronger one wins, their mindset prevails and becomes the standard, because nobody is going to argue with them.  It is a common practice.  You can see it in action on television.  Terrorist acts are legitimized when done in the name of defending democracy.”


She was silent for a long time, obviously thinking hard about something.  You could almost hear gears grinding in her head.  Finally, she said this: “What if I’m right and you’re wrong?  Is it really worth the risk?”


“You’re not even going to bother to argue anymore, are you?”


“Well, no matter what I say, you’re going to dispute,” she said.  “So it seems I’m wasting my time.  Do you really want to know the truth?”


“It sounds to me like you’re giving up,” he said.  “But sure, I want to know the truth.”


“Do you?  Or are you just trying to make excuses?”  She said.  “You know the truth,” she explained.  Then, in a scathing voice, “I cannot save you.”


“I’ve never heard a self-proclaimed Christian say that before,” he said quietly, intimidated by the import of her statement.


“I’m not giving up, but you’re just going in circles,” she said.  “It’s true.  I can’t.  God has to come to you and you have to be prompted by the Holy Spirit.”


He raised an eyebrow.  “God will choose me.  Is that it?”


“I don’t believe in predestination,” she growled.


“But God knows everything,” he spoke with ironic overtones.


“That’s not what it means,” she said.  “That means that God only picked a select few and everyone else has no hope.  I believe that God wants to save everyone.  But he won’t make you because he doesn’t want you to become a machine.”


“I think that people are very much machines,” he retorted.  “Spiritual machines, if you want to take it that far, but machines nonetheless.  The paradox, of course, is that people shouldn’t be treated like machines, even though they are.”


She sighed, and looked off into space, gathering her thoughts.  He asked her if she had given up.  “No,” she said, and looked down, intently studying her hand.  It was obvious she was considering his contention that people were indeed machines.  “No,” she said again, “man is not a machine.


“Machines don’t feel,” she continued.  “They do not love.”


“Man is simply a different kind of machine,” he explained.  “Programmed to respond in certain ways to different stimuli,” he said.


“Whatever,” she sighed. 


He continued: “A machine that believes it’s not a machine.  A bitter irony if ever there was one.”


“Is a waterfall sublime or pretty?” she asked.


“I’m not sure I see what you’re getting at,” he said.


“So we’re just machines that have glands that produce different feelings at certain times?  Is that it?”


“Sure.  Endorphins.  Insulin.  Different chemicals for different emotions.  It could be argued that love is nothing more and nothing less than a biochemical reaction to ensure the passage of our genetic package.”


“And how do these glands know when to go off?”


He shrugged.  “A cell is a machine in the most basic sense of the word,” he said.  “It reacts in certain systematic ways to changes in its environment.  No glorious purpose is necessary for the cell to continue its’ existence.  Glands are just part of the physiology of the human body.”


“Yeah, it’s not,” she scowled and crossed her arms; it was obvious she was retreating.  She viewed her crossed arms as two swords crossed in defense of the gates of a white, righteous city.


“What’s not?” he asked innocently.


“Listen,” she said, angered, “We’re just going in circles.  It seems to me like you don’t want to hear the truth.  Why should I keep arguing when it is obvious you will not listen?  Moreover, why should any of this matter if you are a machine?  You have no purpose but to die.  Why do you care if you’re just a machine?”

“Some would have us believe it’s our God-given duty to die for an idea,” he said, without feeling.  “But more to the point, I think reproduction is a rather noble purpose.”

“It’s not going to help you,” she said.  “And what does noble matter if you’re just a machine?”

“I didn’t deny the existence of spiritual machines.”

“Why do spiritual machines – even though you obviously don’t believe in them – matter if they’re just machines?  Why should you keep on living?”

“How can I hammer in the point of self-awareness?  We try to ascribe purposes because otherwise we cannot justify our continued existence.  You must be afraid to be a machine.”

“No, not at all,” she said.  “I just know we’re not.”

“Do you think it invalidates whatever purpose you’ve projected onto your otherwise meaningless life?”

“This is pointless,” the girl who was a machine who believed it was not, who was incapable of realizing her nature, said.  She was finally giving up.

“I’m sorry,” he apologized, and meant it.

She gave him a look nearly defies description.  Her look told Peter what she was: she was a child, she was a demon, she was a whore, she was an old woman, she was a god, a drug, a queen, she was hope, she was loneliness, she was pride, she was confused, she was humanity.  She looked at him with eyes that reflected the whole world as she said, with an irony she was unaware of: “I will pray for your soul.”
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