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Line of Despair, ||

Last time we began to look Bscape from Reas@ndThe God Who is Ther&/e also looked at
Schaeffer’'s general analysis of what has happen#dtiWest in the twentieth century. We started by
looking at the line of despair.

| made two introductory comments, one being thaheed to understand our culture in order to
communicate to it; otherwise we will equip ourselte work in a period that no longer exists or dymp
talk to ourselves. Second, we need to resist tii spthe age for ourselves; otherwise we wilidi
ourselves washed away by the culture. T. S. Bbad, “Behavior is as potent to affect belief alsdbés
to affect behavior.” If we do not understand ouitune and why people live the way they do, we Wwél
washed away simply by conformity to the culture. Méed to resist the spirit of the age. In my
introduction | also made a distinction Schaeffekasabetween rationality and rationalism. Then we
began to look at the line of despair and what Sthameant by it.

At the end of class | started giving you some exXampf art and literature below the line of despaie
looked at Stephen Crane as an example from thefathé nineteenth century in the United States. He
was well ahead of the date of 1935 that SchaefiesgHe was not suggesting in giving that daté tha
there were no individuals who thought this way befihat time. Rather, there was a shift in theucalt
as a whole somewhere around 1935 or so. Thesengramgproximate dates.

Another example we might think of from the ninetibecentury in the United States would be Herman
Melville around the turn of the century and his @dMoby Dick.In that there is a tremendously grim
view of line communicated. We looked at the exangblthe poems of Thomas Hardy. | pointed out
how early those were written (sometime in the 13@0sl that at the time his poetry was not popular.
Since that time it has become very popular. Hisymeead as modern poems that have been very
recently written. They really ring a bell todaylat the time many people did not understand them.

Let us look at another example form the nineteeastttury from Britain. This is a poem of Matthew
Arnold called “Dover Beach.” This is a very famqusem, and it is one that it repeated over and over
again in anthologies of nineteenth-century poéthat is interesting, because Matthew Arnold is not
primarily known as a poet but rather as an essapdta commentator on the culture. This particular
poem is known in places where people have nevedludavatthew Arnold as a poet. They know this
poem because it summed up very dramatically wiodt pdace in Britain and throughout the Western
world in the latter part of the nineteenth centurlye poem begins with his listening to the sea
withdrawing down the shore as the tide goes oukatly in the first stanza he uses the sea and its
retreat as an image for the sadness of the hunrahtiom. The last few lines of the first stanza,say

Listen! You hear the grating roar

Of pebbles which the waves draw back, and fling,
At their return, up the high strand,

Begin, and cease, and then again begin,

With tremulous cadence slow, and bring

The eternal note of sadness in.

Then there is a brief stanza that looks back aattoeent Greeks and how Sophocles has underst@od th
same dilemma of human misery. Let us note thehasstanzas where Matthew Arnold expresses
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where he sees his culture to be. He talks aboub#iseof confidence in Christianity, and he undedt
very well that it shaped the whole of Western @ation. These stanzas say,

The Sea of Faith

Was once, too, at the full, and round earth’s shore
Lay like the folds of a bright girdle furled.

But now | only hear

Its melancholy, long, withdrawing roar,

Retreating, to the breath

Of the night-wind, down the vast edges drear

And naked shingles of the world.

Ah, love, let us be true

To one another! For the world, which seems

To lie before us like a land of dreams,

So various, so beautiful, so new,

Hath really neither joy, nor love, nor light,

Nor certitude, nor peace, nor help for pain;

And we are here as on a darkling plain

Swept with confused alarms of struggle and flight,
Where ignorant armies clash by night.

It is a very powerful statement of the loss of cdefice of a whole culture because of the lossitif.fa
There is nothing to replace it. That is from thigelapart of the nineteenth century, though itefobe

that date that Schaeffer gives of 1890. It predidiat happens, and those who were careful observers
could see already where the culture all over Eusokthe United States was going. Hardy and Arnold
are two examples from Britain from the nineteerghtary.

Let us come up to the twentieth century and low&t 6f all, at a couple of poems. For examplereghe
are two poems by Ted Hughes, who is the Britisht [mageate at the moment. He published at leaét hal
a dozen books of poetry and is very well known,amdy in England but elsewhere. The two poems |
want to look at are both poems that are fairlydgpof his writing, “A Wind Flashes the Grass” and
“Pibroch.” They both start from some distressingrexin nature. One is a windy day, and the other
looks at the sea in Pibroch. He uses both of tieedescribe the painfulness, misery, and absurdity o
the human condition.

Many of his poems are like this, and he is an uausature poet in the sense that there is nothieg e
sweet or pleasant about his poetry of nature. iBhasdramatic change from poems written around 1800
or even up until the end of the nineteenth centfg.see the kind of thing Hughes does in Thomas
Hardy. That is one of the reasons why Hardy was@lo¢ his time. It was an unusual way to write
about nature and use it as an image of the abguwidihe human condition. This is very common in
Hughes’ writing. Some of his poems are much morrecti and they say very bluntly how completely
hopeless the human situation is. Perhaps anothentie can look at one of those. These are far more
powerful because they communicate to the imaginaather than making a straight statement that life
is meaningless. These will leave you feeling muadider than the other poems if you read them with
any sensitivity. They create images that stay urynind and affect the way that you look at nattwe,
Let us look at “A Wind Flashes the Grass.”

Leaves pour blackly across.
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We cling to the earth,
With glistening eyes,
Pierced afresh by the tree’s cry.

And the incomprehensible cry

From the boughs, in the wind

Sets us listening for below words,
Meanings that will not part from the rock.

The trees thunder in unison, on a gloomy afternoon,

And the ploughman grows anxious, his tractor becotagible,
As his memory litters downwind

And the shadow of his bones tosses darkly on the ai

The trees suddenly storm to a stop in a hush
Against the sky, where the field ends.

And crowd there shuddering

And wary, like horses bewildered by lightening.

The stirrings of their twigs against the dark, &favg sky
Is the oracle of the earth

They too are afraid, they too are momentary
Streams, rivers of shadow.

Hughes does this all the time. For him nature rsqafied and expresses the pain of the human
condition.

The second one, “Pibroch,” is a particularly drampbem, because he consciously and repeatedly sets
out his position over against Christianity. Youlwibtice that the two last lines are taken fromlbek

of Job. It talks about all the angels singing dmrmorning stars shouting together when God created
the universe. As you read through this you will Beev Ted Hughes uses that. He knows the Bible very
well, and his poems are filled with references ¢a@ure. “Pibroch” says,

The sea cries with its meaningless voice
Treating alike its dead and its living,

Probably bored with the appearance of heaven
After so many millions of nights without sleep,
Without purpose, without self-deception.

Stone likewise. A pebble is imprisoned

Like nothing in the Universe.

Created for black sleep. Or growing
Conscious of the sun’s red spot occasionally,
Then dreaming it is the fetus of God.

Over the stone rushes the wind

Able to mingle with nothing,

Like the hearing of the blind stone itself.

Or turns, as if the stone’s mind came feeling
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A fantasy of directions.

Drinking the sea and eating the rock

A tree struggles to make leaves-

An old woman fallen from space

Unprepared for these conditions.

She hangs on, because her mind’'s gone completely.

Minute after minute, aeon after aeon,
Nothing lets up or develops.

And this is neither a bad variant nor a tryout.
This is where the staring angels go through.
This is where all the stars bow down.

It is a very powerful way to finish the poem. Iretbecond to last stanza, he uses a tree to detiueibe
human condition, and he says the only reason shgshan in the struggle for life is because her nsnd
gone. No one except those who are insane wouldneento try to exist at all. That is what Hughes
means. This is an example from Britain today.

Let me turn to a different example, whichAlkce’s Adventures in Wonderlandet me read something
from a British newspaper call@the Independerihat came out last Christmas. This article dessritot
just modern philosophy with its loss of belief thaith can be found but also the way that has emfted
every area. This is a fine expression of the dilenminour culture and of what Schaeffer means by
people being below the line of despair. The artiebeds,

In Alice’s Adventures in Wonderlanithe dodo introduces Alice to the notion of a Gedrace.

He marks out some space with no particular shagr&gus creatures stand around in it here and
there, and in quite random fashion some of themahout. There was no one, two, three, and
away. But they began when they liked, left off whieay liked, so it was not easy to know when
the race was over. It is an irrational way to rua@—a race with no center, no rules, no
authority, no purpose. The dodo decides that as @re no criteria by which he can choose a
winner, they may as well all be winners. But thatidion, too, is arbitrary. They might just as
well be losers. The very concepts winners and foseem a matter of convention dictated by the
dodo’s whim.

| think Lewis Carroll actually intended when he w&this account of the Caucus-racdlite in
Wonderlando be a description of where our culture was dlydageadedAlice in WonderlanédndAlice
Through the Looking Glasge brilliant books. They can be read simply atdohin’s stories, but they

can be read at another level as well. Lewis Cakrodlw very well what he was doing when he described
this Caucus-race. The author of this article usesas a metaphor for where our culture is:

The Caucus race is an apt metaphor for the postmoaetyle of thinking in which there are no
winners or losers but only unrooted conventioniss@lally valid. Or invalid because, of course,
once you have said things are all equally valid yoght just as well say they are equally
invalid. The whole concept of validity has disapgeband all equally devoid of meaning. It is
the style which has undermined sound common sensearly every field of contemporary
culture. The philosophy is one of despair, and bioted in the deeply nihilistic trend within
professional philosophy. It is only through undansting the nature of this trend that we can
fully appreciate its sweeping implications. There ao such things as truth or goodness, and
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philosophers who search for them are in error. ¥vatue is equal to every other value. Nothing
is real or natural or authoritative. Everythingisfor interpretation: goodness, God, literary
meaning or merit, artistic or architectural stanidaeven gender. Though called variously
deconstructionists, post-structuralists, pragngtt simply nihilists, together the new anti-
philosophers have defined the characteristic podémostyle of thinking. The modern against
which they are pitted is the humanist frameworkhef Enlightenment. Though humanism itself
denied there were any god-given foundations famatdruth and value, it did believe
passionately in the universal capacity of reasaluminate and determine all problems. The
Enlightenment faith and the perfectibility of maadl to a whole-hearted belief in progress. The
anti-philosophers deny both.

This is what Schaeffer gets at when he talks attmutvay our whole culture has changed. He calss thi
the shift in modern thought. Schaeffer makes thetgbat the whole history of thought since the
Enlightenment in the West has been turned on &sl lng what he calls the coming of the line of despa
or the change in the way of thinking. He used thage of philosophy up until this period of
postmodernism and said that, while it did not nsagly have all the answers, philosophers believed
that there were answers to be found. Simply s@ftiom the human person, which the article talks
about as the Enlightenment, with the aid of reagenvill be able to find all the answers to the
guestions that face us. There was tremendous @ntidin the power of reason. At the same timegether
was a confidence in the human person that peopllgetibetter and society will get better. Therd wi
be real progress. What has happened, and now ¢hatewunder the line of despair, there is a loglsan
power of reason, a loss in the goodness of manadosk in the possibility of progress. It is rgall
impossible to understand our culture unless welsgehat is where so many people are. That is the
whole drift of the culture in which we live.

Let us look at another example from the Unitedestédday. We looked at an article frdine Saint
Louis Post-Dispatclthe other day where we looked at the loss of tMithat is true for one person is
quite different for someone else. The article sadahild asked his dad who God was, and the fatlasr w
humbled to say that people believe all differemdb, and what is important is that it is valid ja@u at
your age, as who you are, and with the problemsythaface. It was not a question of truth atlall.
thought of the example of Woody Allen and his filrimes and Misdemeanorisencourage you to see
this film, because it is a very sensitive explamatof our dilemma today. It looks at the dilemmaof
culture and of the loss of meaning. That is retd/theme of the film. Woody Allen’s hero in thérfi

is a philosopher who eventually commits suicide ldtdks to himself as the person who has the answers
to life, but then the philosopher kills himself bese he discovers he does not have any answdks at a
In Schaeffer’'s terms, the hero in the film is beline line of despair. He finds no answers ultimatel

Another film | remember seeing several years agbltivould encourage you to see is a foreign film
calledThe Exterminating Angelt is an amazing film, but if you already feelpdessed, do not go and
see it! Wait until you are fairly together, andeakfriend when you go. Make sure you discuss it
afterward. The film starts in a concert, a wondecfassical concert. There is someone playing the
piano, great musicians at the violin and cello, alh#tinds of beautifully dressed society peopleowh
came together into a gorgeous room. It is an intdiglee wonderful things that Western civilizatioash
produced. The people there are tremendously gooshenad, polite, courteous, and respectable. They
have absolutely everything going for them: monety,good looks, power in society. Suddenly they are
in the middle of this party, listening to a conc¢artd they find they cannot get out of the roone @hor

is open, but they cannot get out. They are stu¢kerroom. You see their lives gradually fallingaemas
they realize that there is no exit at all. Thatkiglly the problem—there is no exit from their v hey
are stuck in this room, and you see everythingkingadown. They make a fire with the beautiful
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musical instruments. They start being incrediblgarto one another. The facade of culture just
completely disappears. It is rather likerd of the Fliesexcept these are sophisticated adults, rather
than children, whose lives fall apart. Some of thieey and it is really appalling.

The director uses this film as an image of the huoandition. We are trapped in a situation that @sak
no sense and from which there is no escape. Tothardnd of the film the people are able to getodut
the room. In the last scene of the film, whichhis most dramatic part, they are in a church haaing
memorial service for the people who died while thwye in the room. Then at the end of the film they
cannot get out of the church. They are all thdre:gdriest, the choir, town dignitaries, and soTdrat is
where you are left, and it is a very powerful staat. The point is that the church does not haye an
answers either.

That is the theme of Lawrence Ferlinghetti’'s po&ve. will not read it now, but he wrote a poem called
“Sometime During Eternity,” which is about Chribte says quite simply that we no longer believe that
He has any answers to the dilemma either. Ferlitigireshes the poem by saying Christ is dead.réhe

is no resurrection, and there is no hope from tedher.

As we think about the line of despair, Schaeffgsghat there is a loss of truth. We cannot firdhtr
any longer. There is no truth to be found, andah&no objective knowledge. The only things we can
know are subjectively apprehended. Perceptioraiitygthat is where our culture is. The seconddghi
he says is there is a loss of moral certainty. &laee no objective moral values, but there is simpl
personal choice.

| had lunch with a friend today, and he quoted pimion poll he saw that said 70 percent of the
American people believe that abortion is wrong. Btgreat majority of those think that people $tiou
choose what they do at the same time. Even whe@gsay that they have moral values, they do not
carry it through. This belief that in the end merate purely personal is even more fundamentalin o
culture. A very good example is that what is taughhost schools for morality is what is calledued
clarification. The idea is that the children shob&dtaught how to learn to make their own moral
decisions. What they actually do is choose impdgsiifficult moral situations to give to little chiren

to try and figure out. They are basically sayirginice we as adults are not going to tell you what i
right and wrong, you have to decide for yourséliiat is the strongest thing that comes across. Even
beyond that, because they choose such impossib&tisns that are difficult for anyone to deal with
and there are easy answers, the child ends upthatfeeling that moral certainty is something that
cannot be had anyway. You might do one thing, lbutmight do another. It is very destructive, beeaus
it puts kids in the position of thinking that it@not matter what other people say. They thirdcinal
fact that there are no moral certainties at all.

The third thing Schaeffer says is that there sa bf meaning to history. Are we going anywhere?
There is profound skepticism about that. One ithtsin of that is a few years ago when there wah su
a strong sense of doom about the possibility ai@ear winter or all-out nuclear war. You might say
that it is reasonable to fear something like thaine sense. But if there were any confidence
whatsoever in the culture that there is a God wihesrover history, you know that is not how history
will end. Most of the people who had that sensdagfim would have said at the same time that they
believed in God. The fear of nuclear disaster fghtrinto that sense of uncertainty about the utuiris
a fundamental part of our culture.

The fourth consequence is a loss of purpose imthigidual. What am | here for? Is there really any
transcendent purpose to my life that gives me aegnimg? That leads to all sorts of practical idglat
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money, pleasure, sex, drugs. Those are four atadhsequences of what Schaeffer means when he says
our culture is below the line of despair. We cagidk many more examples of the expression of
despair.

Let me move to what Schaeffer has to say aboutpper and lower story. He uses a similar diagram to
the line of despair, but it is not the same linkke Tine now divides what he calls the upper stony the
lower story. Now he deals with the question of lpmeple cope with the fact that they live below the
line of despair. How do people cope now that we liva culture that has lost its confidence thahtr

and moral certainty can be found, that there issamng to history, and that each individual has
purpose? How do we cope with skepticism and ratati? He suggests that we cope by making a
radical division between reason and faith.

The lower story is the area of reason, the ratjarad trying to think objectively and carefully aibo

life, what we face, and what we will do. Livingtime area of the rational reason leads us only to
pessimism. It puts us below the line of despaiwdfthink rationally about the human condition, wié
come up with no answers at all. We will be drivempostmodernism, where there are no objective
values and there is no truth to be found. One opiis just as valid or invalid as another. We aftih

a hopeless situation. We cope with faith and someé &f non-rational answer. This is the only way to
have optimism. We will not ever, by reason andeafhg on our situation rationally, come up with an
answer that gives us any hope. The only way wehale any hope is by a completely irrational leap.
We may put some kind of existential experiencénaupper story.

For example, Hemingway’s existential experience ¢inges meaning to life is mostly sex or the macho
experience. Another example is Sylvia Plath’s “Rl&ook in Rainy Weather.” Sylvia Plath is an
American writer who was married to Ted Hughes, vehosems we looked at earlier. Let me read this
poem, and | want you to notice how she contrastt wan be rationally understood and what Schaeffer
calls an existential experience. In the poem, #igtential experience for her comes from seeingok r
arranging its feathers in the rain. As a Chrisbae can say that is great because as Paul saysnari®

1, “The invisible things of God, His eternal povegrd divine nature, are clearly perceived in theghi
that are made.” When someone looks at nature agideis him or her some kind of hope or experience
of meaning, you can say it is good. But for somdd®ePlath, who does not have any basis for that o
belief in God at all, it is a completely irratioretperience. It is not something she can predict or
produce. She just hopes that it may happen frora tortime. Listen to this poem,

On the stiff twig up there

Hunches a wet black rook

Arranging and rearranging its feathers in the rain—
| do not expect a miracle

Or an accident

To set the sight on fire

In my eye, nor seek

Any more in the desultory weather some design,
But let spotted leaves fall as they fall

Without ceremony, or portent.

Although, | admit, | desire,
Occasionally, some backtalk
From the mute sky, | can’t honestly complain:
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A certain minor light may still
Lean incandescent

Out of kitchen table or chair

As if a celestial burning took

Possession of the most obtuse objects now and-then
Thus hallowing an interval

Otherwise inconsequent

By bestowing largesse, honor

One might say love.

At any rate, | now walk

Wary (for it could happen

Even in this dull, ruinous landscape); skeptical
Yet politic, ignorant

Of whatever angel any choose to flare
Suddenly at my elbow. | only know that a rook
Ordering its black feathers can so shine

As to seize my senses, haul

My eyelids up, and grant

A brief respite from fear

Of total neutrality. With luck,

Trekking stubborn through this season
Of fatigue, | shall

Patch together a content

Of sorts. Miracles occur.

If you care to call those spasmodic
Tricks of radiance

Miracles. The wait’s begun again,
The long wait for the angel,

For that rare, random descent.

Sylvia Plath captures in that poem exactly whastexitialism speaks about. There are these events or
moments in one’s life where suddenly one is invsigh a sense that life has some kind of meaning.
Rationally you know it has no meaning at all. Tisavhat Schaeffer speaks about here. On the ldével o
reason you know that the sky is mute, it has ngttansay, and there is no voice from heaven tas.
know rationally that this is a dull, ruinous landpe or a season of fatigue, as she expressekedadi

one to total neutrality and the loss of everythognan and hopeful in us. Rationally, that is wheee

are led, but one has to live in hope, yet with aoficlence. It is not hope in the biblical sensalkt

which has a surety of something happening in theéuwhen God comes in Christ. There is no hope in
that sense at all, but there is a hope against libjgerandom, rare, and you know that it is noytaing
real. Her words say, “Those spasmodic tricks ofarack.” She knows that does not tell us anythirad re
about reality. It is just something that enablestbé&eep on coping for a while. She cannot expect

she knows she needs it, and she cannot live withods | mentioned the other day, she tried to notn
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suicide many times, and in the end she was sucte$sis poem expresses perfectly what Schaeffer
speaks of.

There are all kinds of things you may put in thesaof the upper story. It might be drugs, sex, or
relationships. For many people, relationships acesiasingly temporary rather than anything permianen
If you put your whole hope in a relationship withamything solid to build it on, it will not survev It is
like an idol that destroys itself. People put th@pe in anything without any rational basis foingoso.
It is astonishing that people will even put theapk in the occult. These are people who may agpear
be total rationalists, but you might suddenly fthdm playing occult games. If you discuss with them
on a rational level, they will tell you that wedivn a completely material universe. This happemital

a lot of my friends at high school and universitye are all taught to be rationalists by our edoceti
system, but a lot of people played with occult ¢fsinYou do not even think about trying to put tve t
together, because it is a completely other areaufstopped to reflect about it, you would say fwa
do not believe in that. Yet you play these gamed,raal things take place. They give you a kind of
kick.

Much of the growth of the New Age movement fithere. You have people who, at a level of reason,
would say there are only grounds for pessimisms Thwhat Shirley MacLaine has to say. She says you
cannot trust your reason any longer, and thiseésatiswer New Age gives. Because reason only leads u
to pessimism and does not give us any meaningm#,ivee have to put our hope in a completely
different area. That area is increasingly diffedantls of New Age thinking.
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