April 13, 2005
An Author's Postpartum 
I have obviously never had a baby. However, as a pastor for almost fifty years I have walked with young mothers from the joy of conception to the experience of postpartum depression. So at least as an observer, I am quite familiar with that particular cycle within life. I have often wondered how a man could ever really get inside that experience to understand it first hand. Finally I believe that I have done so. I urge you to read on before you laugh. 

Recently I, along with my wife Christine who serves as my primary editor, completed our final journey through the copy edited text of my latest book entitled, "The Sins of Scripture: Exposing the Bible's Texts of Hate to Discover the God of Love." It was officially launched at bookstores across the English-speaking world on April 12, 2005. When we mailed the manuscript back to Harper/Collins, I had first a sense of contentment and peace, which was soon replaced with feelings of emptiness and depression. It seemed to me to be very much like what women have described to me as "postpartum blues." So bear with me while I explore the points of contact between writing a book and having a baby, with apologies in advance to any female readers who are sure that I am speaking out of complete male ignorance. 

I sense these similarities: Neither babies nor books are possible until a period of preparation, groundwork and perhaps even the 'aligning of the stars' has been accomplished. Much of this goes on quite unconsciously. In the case of the baby, the presumptive father and mother, through circumstances over which neither seems to have much control, wander into the orbit of the other. Their first meeting is normally that of strangers. After they are introduced something in each moves them to seek a deeper relationship. In slow and tentative steps they journey toward trust and increasing exclusiveness. Their families meet. Courtship intensifies. The decision is made to be bonded mates. All of these things form the preamble of conception. 

For the author there is a similar experience of moving into new places, through his or her growing life of study. Streams of ideas begin to play upon the potential author's mind like new acquaintances vying for notice. These are shared usually in a community of supportive friends until a particular idea captures the author's fancy in a particular way, requiring exclusive attention and directing him or her toward a specific destiny. Only then does a book become a possibility. For both the mother and the author the stage is now set for conception to occur. 

In the birth process conception comes when the sperm cell of the male, planted hopefully in the passion of love, connects with the floating and available egg cell of the female to create life. In the case of a book, conception comes when an intriguing idea fertilized by reading, study and conversation with others, finally takes shape in a clear form sufficient to demand development. The would-be author and the would-be mother both begin to envision what their developing "baby" will look like when brought to full term. These visions are marked with different but real anxieties, which take the form of persistent questions. The mother's questions are these: Will the baby be flawed? Will I be up to my new responsibilities? Who will the baby look like? How will he or she be received in the family or in the larger world? The questions are somewhat different for the author, but the anxiety is the same. Is the topic worthy? Who has addressed it previously? Do I have something different to offer? Does the world need to have that idea revisited or developed anew? Will it matter? Just like a mother, the author has conceived something that slowly but surely will one day stand over against its creator assuming the nature of a unique and quite distinctive entity. From conception to labor in the life of the expectant mother is a rich time of growth and development. The mother, I am told, revels in her new status and, at least after morning sickness, actually glows with radiance and vitality. If properly educated, she follows a recommended diet lest the unborn child be damaged in ways that will minimize his or her potential. No tobacco, no alcohol, no caffeine, no drugs unless absolutely necessary for the mother's health. The boundary between mother and child is too thin to run a risk. So the fetus grows and the mother nurtures it and loves it long before the baby is born. 

For an author, the idea conceived at a datable moment also begins to grow. The author feeds the idea with continued study and concentrated attention. A writer does not want to be diverted into directions that may be either unhealthy or dead-end, choosing rather to pursue a regimen that leads toward wholeness for both the author and the book. This time is filled with writing, research, rewriting and more research. The form of the finished product slowly but surely comes into being. The fetus in the mother's womb begins to look like a human being; the developing idea in the author's mind begins to look like a book. The growth of each is slow but steady. Nine months for a baby, but since a book is not biologically determined, no body clock sets a specific time between conception and the birth of a book. 

Just before the birthing process occurs, however, a period of hard labor is required for both. For the mother that is a time of contractions that come with increasing frequency. Sometimes something called false labor occurs - nature's mocking if you will. When the real labor begins, it is intense, inescapable and exhausting. There is no way to avoid it; one endures it by walking through it. Sometimes it is painful. Sometimes it moves more quickly than is convenient. Then the maternal waters break, and the baby is ushered into this world ready or not. The lungs are forced to inhale; the squeals of life are heard. The baby is born. 

The hard labor for the author is the time spent in final editing. Every comma and capital letter is scrutinized; every footnote documented; every quotation properly acknowledged. The manuscript is read and reread time after time until it is dispatched to the publisher, who in turn sends it to a copy editor. The copy editor's job is to make sure that every sentence is clear, that all punctuation is uniform and that all images are appropriate. One must not exhort his or her readers "to rise to deeper depths," for example. All authors have favorite words or phrases that they use repetitively which must be expunged. The copy editor points that out and urges new sensitivity and an expansion of the author's vocabulary. Undetected contradictions are located and flagged. Then a check is made for those perennial word distinctions: is it 'principle' or 'principal,' 'except' or 'accept,' 'like' or 'as?' There is also far more debate between past and present tenses than most people imagine. Does one say, "the Gospel of Matthew said" or "the Gospel of Matthew says?" Is there a tense that might be called 'the living past,' that is properly written in the present? 

The copy editor cites a number of changes, which require attention. The author must say yes or no to each, or else rewrite the passage to address the problem. Irrevocable, mandatory actions occur next at a frenzied pace. An artist must create the cover; a book designer must lay out the text, the chapter headings, and the titles in the table of contents; the bibliography and the index must be readied. It is relentless. Like the labor of birth it cannot be stopped until completed. Time presses. Pressure builds. Deadlines must be met. Something about to be born does not wait until either the mother or author is ready. 

Then, almost as if by a miracle, the task is complete. The last reading of the manuscript is over and it is packaged for mailing. Birth is near. For the new mother, the baby pops into the world and is embraced. For the author, the baby goes back to production and a long, detached process begins. The author is empty. His or her life and energy have been spent, poured out. Yet no baby will arrive for three to four months. The emptiness is overwhelming, the doubt rises, and the depression deepens. The first stage of the author's postpartum blues is upon him. 

The mother discovers shortly after birth the baby's imperfections: a crooked nose, a big mouth, protruding ears, a birthmark, a mole or even something worse. It is your fault, the mother says to herself almost intuitively. The book that finally comes into the author's hands is also not perfect. The author's eyes seem to fall immediately on a misspelled word, a grammatical mistake, or even "a fact" that turned out not to be a fact. The author berates himself or herself and his or her editors. How could it be that no one saw that mistake? An overwhelming sense of incompetence and inadequacy becomes inescapable. So is depression. The creative processes are exhausted for both the mother and the author. At that moment, the womb of the mother and the mind of the author are empty. The baby and the book now have lives of their own, which will create responses that neither a mother nor an author could imagine. People will see things in both that the creators of each never saw. Something new has entered history and both the mother and the author must let it be. One should treat a fragile postpartum mother or author gently. Critical family members will say unkind things about the baby. Critical reviewers will point out the book's inadequacies. The mother and the author will feel every sling and arrow of their critics. 

I have been in this place many times before, so I know that postpartum depression is not a terminal disease either for mothers or for authors. If this book does not stir debate, I will have failed. Those who feel threatened by its message will inevitably attack the messenger. It is ofttimes a painful process but deep down I depend on and ultimately I have learned to be grateful for my critics. Without daggers, there is no dialogue, no raising of consciousness. One needs his or her critics in order to be a successful communicator. I have never lacked that essential gift. I doubt if a book entitled, "The Sins of Scripture" will have such a lack either. I will know that for sure in a very few days. Happy birthday! 

-- John Shelby Spong

Note from the Editor: Bishop Spong's new book is available now at bookstores everywhere and by clicking here! 

Question and Answer
With John Shelby Spong

Edna and Ian from Toronto write: 

The human race seems to need rituals. Christmas, Easter, Baptisms and Eucharist/Communion are times and events that attract the most people to the church and corporate worship. Yet these same rituals are the ones where the theistic God is most evident and reinforced. How can we address this paradox? 

Dear Edith and Ian: 

You are absolutely correct that human beings seem to need rituals. Since the primary way of understanding God for most of human beings over the last 10,000 years has been theistic, it should surprise no one that most human rituals involve a theistic deity. Is that inevitable? I do not think so. Please be aware that Christmas was set in the winter solstice as a way of seeing God as the Light of the World. Hanukkah was set in the winter solstice as a way of celebrating the return of the light of true worship to the Temple in the 2nd century BCE at the time of Judas Maccabeas. Prior to that every ancient worship tradition in the northern hemisphere celebrated the day on which the sun stopped its relentless retreat into darkness and began its return to the world it appeared to be leaving. 

Similarly spring rites marking the return of life from the soil was the substratum on which Passover for the Jews and Easter for the Christians celebrate the transition from the death of slavery into the life of liberty for the Jews and the transition from the death of sin to the resurrected Christ for the Christians. 

Baptism is a rite celebrating birth and thus the continuity of the human race. It certainly pre-dated Christianity and I think it will postdate traditional Christianity. Its content has changed over the years. Not many people think of it today as washing the stain of Adam's sin from the newborn baby, but that was a major theme earlier in Christian history. That is why people were taught to baptize the child quickly lest the child die unbaptized and thus still in the original sin of Adam and thus precluded from God's presence through all eternity. When we recognize that all life has emerged out of water, that birth occurs with the breaking of the maternal waters then it seems to me that water will always be used to celebrate birth. The content will change; the form will endure. 

The Eucharist is now traditionally understood as the liturgical re-enactment of the death of Jesus on the cross that overcame the sin of the world. That makes little sense in a past-Darwinian world where there was neither a perfect creation, nor subsequent fall, but the emergence of life out of the evolutionary soup of antiquity. What does make sense, however, is that through the sharing of food in community humanity is enhanced. So a liturgical feeding experience might be exactly what the church of the future needs. 

The experience found in the symbol is always more profound that the explanations imposed on the symbol. When we understand that we will know that one doesn't displace meaningless symbols, one displaces meaningless content that if not displaced will kill the symbol. I hope this helps. 

--John Shelby Spong 

