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W h y  h a v e 
many prom-
inent people 

found faith and reported 
mystical experiences while 
in prison?

David Brooks writes 
about some of these in his 
book “The Second Moun-
tain: The Quest for a Moral 
Life.” When he discusses the 
first mountain, it is about 
ambition, strategy and 
independence. It is about 
making your own way in the 
world, becoming indepen-
dent from family, building 
a career, seeking to make a 
mark in the world. But when 
life’s circumstances put one 
in prison, the ability to pur-
sue these goals is radically 
eliminated. That fi rst moun-
tain now seems impossible.

Brooks writes about 
Anwar Sadat, who was 
imprisoned during World 
War II and later became the 
president of Egypt. Writing 
about the loss of his mate-
rial things and his freedom, 
Sadat describes his tran-
scending “the confines of 
time and place. … I felt I had 
stepped into a vaster and 
more beautiful world and 
my capacity for endurance 
redoubled.” He writes of 
his individual entity merg-
ing into “the vaster entity 
of all existence, my point 
of departure became love 
of home (Egypt), love of all 
being, love of God.”

Vaclav Havel, author, 
playwright and public intel-
lectual, was a political dissi-
dent during the Communist 
era. Following the coun-
try’s liberation, he became 
president of Czechoslova-
kia and then served for more 
than ten years as president 
of the Czech Republic. He 
describes his rejection of 
the materialist basis of the 
Marxist philosophy and 
his affirmation of spiritual 
reality. He writes, “The sal-
vation of this human world 
lies nowhere else than in the 
human heart, in the human 
power to reflect, in human 
modesty, in human respon-
sibility.”

While in prison and very 
sick, even near death, Havel 
writes in a letter to his wife 
about a “dizzying sensa-
tion of tumbling endlessly 
into the abyss … an unend-
ing joy at being alive, at hav-
ing been given the chance to 
live through all I have lived 
through, and at the fact that 
everything has a deep and 
obvious meaning.”

Brooks also writes about 
the experiences of Viktor 
Frankl as a prisoner in the 
Nazi concentration camps. 
Frankl saw his condition as 
more than just a physical 
struggle but also a spiritual 
one. Frankl writes, “The way 
in which a man accepts his 
fate and all the suffering it 
entails, the way in which he 
takes up his cross, gives him 
ample opportunity — even 
under the most difficult 
circumstances — to add a 
deeper meaning to his life.” 

Frankl famously describes 
“the last of the human free-
doms — to choose one’s atti-
tude in any given circum-
stances, to choose one’s own 
way.”

Soviet dissident Aleksandr 
Solzhenitsyn in prison wrote, 
“Bless you, prison. Bless 
you for being in my life. For 
there, lying upon the rotting 
prison straw, I came to real-
ize that the object of life is not 
prosperity as we are made 
to believe, but the maturity 
of the human soul.” Brooks 
describes him as being given 
“a sense of participation in a 
larger story.”

For Brooks, this larger 
story is the key to meaning. 
He writes, “Of what story 
or stories do I find myself a 
part? If there are no overarch-
ing stories, then life is mean-
ingless.” But he goes on to 
affi  rm that “life does not feel 
meaningless” and it is these 
stories that “provide the hori-
zon of meaning in which 
we live our lives — not just 
our individual lives, but our 
lives together.” Brooks fi nds 
the Exodus story as form-
ing Jewish life and belief. He 
observes, “God commands 
Moses to tell the story of the 
liberation before He actually 
performs the liberation.”

Brooks describes his own 
coming to the realization 
of faith while hiking up to 
American Lake, which is a 
high mountain lake near 
Aspen, Colorado. While sit-
ting on a rock overlooking 
the lake, he pulled out a book 
of prayers he had taken with 
him, one of which is titled, 
“The Valley of Vision.” He 
reads the first line, “Lord, 
high and holy, meek and 
lowly” and observes the 
mountain peaks as well as 
the small animals nearby. 
As he reads on, “Where I live 
in the depths but see Thee in 
the heights,” he realizes what 
he calls the “whole inverse 
logic of faith. The broken 
heart is the healed heart. The 
contrite spirit is the rejoicing 
spirit.”

He then describes the 

“sensation of things click-
ing into place … a sensation 
of deep harmony and mem-
bership. … Life is not just a 
random collection of mol-
ecules that happen to have 
come together in space. Our 
lives play out within a certain 
moral order.” Brooks denies 
this experience as some kind 
of religious conversion, but 
“more like a deeper under-
standing … seeing the pres-
ence of the sacred in the real-
ities of the everyday.” While 
in his valley of personal 
struggle and seeking mean-
ing, he described some who 
tried to convert him as some 
“sort of win for their team” 
as not at all helpful but a 
kind of “destructive force.” 
He advises those who seek to 
help someone in the “middle 
of any sort of intellectual or 
spiritual journey: Don’t try to 
lead or infl uence. Let them be 
led by that which is summon-
ing them.”

Following his hike to 
American Lake, Brooks says 
he realized that he was a reli-
gious person. As he explains, 
“To be religious, as I under-
stand it, is to perceive reality 
through a sacred lens, to feel 
that there are spiritual real-
ities in physical, imminent 
things.” He quotes writer and 
Trappist monk Thomas Mer-
ton: “Trying to see God is like 
trying to see your own eye-
balls.” Brooks then explains 
that God is “what you see and 
feel with and through.”

As I described in last 
week’s Insight, Brooks’ book 
about seeking the second 
mountain is very candid 
and self-disclosing. For some 
reviewers it is too much, but I 
have learned from his trans-
parency and willingness to 
share his journey. Each of 
our journeys toward mean-
ing takes its own path. It 
is important not to expect 
another person to have the 
same experience as one’s 
own, but to respect, learn and 
rejoice in the variety of ways 
we fi nd meaning in our lives.
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T a n n e r  S 
writes, “I’ve 
always been 

fascinated by the paral-
lels between the teachings 
of Jesus Christ and commu-
nism. The allegory of the good 
Samaritan, loaves and fi shes, 
and the beating of bankers 
comes to mind, as do the fre-
quent tirades against the rich 
and powerful. Do you see par-
allels between Jesus’ message 
and communism?”

The Rev. Sandra Nikkel, 
head pastor of Conk-
lin Reformed Church, 
responds:

“There are certainly some 
parallels between the teach-
ings of Jesus and those of 
communism, but the axle 
which holds them together is 
radically diff erent. Commu-
nism encourages people to 
riot against the oppression 
of the rich and all govern-
mental structures, in favor 
of a government that owns 
the means of production 
and natural resources. Jesus 
encourages people to riot 
against the oppression of sin 
and all forms of evil, in favor 
of a kingdom that promotes 
love, joy, peace, patience, 
kindness, goodness and 
faithfulness. Communism is 
about using force and intim-
idation to gain equality. 
Jesus’ kingdom is about love 
and sacrifi ce — for God and 
for our neighbor — and he 
promotes a kingdom where 
equality is the natural result 
of putting other people’s 
interests above ours. And, 
since we only have 80 or 90 
years to learn to do that, let 
us pray as the Psalmist did: 
‘So teach us to number our 
days that we may get a heart 
of wisdom.’ (Psalm 90:12)”

The Rev. Ray Lanning, 
a retired minister of the 
Reformed Presbyterian 
Church of North America, 
responds:

“I see only total opposi-
tion between Jesus’ mes-
sage and international com-
munism, in starting point, 
norms upheld, values cher-
ished, methods of operation 
and the aim to be achieved. 
Any similarities are inciden-
tal and quite unintended.

“Christ’s starting point is 
the God of Israel: ‘I am the 
LORD thy God’ (Exodus 20:2); 
‘Of Him, and through Him, 
and to Him, are all things’ 
(Romans 11:36). This God is 
despised by communism, 
religion is rejected as ‘the 
opiate of the masses.’ Christ 
engaged in ‘beating of bank-
ers,’ not to smash the forces 
of capitalism, but to purge 
God’s temple of corruption 
that dishonored God’s name.

“Christ’s norms and val-
ues are revealed in God’s 
law, and expounded by the 
prophets. The norms and 
values of communism are 

determined by arbitrary dic-
tates of fallible economic 
theorists, violent political 
operatives and evil men who 
lust for power over others.

“Christ’s methods are 
spiritua l, peacef ul a nd 
life-affirming. The gospel 
is to be preached, sinners 
called to repentance and 
believers called to a life of 
love and service. Interna-
tional communism relies 
on subversion and coercion, 
raining death on its foes, 
expropriating (stealing) all 
property in the name of the 
people, who are made wards 
and pawns of the state. Born 
in violence and bloodshed, 
communism persists only by 
oppression, persecution and 
periodic purges in which 
millions have perished.

“Christ aims to save his 
people from their sins, estab-
lish God’s kingdom in the 
earth, and bring his people 
to eternal life and rest. Com-
munism aims to perpetuate 
the hold of the Communist 
Party on power, at all costs. 
There may be bread and 
vodka, but no forgiveness 
of sins, no life with God on 
Earth, and no entrance into 
everlasting joy.”

The Rev. Kevin Niehoff , 
O.P., a Dominican priest 
who serves as adjutant 
judicial vicar, Diocese of 
Grand Rapids, responds:

“The answer to this ques-
tion depends on one’s defi-
nition of ‘communism.’ As a 
simple philosophical system, 
‘communism is a govern-
ment and economic system 
where everyone is supposed 
to share the wealth that they 
create.’ However, the polit-
ical definition of commu-
nism is ‘derived from Karl 
Marx, advocating class war 
and leading to a society in 
which all property is pub-
licly owned, and each person 
works and is paid according 
to their abilities and needs’ 

(Google dictionary).
“The former definition 

is parallel to the message 
of Jesus. In fact, there are 
individuals in the Catholic 
Church who are vowed reli-
gious. These individuals 
profess a vow of poverty, in 
addition to obedience and 
chastity, and everything 
is owned in common, and 
therefore live the former 
defi nition above. The latter 
defi nition is the antithesis 
of Jesus’ message of loving 
God with your whole mind, 
heart, soul and strength 
and then loving one’s 
neighbor as one’s self.”

The Rev. Michael Nasser, 
who writes from an 
Eastern Christian per-
spective and is pastor 
of St. Nicholas Ortho-
dox Christian Church, 
responds:

“Christ taught com-
mandments for personal 
choices, while communism 
is a governmental sys-
tem. While one can make 
the case that in an ideal-
ized communism there 
are some Christian simi-
larities, the historical real-
ity would tell us quite a dif-
ferent story. More martyrs 
went to their glory endur-
ing horrible deaths under 
communism than under 
the Roman persecution, 
Muslim extremism and all 
other forms of persecution 
against Christians com-
bined.

“Today’s debate between 
the left and right in our 
country and beyond is 
often posed as concern for 
the needy vs. their neglect, 
and therefore an ethical 
debate. But since the ques-
tions being posed are spe-
cifically what should the 
government do, not indi-
viduals, groups or private 
agencies, these are politi-
cal discussions, not ethical 
ones.”

ETHICS & RELIGION TALK

Does communism have a 
connection with Christianity?

The coffi  n of late Roman Catholic Cardinal Jaime Lucas Ortega y Alamino is carried away 
from the cathedral in Havana, Cuba, after Mass and into a hearse Sunday . The cardinal is 
credited with helping lower barriers to believers in the communist country. Under Fidel 
Castro, Cuba declared itself an atheist state decades ago, and churches were all but shut 
down, according to Time magazine.   AP 

Author David Brooks advises those who seek to help some-
one in the “middle of any sort of intellectual or spiritual 
journey: Don’t try to lead or infl uence.” We’re all on our own 
path to meaning.   MLive.com fi les
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