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Profs. Amy Hollywood, Michael Jackson                        Philip Francis 

We Dive and Reappear in New Places: 
Aesthetic Experience and Fundamentalism Undone 

 
Abstract 

This dissertation is an ethnographic study of 100 men and women who 

grew up in an American fundamentalist Christian community and left it, and for 

whom the arts played an instrumental role in the process of leaving.  The 

majority of these individuals are alumni of the Bob Jones University School of Fine 

Art, a fundamentalist Christian college in Greenville, South Carolina, or The 

Oregon Extension, an aesthetically charged semester study-away program that 

draws its students from conservative Evangelical Christian colleges. Each 

individual contributed a memoir to the study and the majority were interviewed 

as well.  Each chapter explores the role of aesthetic experience in the undoing of a 

different fundamentalist method of belief preservation. Methods of belief-

preservation, or what C.S. Peirce called the ‘fixations of belief,’ are ways of 

securing beliefs, of rendering them steadfast by cultivating certain mindsets, 

relationships and practices that play upon what William James referred to as the 

“inherent conservatism of mind.”  My argument should not be read as a general 

theory of a necessary causal relationship between aesthetic experience and the 

undoing of fundamentalism. My thesis moves in a different direction.  I ask how, 

in what manner, and under what conditions, does aesthetic experience function 

in the process of upending fundamentalism, in those circumstances when it does 

so function. 
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Introduction: Belief and its Transformation 
 

The stories of these men and women come to me first hand, in the 

thousands of pages of memoirs they have written for me, in the hundreds of 

hours of conversation we have shared.  I discovered their names in the alumni 

lists of the Bob Jones University School of Fine Art, a fundamentalist Christian 

college in Greenville, South Carolina, and of The Oregon Extension, a semester 

study away program in the Southern Oregon Cascades that draws its students 

primarily from conservative Evangelical Christian colleges and universities.  I 

immersed myself in their stories, the twists and turns of their journeys away 

from religious conservatism and fundamentalism, and I did so in part because I 

found it fascinating that aesthetic experience had played such a vital role in the 

relinquishment of their conservative and fundamentalist beliefs and practices.  In 

many cases, aesthetic experience both occasioned and was the means for 

negotiating the complex processes entailed in self-transformations of this sort.  I 

undertook this study because I wanted to understand what it is like to undergo 

such a totalizing revision of one’s most deeply cherished beliefs and practices 

and because I found the stories of these men and women to be a unique site for 

reflecting on the role that beauty and the arts may play in the sea-change of one’s 

religious identity.  Throughout these pages, the reader is asked to think and feel, 

as much as possible, with the memoirists whose stories fill this study, to consider 

what it is like to have your guiding stars go dark, be shuffled, and then 

rearranged in strange new constellations.      
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The Oregon Extension   

I have been a longtime observer of The Oregon Extension.  When I was an 

undergraduate student at Gordon College, a conservative Christian school in 

Wenham, Massachusetts.  I heard about the Oregon Extension in the Spring 

semester of my Freshman year.  A group of students had returned to Gordon 

after a Fall semester spent at the program in Oregon.  They were a small but 

vocal and tight-knit group and they caused a stir on our quiet campus when they 

came back radicalized.  One student had renounced her faith while in Oregon.  

Another student had come out of the closet and formed an unofficial student 

organization to protest discrimination against gays and lesbians on campus.1  A 

third student started a reading group called ‘The Death of God,’ which included 

texts by thinkers from Kierkegaard and Dostoyevsky to Camus and Derrida, 

texts that he had first encountered at the Oregon Extension.  I watched as a 

number of fellow Gordon students came under the influence of these Oregon 

Extension alumni and the ripples of influence spread out across the campus.    

A devout Evangelical upperclassman at Gordon College took me aside 

and filled me in on the Oregon Extension.  He described the program as founded 

by a jaded group of formerly Christian professors who coaxed Evangelical 

students to Oregon by appealing to their desire to explore the wilderness, only to 

strong arm them out of their faith by foisting upon them unorthodox texts and 

ideas and being permissive of alternative lifestyles.  He recounted the names of 

                                                        
1 At Gordon College a student risked ostracism and expulsion for coming out. 
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countless students who had gone to Oregon as good Evangelicals and come back 

as agnostics, atheists, Buddhists, lesbians, and liberal democrats.   

Despite this upperclassman’s warnings, I was ineluctably drawn into the 

orbit of the Oregon Extension in the course of my time at Gordon College.  Close 

friends attended the program and returned with new perspectives and unsettling 

ideas.  I listened to their stories and read the books they brought back, especially 

the novels and poetry which form the cornerstone of the curriculum in Oregon, 

among them David James Duncan’s The River Why and The Brothers K, 

Dostoyevsky’s The Brothers Karamazov, Walker Percy’s The Moviegoer, Wendell 

Berry’s Mad Farmers Liberation Front.  In this way, I too fell under the influence of 

the Oregon Extension.  I caught its drift, you could say: its disdain for 

dogmatism, inauthenticity and absolute certainty, its love of seekers, outsiders, 

and honest doubters.   

Over the past decade I have watched the Oregon Extension experience 

lead in different directions in the lives of fellow Gordon College alumni.  Some 

left the church, and later returned.  Others left for good.  Some remained within 

the church to serve as a voice of protest from within.  Others seemed to dwell 

forever in a state of liminality, standing always on the doorstep of the church, 

neither able to leave nor enter in again.  I do not know of anyone for whom the 

Oregon Extension was not a deeply unsettling experience for his or her 

relationship to conservative and fundamentalist forms of Christianity.     
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The Oregon Extension was founded in 1975 by a small group of 

Evangelical Christian professors from Hope College as a semester study-away 

program on the site of an abandoned logging camp near Ashland.  Since that 

time, the program has drawn between twenty five and forty students each year 

from conservative, primarily Evangelical, Christian Colleges and Universities.  

They offer students a Thoreau-like experience, living in small cabins, away from 

the buzzing and blooming confusion of everyday life, reading novels, poems, 

essays, chopping wood and “asking life’s most difficult questions.”2   

The Oregon Extension is an aesthetically charged environment, from the 

sublime mountain setting to the poetry and novels that fill the syllabi.  The 

school day begins with a musical or poetic prelude.  The morning is then built 

around lectures and intensive small group discussions, while the afternoon is for 

reading—novels, poetry, essays.  Lectures and discussion are often held at a 

professor’s house, as all faculty live on site.  The students tend to develop close, 

personal relationships with Oregon Extension professors.  These relationships 

are fostered in small group discussions and through formal and informal one-on-

one meetings.  Students are welcome to drop by a professor’s house at almost 

anytime.   

At the Oregon Extension, there is no division between personal and 

intellectual struggles.  The ideas on the page are discussed in relation to a 

student’s lived experience, and the characters in the novels animate the student’s 

                                                        
2 Drug and alcohol use are forbidden on campus.  The use of cellular phones, internet, email, DVD 
players and stereos are severely limited.  



  11 

life.  At The Oregon Extension, students inhabit the space of these characters, 

sometimes more literally than one might imagine: when I stayed at the Oregon 

Extension in the Spring of 2009, I slept in a bunkhouse called Alyosha, which was 

right next door to bunkhouses Dmitri and Ivan.  At the Oregon Extension, the 

Karamazov’s questions concerning God become the students’ questions.  Like 

Ivan, many Oregon Extension alumni have ‘respectfully returned their ticket to 

God.’    

Though many Oregon Extension students end up leaving Christianity, 

Oregon Extension professors continue to identify as Christians.  One of the 

founding professors, Doug Frank, is described on the Oregon Extension website 

as a person who  

…loves exploring […] the special problems and 

opportunities that come with growing up in a 

conservative Christian church, about which, as a 

pastor’s son, he has some personal knowledge. He 

has a deep fascination with Jesus, who he suspects is 

a much more unsettling, mysterious and radical 

figure than the churches usually give him credit for.3 

  

Doug Frank tells me that earlier in his career he was more interested in 

highlighting the ‘problems’ with growing up in a conservative church.  With 

time, he has recognized the ‘opportunities’ as well.   

                                                        
3 From the faculty profiles on the OE website: http://oregonextension.org. 
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My anecdotal evidence from Gordon College turns out to be 

representative of the effect that the Oregon Extension has on its students.4  In 

2007 I began to establish contact with the Oregon Extension and its alumni in the 

interest of undertaking a study of the intellectual and spiritual change that its 

participants undergo.  I spent time in Oregon and established on-going 

conversations with the  professors there.  I contacted friends and fellow alumni 

of Gordon College.  I tracked down strangers whose names appeared on Oregon 

Extension alumni lists.  There are approximately three thousand alumni of the 

Oregon Extension.  I sent the following letter to approximately five hundred 

alumni:  

 
Dear __________  
 
My name is Philip Francis, a graduate of Gordon College, current doctoral 
candidate at Harvard Divinity School and friend of the Oregon Extension.  
 
I am writing to ask for your help with my dissertation.  I am asking alumni of the 

                                                        
4 For this reason, the Oregon Extension’s relationship to the Evangelical colleges and universities 
from which it draws its students is sometimes difficult.  Certain colleges, notably Wheaton College in 
Wheaton, Illinois, have banned their students from attending the OE.  The charge for such prohibition 
at Wheaton College was led by an Oregon Extension alumnus and son of a former president of the 
college.  After attending the Oregon Extension and becoming “radicalized” the student “came to his 
senses” and became convinced that he had been bullied by the Oregon Extension professors.  He 
became determined not to allow this to happen to others.  Under his influence and the influence of 
his father, Wheaton banned its student from the Oregon Extension.  Due to controversies of this sort, 
and sometimes simply due to divergences of interest, the Oregon Extension has several times been 
forced to seek accreditation from a different university.  It began as an accredited program of Hope 
College, then moved to Houghton College, then to Messiah College and is currently at Eastern College.  
Given its reputation it may seen surprising that the Oregon Extension has been able to maintain its 
affiliation with conservative Evangelical colleges.  These affiliations, sometimes tenuous, are often 
maintained on the strength of one or another colleague or associate at the given university who is 
able to convince the administration that the Oregon Extension plays an important role in maturing 
the faith of its students.  As a general rule, most American evangelical colleges are divided within 
their ranks: on the more conservative side are the board of trustees, the administration and the 
professors of Bible and theology; on the relatively more liberal side are the professors of the 
humanities and the social sciences.  These more liberal professors are generally more sympathetic 
toward the Oregon Extension.       
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Oregon Extension to write a memoir of their experience in Oregon (and beyond) 
and to undergo a series of interviews.  I am particularly interested in learning 
about your experience of leaving the Evangelical fold, or undergoing a 
transformation of your Evangelical faith in light of the Oregon Extension 
experience.  I am interested to hear if you think the arts, creativity or aesthetic 
experience played a significant role in these processes for you. 
  
I recognize that participation in this project will be a time commitment on your 
part but I believe you find it to be a rewarding experience and it will contribute 
to a relevant study. I would be happy to send you a copy of the dissertation 
when it is finished. 
 
I would appreciate the opportunity to think through these experiences with you. 
 

All the best, Philip Francis 

 

Approximately three hundred Oregon Extension alumni responded to the 

letter, and the following is a typical response: “The Oregon Extension was a life-

defining experience for me.  The unsettling of my beliefs, yes.  Through aesthetic 

experience, yes.  I want to read this project when it is done.”  Of course, a group 

that self-selects to respond to a letter such as mine might be expected to say 

things like this.  But even so, it is striking that my terse comment on aesthetic 

experience and the transformation of religious belief elicited this keen response 

from a large percentage of my sampling of Oregon Extension alumni.  It is 

striking but ultimately it is ancillary to my thesis.  I am not attempting in this 

study to make the case that aesthetic experience always, or even often, must have 

this effect on conservative religious belief.  Instead, I am trying to understand 

what the experience of having your beliefs unsettled by aesthetic experience is 

like for a set of individuals who come from conservative and fundamentalist 
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backgrounds, and I am trying to understand why, and under what conditions, 

aesthetic experience can have this effect.  Again, I am not arguing that this effect 

is inevitable or universal.    

 Of the three hundred Oregon Extension alumni respondents, two 

hundred agreed to full participation in the study.5  Thus far, seventy five alumni 

have submitted memoirs and undergone interviews.6  In these self-accounts, 

alumni credit the Oregon Extension as the critical moment when they began to 

pry themselves loose from the fundamentalisms of their past.  They note the 

decisive role played by aesthetic experience—primarily of a novel or a poem or a 

song—in the unsettling of their religious foundations, or the “breaking free from 

inherited dogmatic strictures and ideological blinders,” to use the phrasing of 

one representative alumnus.7  For many Oregon Extension alumni, in fact, 

aesthetic experience assumes a place of exceptional importance not only in the 
                                                        
5 Several student agreed to submit memoirs but were unable to be interviewed.  Several others 
agreed to interviews but could not write memoirs. 
 
6 I am aware of the additional hermeneutical issues that attend the study of a self‐generated archive, 
particularly with regard to the fraught genre of memoir.  Part of the burden of argument will be to 
convince my readers that I have sufficiently accounted for these complexities.  The discursive and 
hence messily interactive nature of self‐accounts as well as their strident individuality and thus 
resistance to generalization make this task difficult.  The fact that I have sources in two different 
genres of self‐account (memoirs and interviews) from many of my participants further complicates 
these issues but also presents opportunity for fresh understanding.  These differing sources inform 
and fill one another out.  In highlighting these concerns about the unique interpretive issues involved 
in reading memoirs, I am following Judith Butler’s Giving an Account of One’s Self (New York: 
Fordham University Press, 2005), John Haviland’s “That Was the Last Time I Seen Them”: Voices 
Through Time In Australian Aboriginal Autobiography in American Ethnologist Vol. 18, No. 2 (May, 
1991), pp. 331‐361, as well as Charlotte Aull Davies, Reflexive Ethnography: A Guide to Researching 
Selves and Others (New York: Routledge, 2008), ed. Phyllis Granoff. Other Selves: Autobiography and 
Biography in CrossCultural Perspective (Buffalo: Mosaic Press, 1994), Susan Berry Brill de Ramirez’ 
Native American LifeHistory Narratives: Colonial and Postcolonial Navajo Ethnography (Albuquerque: 
University of New Mexico Press, 2007), ed. Frank Reynolds. The Biographical Process: Studies in the 
History and Psychology of Religion (Paris: Mouton and Co., 1976), Geoff Troman, ed. Methodological 
Issues and Practices in Ethnography (London: Elsevier Press, 2005).   
 
7 Kelly Craigmile, Oregon Extension alumnus (Memoir, 2). 
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‘unsettling’ but also in the aftermath when they transform or disavow their 

previous belief system.  Amidst the aftereffects, Oregon Extension alumni 

variously describe their relationship to the arts as a site of “comfort in 

uncertainty,” “solidarity in loss,” “a stand-in for faith” and a “surrogate 

transcendence.” In some instances, aesthetic experience is said to have been the 

vehicle which carried the passive subject over the threshold from old religious 

self to new.8  

Bob Jones University School of Fine Art 

Until I began the research for this project, I was unfamiliar with the Bob 

Jones University School of Fine Art.  I was aware of the University’s reputation 

as a self-described Protestant fundamentalist institution with buttoned down 

behavior codes and an explicit ban on interracial dating and marriage.9  As I 

began this study I wondered what kinds of art departments were housed in the 

most conservative Christian colleges and universities.  Bob Jones University was 

the first school that came to mind.  I discovered that the Bob Jones School of Fine 

Art has a larger faculty than any other undergraduate department at Bob Jones, 

and that there is an active artistic community on its campus, which includes 

annual, big-budget (censured) Shakespeare productions, regular musicals and 

concerts, and excellent museums and galleries.  Bob Jones’ art museums house 

                                                        
8 On the topic of passivity, see Chapter 3 in particular: ‘We Dive and Reappear in New Places’  
 
9 Bob Jones University was willing to give up its federal tax exempt status in the 1970’s in order to 
maintain its ban on interracial dating and marriage which was deemed in violation of the Federal tax 
code in 1983 by the Supreme Court.  The Jones’ opposition to interracial dating and marriage was, 
they claimed, based on the story of the Tower of Babel in the book of Genesis, which the Jones 
interpreted as God separating the races.   
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some of the finest collections of Italian painting on American soil.  The museums 

display Italian, Spanish, French, English, Flemish, Dutch, and German sacred art 

from the 14th through the 19th centuries.  Works by major artists such as Rubens, 

van Dyck, Reni, Tintoretto, Le Brun, Cranach, Ribera, and Murillo are exhibited 

with period furniture, sculpture, tapestries, and porcelains.  Students at the Bob 

Jones School of Fine Art—who can major in Art and Textiles, Communications or 

Music—have unlimited access to the museums and galleries.     

The prominent place of the arts at Bob Jones is the legacy of Bob Jones Jr., 

who succeeded his father, the founder of the University, as president in 1947 and 

maintained this position until 1971 when his son Bob Jones III assumed the post.  

Dr. Bob Jr., as he was known,10 purchased the art, established the museums, and 

initiated the tradition of regular theatre and musical productions on campus.  He 

considered himself an actor of some merit, and was known to cast himself in the 

lead of many student Shakespeare productions on campus—Hamlet, Romeo, 

Lear.  Shortly after his death the long-standing ban on interracial dating and 

marriage was lifted by his son Bob Jones III.   

In the Fall of 2007 I established contact with the Bob Jones School of Fine 

Art and its alumni in hopes of collecting memoirs that would complement the 

memoirs of the Oregon Extension alumni.  Whereas I expected that the stories of 

Oregon Extension alumni would be concerned primarily with literature and 

poetry, I expected that the stories of Bob Jones alumni would provide me with 

stories focused on the fine arts and music.  The results, however, did not adhere 
                                                        
10 He was referred to as ‘Doctor’ although he possessed only honorary doctoral degrees.   
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to any simple genre distinction.  Many Oregon Extension alumni talked about 

fine art and music and many Bob Jones University alumni talked about literature 

and poetry.   

Many of the alumni from the Bob Jones University School of Fine Art 

attended not only Bob Jones University but the entire Bob Jones School system 

from K-12.  I cultivated a lively exchange with one of the school’s professors of 

music and a more limited exchange with the director of the School.  Many 

alumni were responsive to my letters.  I collected memoirs and initiated 

conversations.  41 alumni of the Bob Jones School of Fine Art have contributed to 

this study.   

The majority of the Bob Jones alumni who chose to write for this project 

found the art school to be thriving only in appearance.  Behind the big 

productions and the large faculty these students experienced a limited range of 

creative mobility.  “Generally there was an overvaluation of past artistic forms.  

There was a sense that everything went down hill after the Baroque period.”11 

Several students felt that there was a general distaste for modern and 

contemporary art, and they felt discouraged from allowing their art to move in 

these directions.  “It was an artistically confining place.”12   

Many of the alumni, it turns out, have not found it as easy as Bob Jones Jr. 

apparently did to hold their fundamentalist faith in harmony with their aesthetic 

                                                        
11 Helen Colt, Bob Jones alumnus (Memoir, 10).  It is unsurprising that the Baroque period with its 
unconcealed emotion and self‐confident rhetoric should appeal to a family with a preaching style like 
that of the Joneses.    
 
12 Al Franks, Bob Jones alumnus (Memoir, 4).   
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experiences.  In the stories I have collected, I often hear the anguish of 

irreconcilability.  One alumnus describes the struggle as “an internecine battle 

between imagination and dogma.” Another, who chose “the life of the artist over 

the life of faith,” remained nonetheless haunted—in his everyday life and in his 

creative work—by a lost God.  He describes a shadowy divine figure that drives 

him to the brink of madness, even while he claims to experience respite by 

externalizing this “Ghost, allowing Him to haunt my artwork.”13  In other 

narratives, Bob Jones alumni describe aesthetic experience as an ‘unsettling 

force,’ allowing them to break away from “organized religion entirely” or to 

move away from “fundamentalist religion” to what they describe as a “true life 

of faith” replete with mystery, half-knowledge, and uncertainty.   

 

Fundamentalists is What We Were 

Fundamentalism is a term with a complex history.14 Throughout this study, 

‘fundamentalism’ will be used to refer to a manner of holding and upholding 

                                                        
 
13 Jon Noir, Bob Jones Alumnus (Memoir, 9). 
 
14 See especially the publications associated with The Fundamentalism Project (1987‐1995) directed 
by Martin Marty and R. Scott Appleby.  The Fundamentalism Project sought to establish a set of 
‘fundamentalist characteristics’ that would hold across religions and cultures.  They distilled these 
characteristics down to the following: 1. Men lead and women follow; 2. Religious rules are complex 
and strictly followed; 3. There is no pluralism; their beliefs apply everywhere to everyone; 4. Sharp 
distinction between insiders and outsider; 5. They long for a past, golden age, in which their religion 
was pure.  See Martin E. Marty “Fundamentalism as a Social Phenomenon,” Bulletin of the American 
Academy of Arts and Sciences 42 (November, 1988): 15‐29, “Fundamentalism Reborn: Faith and 
Fanaticism,” Saturday Review May 1980, 37‐42, “Too Bad We Are So Relevant: The Fundamentalism 
Project Projected,” The Bulletin of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences 49 (March 1996): 22‐38.  
Martin E. Marty and Scott R. Appleby, eds. Fundamentalisms Observed: Vol. 1 of Fundamentalism 
Project (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991), Fundamentalisms and Society: Reclaiming the 
Sciences, the Family, and Education: Vol. 2 of Fundamentalism Project (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1993), Fundamentalisms and the State: Remaking Politics, Economies, and Militancy: Vol. 3. of 
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beliefs.  My use of the term should not be confused with the particular historical 

and present day movements that refer to themselves, or are referred to as 

fundamentalist.  It does not refer exclusively to the early 20th Century American, 

protestant movement that self-identified as fundamentalist.  Although, several of 

the participants in this study (from both the Oregon Extension and Bob Jones 

University) grew up in various offshoots of this particular movement, and Bob 

Jones University describes itself as ‘fundamentalist’ in this latter sense.    

For the purposes of this study, at last at the outset, fundamentalism will 

be understood primarily from the perspective of the experience of the memoirists 

in this project, that is, from the perspective of its disavowal.  There are, of course, 

limitations and benefits in building out my understanding from this perspective.  

Whereas a body of work like that of The Fundamentalism Project, which takes a 

global-historical approach, can make claims such as ‘fundamentalism is a 

reaction to modernity,’ my project remains content to define fundamentalism in 

terms of what it is like for human beings to live in and leave it.  

Based on the testimony of the memoirists in this project, I have come to 

approach fundamentalism as a codependent relationship to a series of 

interconnected beliefs sustained by a range of practices and mediated by an 

embattled community from which it is very difficult, and oftentimes very 

                                                        
Fundamentalism Project (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1993), Accounting for 
Fundamentalisms: The Dynamic Character of Movements: Vol. 4 of Fundamentalism Project (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1994).  Fundamentalisms Comprehended: Vol. 5 of Fundamentalism 
Project (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1995), The Glory and the Power: The Fundamentalist 
Challenge to the Modern World (Boston: Beacon, 1992).  See also, George Marsden, Fundamentalism 
and American Culture, 2nd ed. (Oxford University Press, 2006), James Barr, Fundamentalism 
(Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1978). 
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dangerous, to emigrate.  Through the emigration process of the memoirists in 

this study, I explore the way fundamentalist beliefs are sustained, wrestled with, 

and overturned.  In other words, I try to understand fundamentalism by coming 

to understand what is at stake for these men and women, what forms of 

resistance and indeed violence compound when they seek to overturn their 

religious beliefs and ways of believing.  

To this end, I hone in on a particular aspect of the memoirists’ 

fundamentalist past, what I refer to as the methods of belief-preservation 

practiced in the communities they describe.  C.S. Peirce describes such methods 

of belief preservation as the fixation of belief.15  From the perspective of the 

fundamentalist community, these fixations are ways of securing beliefs and 

rendering them steadfast by cultivating certain mindsets, relationships and 

practices.  From the perspective of those attempting to venture forth from these 

communities, these ‘methods of belief preservation’ are, of course, experienced 

as obstacles in the road.  The participants in this study routinely describe their 

journey out of fundamentalism as littered with such obstacles—institutional, 

psychological and theological.  The ground-level vantage point of this 

ethnography allows for a fine grained analysis of how the memoirists describe 

and understand these obstacles—and their undoing.  Each chapter focuses on a 

different method of belief preservation, and traces the path of its undoing 

through aesthetic experience.  The reader is asked to consider what it must be 

                                                        
15 C.S. Pierce, ‘The Fixation of Belief,’ Philosophical Writings of Peirce, ed. Justus Buchler (New York: 
Dover Publications, 1955). 
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like to have such obstacles rise up in their way as they struggle to revise—or 

utterly transform—both  their beliefs and the way these beliefs are held.  The 

reader is asked to think carefully about the unique set of human tendencies that 

reveal themselves in the process of transition.   

Although I primarily explore the role of the aesthetic in the upending of 

these methods of belief preservation, my argument should not be read as 

providing a general theory of the relationship between aesthetic experience and 

the undoing of fundamentalism.  Justice to the irreducible unpredictability of 

aesthetic experience would not be served by such an argument, and it would 

contradict the experience of those conservative religious communities in which 

aesthetic experience and religious belief go hand-in-hand.  My thesis moves in a 

different direction.  I ask how, and in what manner, does aesthetic experience 

function in the process of upending fundamentalism, in those circumstances 

when it does so function.  In each chapter I engage a set of aesthetic theorists to 

help me think through these questions.  I do not take any of these theorists, and 

much less myself, as having settled the matter.  I engage their work in order to 

expand the range of possible interpretations that I can offer to these self-

accounts.   

Aesthetics: A Provisional Definition 

 For the purposes of this study, aesthetic experience will be conceived 

quite broadly, simply and open-endedly as participation in the arts, inclusive of 

the visual and literary arts as well as music, with special attention given to the 
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experience of beauty.  Here, ‘participation’ is understood as either the work of 

artistic creation itself or thoughtful engagement with the art object.  This 

definition is a provisional way of grouping together a range of experiences, 

which, despite their apparent and real differences, display family resemblances.  

This definition is open-ended, for it is one of the goals of this study to add shape 

to its contours, to suggest that the definition of aesthetic experience must include 

the accounts of the men and women in this study.  I work with the Jamesian 

conviction that “[o]ne must know concrete instances first; for […] one can see no 

farther into a generalization than just so far as one’s previous acquaintance with 

particulars enables one to take it in.”16 

The Original Community of Faith 

I take care to note the ways that the theology of the former communities of 

my memoirists are at play in the shaping of the stories that they tell, even as 

these theologies are rejected.17 I agree with Frank Turner’s suggestion that,  

Only a person with a firm faith can lose it in a 

problematic fashion, and he or she will lose it in a 

manner directly related to the character and 

expectations of the faith itself.  In that respect the loss 

of faith or the modification of faith are inherently 

religious acts largely conditioned by and channeled 

                                                        
16 William James, ‘The Varieties of Religious Experience,’ Writings 19021910 (New York: Library of 
America, 1987) 201. 
 
17 I pay particular attention to the scholarly literature on American evangelical theologies of 
conversion, backsliding, art and culture.  



  23 

through the spiritual categories and social 

expectations of the original community of faith.18  

 

While I agree with Turner on this point, I also argue that the accounts of the men 

and women in this study cannot be grasped solely in relationship to their 

theological background.  A robust engagement with aesthetic theory is also 

required.  There comes a point in many of these narratives when the categories 

and expectations of the original community of faith are no longer the controlling 

influence, whether as a force to be obeyed or against which to rebel.  In some 

cases the arts help to unsettle the categories of the previous community.  In other 

cases they mediate the influx of a new community of influence.   

In his recent book, Evangelical Disenchantment: Nine Portraits of Faith and 

Doubt, David Hempton offers several reasons why Evangelicals leave the fold.19  

He argues that the most frequent causes for departure are a perception of 

hypocrisy, intellectual vacuity, moral rigidity or excessive dogmatism on the part 

of fellow Evangelicals.  The men and women in my own study confirm these 

motives in complex ways.  When I note the role of the aesthetic in their 

departure, it is not in contradistinction to Hempton; for the aesthetic is often 

tangled up with the motives he describes, sometimes implicitly, sometimes 

explicitly.  The memoirists frequently describe the arts as allowing them to 

                                                        
18 Frank M. Turner, “The Victorian Crisis of Faith and the Faith That Was Lost,” Victorian Faith in 
Crisis, Helmstadter and Lightman, ed. 15.  Quoted from John D. Barbour, Versions of Deconversion: 
Autobiography and the Loss of Faith (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 1994) 211.   
 
19 David Hempton, Evangelical Disenchantment: Nine Portraits of Faith and Doubt (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2008). 
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cultivate a space of interior resistance, a site from which to see what is wrong, 

and begin to critique their own communities, even while these communities 

maintain a controlling influence on their everyday beliefs and practices.  For 

example, several of the memoirists left the church because they perceived certain 

hypocrisies in the Evangelical community.  For many of these same individuals, 

it was an aesthetic experience that caused these hypocrisies to come home to 

them with the force of a revelation, oftentimes by providing a new bench mark 

for authenticity.  Frequently it was an aesthetic experience that caused these 

individuals to process and parse out the implications of a perceived hypocrisy.  

At times an aesthetic experience provided the strength, inspiration, and comfort 

necessary to revise beliefs and move out of a community that had come to be 

perceived as inadequate, self-contradictory or corrupt.   

In the memoirs and interviews gathered here, alumni of the Oregon 

Extension and Bob Jones University frequently express a deep kinship between 

the arts and the irreconcilable points of tension within communities and 

traditions.  They suggest that the artist discerns a mode of creation from the sites 

of contradiction and that artworks derive their inspiration and potency exactly 

from these frictious sites, infusing this conflictive energy, in turn, back into the 

perceiver’s experience of the everyday life of the community.  

One way that I have found it useful to think about the role of the arts in 

relationship to societal contradiction and the cultivation of interior sites of moral 

contestation is the concept of “defamiliarization.” Defamiliarization was 
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introduced as a term of art criticism by Viktor Shklovsky in his 1917 essay ‘Art as 

Device’ but the concept is present in Emerson, James, and Dewey.  Shklovsky 

argues that art has a unique ability to render strange what was heretofore 

familiar, allowing for a renewed and potentially critical perception of the 

everyday world and of one’s own community in particular.20 For Shklovsky, art 

objects reconfigure intra-communal contradictions—disrupting their emotional, 

intellectual, and sensory coordinates—in ways that render them not necessarily 

more apparent but at least in a form that is not easily reducible to a community’s 

previous stock of concepts and categories.  In this study, I do not argue that 

aesthetic experience always has this effect.  The endless variability of context and 

reception, I believe, makes such an argument untenable; there are, of course, 

numerous examples of harmonious relationships between artist and community, 

art and religious tradition.  But I do believe that the experience of 

defamiliarization is regularly at play in the stories of the memoirists here.  And, 

as I will argue, their movement out of fundamentalism often begins with such an 

experience of the aesthetic.  This is in keeping with Adorno’s argument that 

                                                        
20 ‘Defamiliarization’ (‘Ostranenie’) as a critical term in art theory emerges primarily from Viktor 
Shklovsky’s "Art as Device" (1917).  For English translation see Theory of Prose, trans. Benjamin Sher 
(Dalkey Archive Press, 1990).  Shklovsky was neither the first nor the last to make use of the idea: 
See S.T. Coleridge on Wordsworth in the Biographia Literaria (1817): "To carry on the feelings of 
childhood into the powers of manhood; to combine the child’s sense of wonder and novelty with the 
appearances which every day for perhaps forty years had rendered familiar […] this is the character 
and privilege of genius." The concept of defamiliarization also has a long shelf‐life among a strain of 
Marxist aestheticians.  The concept is particularly useful to them for clarifying the shifting definitions 
of ideology within their tradition and for thinking about the role of the arts in establishing and/or 
undoing ideology.  This strain moves through Antonio Gramsci, the Frankfurt school and Louis 
Althusser up to contemporary Marxists like Cornel West (Keeping Faith), Terry Eagleton (Ideology of 
the Aesthetic) and Frederic Jameson.  For the influence of Shklovsky’s defamiliarization on Derrida’s 
concept of Différance, see Lawrence Crawford, “Victor Shklovskij: Différance in Defamiliarization” 
Comparative Literature 36 (1984): 209‐219. 
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personal and communal transformation can begin only “[w]hen moral norms of 

behavior have ceased to be self-evident  and unquestioned in the life of a 

community.”21  Defamiliarization has as its end the shattering of the self-evident 

and unquestioned aspects of a given community.  Defamiliarization opens up the 

possibility that the person can establish a new and different relationship to the 

community or the tradition, revising beliefs and practices and reconfiguring 

perceptions, values, and self-understandings.  Defamiliarization is at the essence 

of transition.   

James and Pierce on Belief and Its Transformation 

Throughout this study I use, supplement and reevaluate a model of belief 

and its transformation shared by C.S. Peirce and William James.22 I find this 

model to be useful for thinking about the way beliefs change or remain change-

resistant, but I also feel the need to supplement James’ and Peirce’s emphasis on 

                                                        
21 Theodore W. Adorno, Problems of Moral Philosophy, trans. Rodney Livingstone (Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 2001) 3. 
 
22 C.S. Peirce and William James were founding members of the Metaphysical Club at Harvard in the 
1870’s, whence come the basic tenets of philosophical pragmatism—a school that takes seriously the 
violence of belief. “Pragmatism was designed to make it harder for people to be driven to violence by 
their beliefs,” concludes Louis Menand in The Metaphysical Club: A Story of Ideas in America (Farrar, 
Straus and Giroux: New York, 2001).  Menand frames pragmatism as a response to the American Civil 
War, a nation lighting itself on fire because of its differences of belief.  The individuals in my study 
have been afflicted by a related kind of violence of belief, with something like a civil strife among 
their members.  Lines are drawn; brothers pitted against brothers.  Like that other member of the 
Metaphysical Club, Oliver Wendell Homes—jurist, pragmatist, and veteran of the war—the 
memoirists in this study begin their journey with very fixed beliefs, but often—with battle wounds 
incurred and inflicted—lose not only the specific content of their beliefs, but lose their belief in 
beliefs: “He had gone off to fight because of his moral beliefs, which he held with singular fervor.  The 
war did more than make him lose those beliefs.  It made him lose his belief in beliefs.  It impressed on 
his mind, in the most graphic and indelible way, a certain idea about the limits of ideas” 
(Metaphysical Club, 4).  Menand says of Holmes that “he changed his view on the nature of views” 
(Metaphysical Club, 38).  Holmes himself said, “I detest a man who knows he knows” (Metaphysical 
Club, 62).  The model of James and Peirce (influenced by Holmes) provides a starting point for 
inquiry.  Throughout the study we swim back and trouble the waters of this model. 
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the role of the mind and intellect with greater attention to bodily practice and 

sensory experience, especially as these come into play in the realms of art and 

beauty.23  The memoirs here make a strong case for the inseparability of belief and 

practice (See Chapter 1: Practices of Un/Certainty).24  They remind me that no 

one of us forms beliefs in a intellectual vacuum.  Rather, we do so in the midst of 

a life experience brimming with desires and anxieties, which give rise to, and are 

themselves related to, a host of bodily and psychological practices.   At the same 

time that these memoirists remind me of the interconnections between belief and 

practice, they teach me the value of maintaining a distinction between these 

terms as a way of tracking the differing strata of experience on which the 

transformation of identity unfolds.  While a change in practice may be necessary 

for a transformation of belief and a change of belief may be necessary for a 

change in practice, experientially, in the midst of a transition, the two are not 

always in step.  One’s belief  may lag while one’s practices lead, and vice versa.  

A time of fragmentation and contradiction within one’s beliefs may endure while 

one’s practices settle into a state of relative internal harmony.  Of course, many 

strings of interconnection between belief and practice remain even when the 

strings are slack.  

                                                        
23 Fixation of Belief and Its Undoing by Isaac Levi takes up the James‐Peirce model and lifts up inquiry 
by way of the scientific method as the only rightful way of undoing the fixation of belief.   I would like 
to distinguish my use of James‐Peirce from this kind of purely intellectualist use.   
 
24 I am mindful of Butler’s performativity, Bourdieu’s habitus, Foucault’s disciplinary institutions and 
Louis Althusser’s material rituals.  



  28 

The model of belief and its transformation offered by James and Peirce is 

particularly germane to the study of fundamentalist methods of belief 

preservation in as much as these early pragmatists insist that if the human mind 

can be said to have a temperament, it is an ‘extremely conservative’ one.25  James 

argues that the mind is inherently suspicious of change and innovation.  When 

the mind must revise a belief, it revises as little as possible, keeping intact the 

vast majority of its previously held opinions: “It preserves the older stock of 

truths with a minimum of modification, stretching them just enough to make 

them admit the novelty,” according to James, “but conceiving that in ways as 

familiar as the case leaves possible.”26  The mind likes minimum jolt, maximum 

continuity.    

Peirce argues that the mind in its conservatism inclines toward rest and 

the restful state of mind is that of belief.27  The mind, or at least a portion of the 

mind, rests when beliefs are found sufficient to put to bed all doubts.  Doubts, 

according to Peirce, are irritations on the mind, engendered by new experiences, 

which present a direct and convincing challenge to an established belief.  Doubt 

                                                        
25 William James, ‘Pragmatism’ in Writings, 19021910, 512‐513.  Although James credits Pierce with  
the term ‘pragmatism,’ Pierce later renounced the term, claiming himself to be a ‘pragmaticist,’ a 
term he deemed sufficiently uncomely as to deter cooption by any larger movement.   
 
26 William James, ‘Pragmatism,’ Writings, 19021910, 513.  For James this is more than a mere 
observation of mental tendency.  At least in his early writings, such as Principles of Psychology (1890), 
the idea that the mind gives priority to the prior is the basis of social order and the continuity of self‐
consciousness.      
 
27 For the sake of this discussion ‘beliefs’ shall be understood as provisional rules for the actions of a 
given believer, which are in harmony or incline toward harmony with the collective range of that 
individual’s experience—inclusive of their experience of what is reasonable and logical, good, 
beautiful and true.   
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may be anything in lived experience which causes the individual—‘in his 

heart’28—to question the adequacy of a belief as a rule for effective action.  When 

doubt seizes the mind, thinking is activated.  The thinking mind scours the field 

for a belief sufficient to embrace the novum with minimal disruption of the 

senium.  When a minimalist modification is found, the mind believes it and returns 

to rest.  “With the doubt, therefore, the struggle begins,” says Peirce, “and with 

the cessation of doubt it ends.”29 If doubt is the impetus to struggle, “[Belief] is 

the demi-cadence which closes a musical phrase in the symphony of our 

intellectual life.”30 In addition to the musical analogy, Peirce uses an aviary 

simile.  Like a bird, the mind inclines toward rest on the branch of belief.  And so 

it remains, at rest, until forced to take flight by doubt.  Doubt pushes the mind 

from the branch.  In flight, battling doubt with thought, the minds seeks again to 

alight—on the nearest branch, even returning to the previous branch when 

possible, like a homing pigeon.   

Yet another way to describe the mind’s ‘conservatism’ is to say that it 

holds a particularly deep loyalty to the older stock of beliefs, a loyalty whose 

influence is, at times, absolutely controlling.  The tendency of the mind to 

                                                        
28 By the phrase, ‘in his heart’, Peirce and James mean simply that the doubt is more than an 
intellectual game: “the mere putting of a proposition into the interrogative form does not stimulate 
the mind to any struggle after belief.  There must be a real and living doubt, and without this all 
discussion is idle”. Peirce, ‘The Fixation of Belief’, Pragmatism: A Reader, 14. 
 
29 Peirce, ‘The Fixation of Belief,’ Philosophical Writings of Peirce, ed. Justus Buchler (New York: Dover 
Publications, 1955) 11. 
 
30 ‘How to Make Our Ideas Clear’, ‘The Fixation of Belief,’ Philosophical Writings of Peirce, ed. Justus 
Buchler (New York: Dover Publications, 1955) 28. 
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entertain facts concurrent with established beliefs and to leave out anything that 

diverges from those beliefs is well known.  In fact, argues James, “by far the most 

common way of handling phenomena so novel that they would make for a 

serious rearrangement of our preconceptions is to ignore them altogether, or to 

abuse those who bear witness to them.”31  In other words, the mind has 

developed active ways to vouchsafe certain beliefs through the onslaught of 

novel experiences.   

Ignoring novelty and abusing the messenger are common tropes in the 

fundamentalist pasts of the men and women described in this study.  They recall 

that in their former communities, rival doctrines were often dismissed with 

epithets such “innovative,” “inventive,” and “new.”  Such a practice is a crucially 

important link between James, Peirce and these Oregon Extension and Bob Jones 

alumni.  I contend that the fundamentalist approach to beliefs is not difference of 

kind but difference of degree from the ordinary, “extremely conservative” 

tendency of mind described by James and Peirce.  Fundamentalism, I argue, can 

be understood as building upon the mind’s capacity for conservatism, and 

magnifying its proportions through methods of belief preservation.32  Yet even in 

                                                        
31 William James, ‘Pragmatism,’ Writing 19021910, 513. 
 

32 At its most extreme Peirce suggests that the fundamentalist ‘fixation of belief’ would take the 
following form: “Let an institution be created which shall have for its object to keep correct doctrines 
before the attention of the people, to reiterate them perpetually, and to teach them to the young; 
having at the same time power to prevent contrary doctrines from being taught, advocated, or 
expressed. Let all possible causes of a change of mind be removed from men's apprehensions. Let 
them be kept ignorant, lest they should learn of some reason to think otherwise than they do. Let 
their passions be enlisted, so that they may regard private and unusual opinions with hatred and 
horror. Then, let all men who reject the established belief be terrified into silence. Let the people turn 
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these intensified, fundamentalist forms we may discern the common workings of 

the mind described by James and Peirce.  It may be that much of the failure to 

understand fundamentalism results from a refusal to place the structure of our 

own minds in familial relation to that of the fundamentalist.  

 We should think twice, implies James, before chiding fundamentalists in 

their refusal to revise certain beliefs.  Do we not all maintain certain beliefs 

intractably?  Shouldn’t we?  Some beliefs are, perhaps, too important for us to 

allow to be transmuted into other forms.  Some beliefs are worth protecting.  It is 

of great practical concern, then, that individuals find ways of holding certain 

beliefs in the maelstrom of experience.  Indeed, unshakable beliefs can drive 

great moral and institutional reforms—unrepelled as they are by any manner of 

resistance.  The question then becomes how we distinguish our own intractable 

beliefs from beliefs held in a fundamentalist manner.  One way of getting at this 

question is to ask ourselves what practices we are justified in cultivating for the 

purpose of preserving our most deeply cherished beliefs and what practices are 

unjustifiable.  One way to answer these questions is to undertake a fine-grained 

analysis of the effects of certain methods of belief preservation on the lives of 

particular human beings.  This ethnography is a contribution to such analyses.    

                                                        
out and tar‐and‐feather such men, or let inquisitions be made into the manner of thinking of 
suspected persons, and when they are found guilty of forbidden beliefs, let them be subjected to 
some signal punishment. When complete agreement could not otherwise be reached, a general 
massacre of all who have not thought in a certain way has proved a very effective means of settling 
opinion in a country. If the power to do this be wanting, let a list of opinions be drawn up, to which no 
man of the least independence of thought can assent, and let the faithful be required to accept all 
these propositions, in order to segregate them as radically as possible from the influence of the rest 
of the world.  ‘The Fixation of Belief,’ Philosophical Writings of Peirce, ed. Justus Buchler (New York: 
Dover Publications, 1955) 13. 
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The participants in this study are divided in their understanding of the 

origins of the methods of belief-preservation practiced in their former 

communities.  Many view these methods as consciously developed by leaders and 

influencers in fundamentalist communities—in smoky back rooms.  But many 

others understand these practices to arise unconsciously and organically among 

persons mutually devoted to a treasury of belief.  Indeed the early Christian 

language for the “revealed truth of the Gospel” was the “divine deposit”—a 

treasure to be guarded.  It is to a description of the effects of fundamentalist 

methods of belief preservation and of the manner in which they are 

overthrown—particularly through aesthetic experience—that this study devotes 

its pages.  
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Chapter 1 

 
 Practices of Un/certainty: 
 

Overcoming the Desperate Need for Absolute Certainty 

 
Ultimately there are but two philosophies. One of them 
accepts life and experience in all its uncertainty, mystery, 
doubt, and half-knowledge and turns that experience upon 
itself to deepen and intensify its own qualities—to 
imagination and art.  This is the philosophy of Shakespeare 
and Keats.33           

     --John Dewey 
 
I cry to remember.  I miss my all-too-certain world at the Bible 
college in the city.  I wish I had a thick red North Central Bible 
College sweatshirt.  Then when my absolute certainty 
dissolved into the dirty late-winter snow, I could wrap myself 
in my sweatshirt and rock myself back and forth, back and 
forth as when I was a child.   

       
        --‘Certainty’s Epitaph’ by Rebecca Winters 34  
 

This chapter chronicles a change in the memoirists’ fraught relationship to 

uncertainty.  If I were to transpose their experience into Dewey’s terms, this 

chapter could be said to follow the transition of these individuals away from that 

‘philosophy’ which degrades uncertainty and towards the ‘philosophy of 

Shakespeare and Keats.’  This latter ‘philosophy,’ Dewey explains, turns back 

upon itself the experience of uncertainty—with all the fears and anxieties often 

associated with it—harnessing its effects in the realm of imagination, creativity, 

and the arts.   

                                                        
33 John Dewey, Art as Experience (New York: Perigree, 1980), 41. First published in 1935. Henceforth 
AE.  
 
34 Rebecca Winters, Oregon Extension alumnus (Memoir, 1).     
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The first part of this chapter uses Judith Butler’s theory of performativity 

in a genealogical exploration of the source and nature of these memoirists’ 

troubled relationship to uncertainty.35  I argue, in short, that being certain takes 

practice, that the memoirists’ previously ironclad grip on certainty is best 

understood not solely as a mental or intellectual state, but as a ritualized practice 

of physical, mental and spiritual exercises by which they establish an identity as a 

non-doubter and secure their place in the social order of the religious community.  

I use the term identity to refer to those sites which function as a locus of the 

individual’s attempt to constitute an understanding of the self as whole.  I 

reserve the term subjectivity to refer to those pieces of experience that never 

quite fall into line with the given identity, which chafe, in this case, at the 

purported core of the non-doubter’s identity and manifest in its cracks and 

edges.  I underscore three fundamentalist Christian practices—namely, child 

evangelism, the maligning of doubt, and the call to feel certain of salvation—that 

shape the memoirists’ identity as non-doubters by effecting and defining a 

particular relationship to certainty.  Each practice plays upon the inherent 

conservatism of mind described by James and Peirce and in this way constitutes 

the desperate need for absolute certainty as a method of belief preservation in these 

fundamentalist communities.  

                                                        
35 Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (New York: Routledge, 
1990), and Bodies that Matter: On the Discursive Limits of “Sex” (New York: Routledge, 1993).  
“Gender is a repeated stylization of the body, a set of repeated acts within a highly regulatory frame 
that congeal over time to produce the appearance of substance, of a natural sort of being. A political 
genealogy of gender ontologies, if it is successful, will deconstruct the substantive appearances of 
gender into its constitutive acts and locate and account for those acts within the compulsory frames 
set by the various forces that police the social appearance of gender.” Gender Trouble, 33. 
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The second part of the chapter considers the role that the Oregon 

Extension community and the aesthetic experiences engerdered in its midst have 

played in the reconfiguration of Oregon Extension alumni’s relationship to 

uncertainty.  I argue that the Oregon Extension, in part through the place of the 

arts in its curriculum and daily life, immerses its students in a community whose 

‘rituals’ and ‘compulsions’—to use Butler’s terms—are powerful enough to 

unsettle, and in many cases supplant, the practices of certainty with which these 

students arrive.  Within this context, the arts become an essential element in the 

practices of uncertainty that these students begin to exercise.  The arts bring home 

for these students, with strange intensity, what William James refers to as the 

‘more,’ that endless stretch of the unknown that recedes to the edges of 

experience and beyond that edge.  Yet at the same time, the arts lend a 

comforting form to the perceived formlessness of belief and identity that 

accompanies the students’ initial foray into these disquieting realms.  The arts 

become a way of knowing and unknowing that generates and intensifies the 

experience of uncertainty, while rendering it habitable. 

Part I: Practices of Certainty 

Child Evangelism 

 Doug Frank is a founder and longtime professor at the Oregon 

Extension.36 He and I are hiking near the site of the Oregon Extension in the 

                                                        
36 Doug Frank has taught at the Oregon Extension for over 35 years, shaping and unsettling the 
beliefs of thousands of Evangelical students.  One Oregon Extension alumnus describes Doug Frank’s 
visit to her college campus: “Fortunately that spring, a man with white wavy hair and a blue flannel 
shirt visited my American Literature class and threw me a lifeline. Doug Frank sat in one of the empty 
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southern Oregon Cascades, which rise six thousand feet above Ashland, Oregon.  

Doug spends a lot of time in his hiking boots.  I ask him what he considers to be 

among his primary pedagogical tasks when a new group of evangelical and 

fundamentalist students arrives at the doorstep of his program.  We pause for a 

moment on the trail, surveying the Klamath Valley below.  The landscape is 

quilted with hoary pines.  I can’t now recall his exact phrasing but, in effect, he 

says he hopes to help students to tame for themselves the wild need for absolute 

certainty in matters of religious belief, a need which has been bred in them from 

an early age.  He wants to help them understand that religious doubt is not a 

reflection of moral depravity.  He hopes to guide them to resources and models 

that will help them learn to dwell in the mystery of unknowing.  He wants them 

to become seekers, and in this way to live.37 

 I ask Doug Frank why he thinks this need for certainty so powerfully 

grips the hearts and minds of the thousands of Evangelical students that have 

attended the Oregon Extension.  Among other theories, Doug holds that it is the 

experience of evangelizing friends and strangers from a very young age that 

                                                        
desks as if he were a student instead of a teacher.  He spoke in a voice that was quiet and calm, and as 
I listened to him describe the upcoming fall semester in the Oregon mountains, I began to envision a 
place I wanted to go to instead of a place I wanted to leave.  Doug spoke of mornings filled with 
lectures and small group discussions, afternoons filled with amounts of reading so enormous they 
threatened to break a student’s back.  At the OE, students got back to the basics:  they read books, 
they wrote about books, and they talked about books.   They lived in cabins, without cell phones or 
stereos, and internet access was severely limited.  Doug painted a picture of life outside the busy 
social clatter, but most importantly, he tapped a nerve inside of me that had not been attended to for 
some time: my deep love for reading and for the cultivation of ideas.” Julia Green, Oregon Extension 
Alumnus, 1‐2. 
 
37 “Characteristic of all fundamentalism is that it has found absolute certainty […] a certainty of the 
person who has finally found a solid rock to stand upon which, unlike other rocks, is ‘solid all the way 
down.’” Heinz Pagels, The Dreams of Reason (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1988) 328. 
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makes the need for certainty run so deep for these students.  If from the age of 

eight one must be certain of one’s position on the most difficult of metaphysical 

questions—about the ultimate meaning of life—such that one is not only sure for 

one’s self but sure enough to convince others of the life-or-death need for 

attaining this belief, then the need for certainty roots early and runs deep.   

Much of the struggle and shame that Oregon Extension and Bob Jones 

alumni describe themselves as having felt upon leaving fundamentalist 

Christianity and letting go of this sense of absolute certainty lies not only in the 

fact that they are forced to admit to themselves that they were wrong, but also 

that they must confess that they vehemently preached these now disavowed 

doctrines to others, sometimes threatening their listeners with the prospect of 

hellfire.   Thomas Corn claims that the single most painful part of leaving the 

faith was breaking the news to his “children in the faith,” those individuals that 

he had brought into the Christian fold: “They looked at me in disbelief.  And I 

looked back at them in disbelief.  Some of them wiped the dust off their shoes, 

others wept, and others told me I was under the sway of Satan.  How could I 

protest?  They had trusted me before, why should I expect them to trust me 

again?  Can I even trust myself again?”38  It was devastating to Thomas Corn’s 

sense of moral, social and epistemological self-confidence to reject beliefs he had 

once believed and preached with his whole heart.  Whether or not he could ever 

                                                        
38 Thomas Corn, Bob Jones University alumnus (Memoir, 5).  For several of the memoirists, the 
experience of abandoning a previous certainty led to agnosticism: “I have downgraded […] to 
agnostic (if I didn’t know THEN, who’s to say that I know anything NOW?) and I’ve gradually gone 
from bitterly anti‐Christian to respectful and open minded.” Rebecca Winters, Oregon Extension 
alumnus (Memoir) 2.         
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believe something with his whole heart again, or whether he should, remain open 

questions for him.       

Several of the memoirists provide personal accounts that support Doug 

Frank’s understanding of evangelism and certainty.  John Zigler recalls how his 

family would spend Saturdays going door to door ‘preaching the Gospel to 

sinners.’  The family would often canvass a block, each member knocking on a 

different stranger’s door, wearing their Saturday’s best.   

When I was 8 years old I was allowed to knock on doors by 

myself (a source of pride).  I remember my heart beating 

heavy in my chest as I extended a small finger toward the 

door bell.  I remember looking down at my shiny shoes, 

waiting for an answer, rehearsing my speech, turning over in 

my mind the note cards of apologetic ripostes given me by my 

father.  I became a master of persuasion at a very young age. 

[…] When I started to break away from Christianity, I began 

to look back on this Evangelizing with a great deal of 

resentment, toward my parents, and the elders of our church.  

And with sadness for the people I preached to, and told about 

Hell.39  

 

I asked John Zigler about this experience: 

 

PF: What was it like to start evangelizing, door-to-door, from such a 

young age?   

JZ: It wasn’t all bad.   It was a mixed thing.  There was part of it I liked 

and part of it I despised. Or part of me liked it and part of me despised 
                                                        
 
39 John Zigler, Bob Jones University alumnus (Memoir, 2). 
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it, would be better way to say it.  There was part of me that got a charge 

out of it, after I got over my initial shyness.  I liked having strong 

answers for all of their doubts.  I liked convincing others of TRUTH, 

and of course I sincerely believed I was trying to save them from the 

jaws of Hell.  I look back now and am shocked at how certain I was of 

the things I was telling them.  I mean, where does that come from? 

Seriously. I am in awe.  

PF: Where do you think that sense of certainty comes from? 

JZ: I must have been channeling, or mimicking, the certainty I saw in 

my parents or my pastors.  And/Or maybe I developed it as a kind of 

sales technique.  You know, believe in your product…  I miss that part of 

it.  I got a real charge out of that.   

         

John Zigler is awestruck at the certainty that he displayed, even as an 

eight-year old boy, when evangelizing others.  He suggests that he borrowed this 

certainty from his parents and his pastors as he grew into the part, learning their 

arguments but also imitating all the subtleties of their embodied relationship to 

these posited religious truths.  He recalls the note-cards—the scripts—that his 

father would give him, and he recalls practicing these notes again and again 

before and during the door-to-door mission.  He recalls how his pastor and his 

father would raise the level of their voice (both in terms of volume and in pitch) 

when making dogmatic claims about sin and punishment; they would also lower 

their voice when speaking about grace and forgiveness.  John recalls practicing 

apologetic arguments, but also imitating and perfecting these vocal techniques in 

his own evangelizing.  He speaks in several places of the sense of self—and the 

self-esteem—that accrued to him when he had mastered the evangelical routine 
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and was then allowed to go door-to-door all by himself.  It was a coming-of-age.  

His parents were proud of him.  He felt powerful. 

John Zigler’s relationship to certainty, I argue, can best be understood as 

performative.40  His identity as a person of certainty, or as a non-doubter, took 

hold through the practice and recitation—especially during the evangelical act—

of an already scripted way of being in relationship to certainty.  It was through 

constant reiteration of these normative practices (as modeled by his father and 

his pastor) that John established a secure place within the culture of his family 

and church community; it was here that his identity as a non-doubter congealed.  

John Zigler was in this sense carrying on a tradition of certainty.  He stood 

in what seemed an infinite line of individuals who practiced certainty in the way 

that it was practiced by the person ahead of them in the line.  John’s father 

imitates the pastor and John imitates the father, and the person that John 

converts to the faith imitates him.  Each borrows the practices of certainty—the 

norms—from the other as the tradition is passed from one generation to the next.  

And with each generation the original source of certainty, which is the practice 

itself, recedes further into obscurity.  What Butler says of gender archetypes can 

be said of this practice of certainty: ‘the genesis of the tradition becomes 

regularly concealed.’41   

                                                        
40See Gender Trouble and Bodies that Matter.  See also Amy Hollywood’s ‘Performativity, Citationality, 
Ritualization,’ History of Religions, Vol. 42, No. 2 (Nov., 2002) 93‐115. 
41 Gender Trouble, 178: “Gender is, thus, a construction that regularly conceals its genesis; the tacit 
collective agreement to perform, produce, and sustain discrete and polar genders as cultural fictions 
is obscured by the credibility of those productions—and the punishments that attend to not agreeing 
to believe in them; the construction “compels” our belief in its necessity and naturalness.”   
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I am not suggesting that John Zigler or his father were feigning certainty, 

or putting on a show.  That would be a misleading portrayal of these men, and a 

misreading of Butler.  ‘Performance,’ in Butler’s work, is stripped of its theatrical 

connotations.  She would not have us think of John and his father as consciously 

distinguishing themselves from an audience whose disbelief they hope to 

suspend.  This would imply that both men possessed full-formed, pre-

established identities, sites from which they consciously chose to act (in a 

theatrical manner) as if they were men of certainty, when in fact they were not.  

Butler is at pains to show that the relationship between performance, identity 

and subjectivity is far more complex; ‘the performance,’ she says, ‘always precedes 

and exceeds the subject’s conscious willing and choosing.’ There is always 

something in John’s performance that exceeds his conscious choice, for it is in 

large measure through this very performance that his ‘choosing’ identity is 

established.42 John’s father put the script in his hand; but it wasn’t until John had 

mastered the performance that he was considered to have come of age, the age of 

choice.43   

                                                        
 
42 “…performativity…consists in a reiteration of norms which precede, constrain, and exceed the 
performer and in that sense cannot be taken as the fabrication of the performer’s “will” or “choice.” 
Bodies that Matter, x. 
43 Although I agree with Butler on this point, I am troubled by an over‐chronological reading of her 
theory.  It is easy to put too much emphasis on the idea that ‘the performance preceeds the subject,’ in 
an absolute sense, as if there were a clear cut before and after to the performance—the show begins 
at 7 and is over by 10—as if a subjectless being walks onto the stage at 6:59 and a fully formed 
subject walks off the stage at 10:01.  To my mind, we are led astray by imagining a moment in time 
before which John Zigler possessed absolutely no measure of subjectivity, or before which the 
performance had not yet begun, or before which his choice and will were utterly inoperative.  These 
things, it seems to me, are always already underway, and tangled up with one another from the 
outset, and they do not cease to be so inextricable.  The show has had a long run; the show must go 
on. 
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This Butlerian theoretical framing, with its emphasis on bodily practice, is 

not intended to suggest that John Zigler was intellectually unconvinced of the 

truth of the Christian message.  Rather, I use this framing to suggest that there 

was more than just the intellect involved in John’s relationship to certainty.  I am 

arguing that being certain takes practice, and that a great deal of this practice 

takes place in the preparation and enactment of the evangelical act.  In the 

practice of convincing others, John was convincing himself, signifying to himself 

and others that he was a person of certainty.  In overcoming the doubts of others, 

he was expelling his own doubts, and developing a practical self-understanding, 

and self-expression, as a non-doubter.  Once this practice of certainty became 

habitual, it was very difficult for John to understand himself as anything but a 

man certain about the way things are in the universe.   

Although not all of the memoirists were asked to evangelize in the 

aggressive, door-to-door style described by John Zigler, they nonetheless felt a 

constant and acute pressure to evangelize in other ways, and through these 

practices developed a similarly performative relationship to certainty.  Bryan 

Holmes recalls that he was compelled by his parents and teachers to witness to 

his boyhood friends. “I was a good little Christian soldier.  I remember going 

around telling stories to my childhood friends about our imminent doom if we 

didn't ‘ask Jesus to come in to our hearts.’ I tried to save them.”44 Harold Wilson 

says that this pressure to evangelize infused all of his conversations, preventing 

                                                        
 
44 Bryan Holmes, Bob Jones University alumnus (Memoir, 1). 
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him from having peaceable and enjoyable interactions with others.  This practice 

lasted well into adulthood:  

In every conversation I was trying to work the conversation 

around to some point where I could spring Jesus on them, 

show Jesus was the answer to all of their questions […] I 

deeply regret this […] I felt a lot of sorry for it when I realized 

what I had been doing and I felt a lot of relief when I gave it 

up […] Still to this day, I often note to myself how wonderful 

and relaxing it is to have a conversation that is not governed 

by that feeling of needing to defend the faith and tell the 

world about Jesus.  I can just talk and listen and enjoy human 

company, and I don’t have to be certain of how everything fits 

together in my worldview.45 

 

Harold Wilson points to the all-pervasiveness of the evangelistic spirit, and 

reminds us again of how these practices might come to define one’s relationship 

to others, and so to define one’s self.  Audrey Hasenfus, an Oregon Extension 

alumnus, expresses a similar sentiment: “Although I still felt some anxiety over 

not having everything ‘figured out,’ there was something about just being able to 

sit and listen to people without trying to ‘witness’ to them or even answer their 

questions that seemed at the time to represent a more authentic sort of faith.”46  

Like Harold Wilson, Audrey Hasenfus gives us insights into how these 

evangelistic rituals establish and reinforce one’s identity as a person of certainty, 

                                                        
 
45 Harold Wilson, Oregon Extension alumnus (Memoir, 3)   
46 Audrey Hasenfus Oregon Extension alumnus (Memoir, 4). 
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one who has the answers and is responsible for saving the doubters of the world.  

The task of saving souls is a complex burden of responsibility to place on 

anyone, especially a young person.  When one’s ability to live up to this calling is 

premised on one’s relationship to certainty, then this relationship will be further 

complicated.   

Whereas John Zigler notes that on occasion he misses the sense of power, 

the “charge,” he once got from such feelings of absolute certainty and the ability 

to convince others, Harold Wilson claims not to miss it at all.  For him there was 

a great deal of anxiety attached to defending the faith and presenting an ironclad 

worldview.  For Harold this anxiety was, I would argue, a reminder of the gap, 

however slight, between the non-doubter’s identity, which he enacted, or 

performed, and the particularities of some other fragment of his subjectivity, 

which could never quite be absorbed into the role.  This notion of ‘identity gaps’ 

and ‘the fragments of subjectivity’ will receive further treatment below.  For now, 

it is noteworthy that both Harold Wilson and John Zigler speak of ‘regret’ and 

‘sadness’ as they reflect back on their inflated sense of certainty and the 

brazenness of their proselytizing.             

The Immorality of Doubt 

I was taught that Christians should abstain from many things, 
especially doubt, because God doesn’t like that at all.47 
  

If the difficulty in self-identifying as a doubter begins in the practice of 

evangelizing, it is exacerbated by the general suspicion of doubt that pervades 

                                                        
47 Violet Weteroth, Oregon Extension alumnus (Memoir, 2). 
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the communities from which many of the memoirists hale.  They almost 

universally claim that in the communities in which they were raised, doubting in 

matters of faith was frowned upon and doubters were regularly regarded with 

scorn.  Sometimes this doubt was ascribed to ignorance on the part of the 

individual.  But in many cases the claim was inflected with moral judgment: 

doubt was an indication of immorality.   

Regina Howe offers a particularly salient account of this phenomenon:  

my first encounter with doubts started happening when I 

was about 7 or 8 years old, at night, after the lights were 

out and the house was asleep.  I would stare at the wall, 

and the angle of the ceiling, contemplating the moon-

shadow of clouds drifting along the angular space.  Hymns 

from church drifting through my mind: ‘O Lord, Grant us 

Everlasting Life.’  I would think about the immensity of 

eternity or “everlasting life” in heaven.  And it bothered 

me.  It still bothers me.48   

 

When she was eight years old, Regina asked how there could be a world without 

end.  “Everything ends,” she reasoned.  Doubt entered her mind.  But it was 

quickly hidden away in a dark corner, where only she could sense its presence.  

Thinking back, Regina wonders at the fact that she felt unable to voice these 

doubts to her parents or the elders of the community.   She is surprised that even 

as a child she had picked up the signals: it is unsafe to question the faith, it 

reflects poorly on you—before God and the community.  “As I grew 
                                                        
 
48 Regina Howe, Oregon Extension alumnus (Memoir, 5).   
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older…questions only became more persistent, and it wasn’t so much the lack of 

answers in the church that finally sent me searching, but the lack of questions, 

the inability to ask the ones we had safely.  We were expected to pretend they 

didn’t exist and move on.”  As an eight year old Regina understood that 

“questions were marks of faithlessness…and so I whispered them only to myself.  

To address them to the leaders of the church, I thought, would be a mark 

of…sinfulness.”49   

To understand questions as marks of faithlessness is a powerful mode of 

belief-preservation.  Doubts, when they arise in the context of such communities, 

are treated not as provocations to reconsider or modify beliefs (as in James and 

Peirce) but as part of a general rebellion against God.  Beliefs are fixed; the 

believer conforms.      

Butler’s concept of performativity is useful for understanding the memoir 

of Regina Howe.  Not only does Regina suggest that there was a practiced 

repetition of a pre-scripted relationship to certainty (as in John Zigler and Harold 

Wilson), but she the ways in which these repetitive, ritualized acts transpired 

within the constraints of a sub-culture inimical to doubt.  These constraints made 

their presence known, as Butler would say, in part through “the threat of 

ostracism…controlling and compelling the shape of the production.”50  Regina 

                                                        
 
49 Regina Howe, Oregon Extension alumnus (Memoir, 2).  See also Holly Smythe, Oregon Extension 
alumnus (Memoir, 3). 
50 “Performativity cannot be understood outside of a process of iterability, a regularized and 
constrained repetition of norms. And this repetition is not performed by a subject; this repetition is 
what enables a subject and constitutes the temporal condition for the subject. This iterability implies 
that 'performance' is not a singular 'act' or event, but a ritualized production, a ritual reiterated 
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Howe picked up the signals from a young age: it would be by acting certain—

before self and other—that she would signify her certainty and establish a safe 

and secure place within the social order of the non-doubters.  They were thus 

‘compelled,’ to use Butler’s terminology, to be non-doubters.  

Another memoirist recalls a pastor who would answer all doubters from 

his flock with one and the same question—“who are you sleeping with?”—the 

implication being that doubts arise not primarily from intellectual and 

experiential sources but from moral depravity, from a sin one seeks to justify.51  

This pastor theorized that the tendency in his flock was to alleviate the cognitive 

dissonance (between belief in sexual purity and conviction of one’s own sexual 

impurity) by doubting and dropping the belief in purity rather than modifying 

the behavior.   

It is easy to grasp the persuasive power of this method of belief 

preservation.  Much can be said for the fundamentalist’s willingness to take 

seriously the role played by desires and actions in the modification of belief.  In 

many ways these communities makes explicit my claim that the non-doubter’s 

identity is sustained through bodily practice.  In the pastor’s model, the mind is 

vulnerable to the body and the body is bound to sin.  Thus the body must be 

brought under control so that the mind can be stabilized and safeguarded from 

doubt.  The body is brought under control through a series of ritual practices—

                                                        
under and through constraint, under and through the force of prohibition and taboo, with the threat 
of ostracism and even death controlling and compelling the shape of the production, but not, I will 
insist, determining it fully in advance.” Bodies That Matter, 95. 
 
51 Todd Bush, Bob Jones University alumnus, 6.  
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among them Bible study, prayer, and fellowship with other Christians.  Through 

these practices, the mind and body enter into lockstep with one another in the 

march toward certainty.       

This pastor is not idiosyncratic in assuming that one particular sin is 

numerously at play in the creation of doubt, namely, sex.  Oregon Extension and 

Bob Jones alumni note again and again the fixation on sex and its regulation by 

fundamentalist leaders.  “Micromanagers of the body,” as one memoirist calls 

them.  There are a multitude of reasons for this, many of which lie beyond the 

reach of this study.  Suffice to say, the pastor annexes his alarm about sex to his 

alarm about doubt.  In the pastor’s mind, sexual desires are touchstones of the 

body’s tendency to lead the mind astray, and so, in Butlerian terms, to disrupt 

the performance that establishes the non-doubter’s subjectivity.  In their 

disruptive capacity, ‘sinful’ sexual desires and activities signal a fragmentedness, 

or a gap, in the non-doubter’s identity.  From this pastor’s perspective, it is 

incumbent upon the faithful to close these gaps through regular spiritual 

practice.  Likewise, but in a contrary direction, for those struggling to undo their 

identity, these gaps must be maintained at all costs and leveraged by a different 

set of practices.  This pastor’s tendency to find a link between ‘sexual sin’ and 

doubt is but a particular instance of the more general phenomenon of identifying 

doubt with sin, uncertainty with perfidy, and so imbuing doubt and uncertainty 

with an intense moral valence.  It is within the field of these cultural constraints 

and these communal rituals that the non-doubter’s identity is played out.          
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Beyond The Shadow of a Doubt 

So 7th grade is when it happened:  evangelicalism got right 
under my skin.  It was a combustible brew—my tremendous 
anxiety and sadness meeting the “Jesus in your heart” 
language and absolute certainty of this subculture […] A 
person who had accepted Jesus into their hearts was 
supposed to feel happy and certain.  I did not feel this way at 
all.  Trying to make the conversion “take” was my 
preoccupation for the next couple of years.52  
 

In the communities in which many of the alumni began, the need for 

certainty stands in relation to several core, interlocking, evangelical Christian 

doctrines: personal salvation, eternal hellfire, and the rapture.  The fear of hellfire 

and the fear of being left behind at the rapture, fears commonly recollected by 

the memoirists, arise from a sense of uncertainty as to whether or not they have 

been ‘saved.’  Within these communities, ‘it is by accepting Jesus Christ into one’s 

heart as personal Lord and Savior,’ and by saying the ‘Sinner’s Prayer,’ that one 

avoids these fates.53  All congregants, including children, are admonished to be 

absolutely certain that they have been ‘saved.’   

A familiar sermonic refrain runs this way: ‘If you were hit by a bus as you 

walked out of Church this morning, would you know beyond a shadow of a doubt 

that you would go to Heaven and not to Hell?’  Holly Smythe recalls this kind of 

preaching: “We were taught to be CERTAIN about where we were going when 

we died.  And about where others were going as well.  Salvation was a set of 

                                                        
 
52 Tracy Furlong, Oregon Extension alumnus (Memoir, 2‐3). 
 
53 ‘The Sinner’s Prayer’ is a popular term for a common, unwritten prayer by which one confesses to 
being a sinner, admits to needing God’s forgiveness and help, confesses Jesus to be the source of 
these, and asks Jesus to come into one’s heart as Lord and Savior.     
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rules which was bound together by our own certainty of rightness.”54  Damian 

George recalls a popular song from his Christian camp: “There’s a fire on the 

mountain tonight.  No place to run, no place to hide.  Come now, would you be 

alright if you had to die tonight?”55 In a similar vein, Jason Bivins (a writer and 

teacher on Evangelicalism) has documented the phenomenon of ‘Hell Houses,’ 

which are constructed by fundamentalist churches during the Halloween season 

in order to provide both an alternative to the ‘demonic’ haunted houses in the 

neighborhood and to give church kids a taste of how things would be in Hell 

should they end up there.56 

  If the human relationship to doubt and uncertainty is almost always 

already fraught, these Dantean experiences, alongside such lyrical and homiletic 

flourishes up the ante.  The memoirists recall the workings of their childhood 

imagination grasping for certainty, fearing that they might not be ‘saved,’ and 

extrapolating on the biblical phrase, ‘weeping and gnashing of teeth.’  As Colette 

Burgess writes,   

At my worst, I imagined little devils trying to steal me away 

from God. I tried to censor my thoughts, thinking that they 

were controlled by devils, that they were temptations, leading 

me away from God, and if they got me I’d be in darkness 
                                                        
 
54 Holly Smythe, Oregon Extension alumnus (Memoir, 4).  
 
55 Damian George, Oregon Extension alumnus (Conversation on 4‐15‐10).   
 
56 Jason Bivins, Religion of Fear: The Politics of Horror in Conservative Evangelicalism (Oxford 
University Press, 2008).  Bivins notes that in these Hell Houses there are frequent links made 
between specific ‘sins’ and their consequences.  He describes a scenario in which the Devil appears 
with a sign inviting ‘Homos’ and ‘Fags’ to burn forever in Hell.  See also the documentary film, Hell 
House (2001) by David Ratliff.  
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alone forever…my fear was real. I was afraid I’d be cut off 

from God, from life, and that it would somehow be by the 

devices of my own mind.57   

 

The message that Collette Burgess had internalized from her church community 

was that the devices of her mind could bring on all manner of punishment.  She 

learned, from an early age, to cultivate a skeptical attitude toward what James 

and Peirce consider regular workings of the mind—its tendency to question and 

to doubt.  She learned actively to engage the mind in order to keep it on track, to 

shut out the possibility of doubt, for doubt and demon, she understood, went 

hand in hand. 

 Related to the threat of hell is the threat of not being taken up in the 

rapture, which, according to the memoirists, places an even more devastating 

prospect in the childhood imagination, that of being left behind.  A common 

teaching among conservative, American Evangelical Christians is that in the last 

days of earth the true believers will disappear and be taken up into heaven while 

the non-believers will remain to suffer the trials and tribulations that envelop the 

earth in the apocalypse.  Virtually every one of the memoirists, and indeed, 

virtually every person I have known to come from an American evangelical or 

fundamentalist background has had, as a young person, the fear of being left 

behind at the end of the world.  You come home from school and enter your 

house.  You don’t immediately see anyone there.  You call out, Mom? Dad? No 

                                                        
 
57 Colette Burgess, Oregon Extension (Memoir, 3). 
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answer.  The mind immediately rushes to the conclusion: the rapture has 

occurred, the true Christians have been taken from the earth, and I have been left 

behind to face the trials and tribulations of the anti-Christ, replete with plagues 

and guillotines.’   

The fantasy is not simply the fruit of an overactive childhood imagination.  

It is explicitly put before the eyes of many children through any number of 

popular Christian apocalyptic songs and movies.58  As Tracy Furlong recalls,     

At church youth group we were now being shown movies 

like Thief in the Night and singing songs about being left 

behind during the rapture.59  During eighth grade, I 

developed an absolutely devastating case of insomnia.  It 

started with praying over and over again that Jesus would 

really come into my heart and as I would start to fall asleep 

my mind would fill with bargains I could make.  Maybe if I’d 

be really nice to that girl, Patty, with the pasty white skin and 

homemade clothes?60  

 

                                                        
58 The best‐selling Left Behind series by Tim LaHaye and Jerry B. Jenkins are the most prominent 
example of a large body of literature that presents itself as an authoritative interpretation of what the 
Bible says will happen to those who are left behind after the rapture.  Though perhaps even more 
influential on this score are the comic‐type ‘tracks’ published by Jack Chick, which have sold as many 
as 700 million copies world wide and been translated into dozens of languages: 
http://www.chick.com/default.asp   
 
59 Thief in the Night (1972) directed by Donald M. Thompson.  This apocalyptic film was popular in 
American evangelical and fundamentalist circles in the 1970’s and 1980’s.  The primary song on the 
soundtrack was written by Larry Norman (1947‐2008).  The song, like the movie, describes several 
scenarios in which people are left behind during the rapture.  The central characters in these tales 
are people who were attending church at the time of the rapture but failed to say the ‘sinner’s 
prayer.’  Many of the memoirists feel that they were scarred by this movie.    
 
60 Tracy Furlong, Bob Jones University alumnus (Memoir, 10). 
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One cannot overstate the vividness of this childhood fear or the way it gets 

tangled up with other elements of childhood imagination.  Jamie Claverack, for 

example, worried about the status of his toys at the end of the world: 

In what now must seem like a naïve boy’s parody of 

Cormac McCarthy’s The Road, many nights, before sleep 

would come, I imagined myself trekking across a scorched 

Earth all by myself, toys in tow. That I spent any number of 

bedtime periods somberly imagining myself carting 

Winnie the Pooh, a handful of action figures, and a few 

select stuffed animals through our yard, searching for the 

remaining honeysuckle bushes before claiming any 

“raptured” child’s Star Wars toys all to myself, combines 

now to strike me as terribly sad, and the sort of 

psychological melodrama, and undeniable mind game I 

would go to great lengths to spare my own children.61 

 

Jamie’s formation in these beliefs and the concomitant certainty they demanded 

ensured that he found it difficult to overcome an oil-and-water-like relationship 

to uncertainty.  Tracy Furlong, Jamie Claverack, and many other Oregon 

Extension and Bob Jones alumni, help us understand just how vital it is for 

individuals in these communities to develop a strong capacity for absolute 

certainty.  This capacity marks the difference between an expectation of eternal 

                                                        
 
61 Jamie Claverack, Oregon Extension alumnus (Memoir, 7) “However, for a good portion of my 
childhood, I definitely adored Star Wars more than anything else, and for a time – especially between 
the second and third films, and with the fate of Han Solo hanging in the balance – I couldn’t help 
puzzling over the supposed‐need to pledge allegiance to a God who might return to Earth before the 
trilogy was completed. I imagine this possibility unhinged me more than any other through my 
childhood.” 
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suffering and eternal bliss.  It secures one’s place in the community of the moral 

non-doubters.  It places one on the right side of the evangelical act.  As we have 

seen, this ‘capacity for certainty’ is best understood not as the domain of one 

faculty—the intellect, say—but as a repertoire of ritualized, embodied practices, 

undertaken within the constraints—and under the disciplinary codes—of a social 

unit which constitutes and validates one’s identity as a non-doubter. 

The Site of Resistance         

Following Butler, I would insist that such codes and compulsions, no 

matter how forceful, cannot predetermine “fully in advance” the shape that one’s 

identity will ultimately assume.62  The men and women in this study are living 

proof.  No matter how constricting the sub-culture, or how regularized the 

repetition of norms, or how great the threat of ostracism, the formation of the 

subject could not be fully pre-determined.  There remains a gap, a space for the 

mind and the body to revolt against the norms and compulsions that shape 

them.  In that gap, sometimes even a small lever may undo the system.  Butler 

suggests that such levers of resistance are present in and through the very 

iterations entailed in the performance of the subject; for each “repetition both 

repeats the same and differs and defers from it,” as Amy Hollywood observes.63 

Given the instability of all signification and the untrackable number of variables 

that shift from one moment to the next, from one body to another, no matter how 

carefully the script is crafted, consulted or practiced, there will be missteps in the 

                                                        
62 Judith Butler, Bodies that Matter, 95. 
 
63 Amy Hollywood, ‘Performativity, Citationality, Ritualization,’ 94.     
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performance.  Certain things about the subject will be signified and revealed 

which do not fit the shape of the character as it was scripted.     

Based in part on this conception of misfirings, I would argue that in 

‘differing and deferring’ from the regularized norms, these iterations signify and 

establish alternate fragments of subjectivity, sites from which new identities may 

take shape if repeatedly practiced.  Given that the fragmentary nature of these sites 

stands at odds with the subject’s general desire for reflexive wholeness (identity), 

and given the related cultural compulsions against out-of-the-norm practices, 

such pieces of subjectivity area rarely encouraged.  They remain unpracticed—or 

rarely practiced and secretly.  Yet they remain with the subject, dwelling in cracks 

and corners, sometimes quietly, at other times expressive.  In their expressive 

mode they signal the gaps in the non-doubter’s identity.  They bespeak its 

incoherence, its failure to own up to its own fragmentedness or non-wholeness.  

These gaps, I would argue, are signaled by the aforementioned anxieties of 

Harold Wilson in the act of evangelism, or the way in which Holly Smythe and 

Violet Weteroth were able to hold onto their doubts, even as young girls, storing 

them in a dark corner of their being, “whispering only to themselves.”  It wasn’t 

until they discovered a way, or a public place, to practice the kinds of subjectivity 

that remained inchoate in these gaps that the shape of their identity as non-

doubters began to change.    
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Part II: Practices of Uncertainty 

 
Ah, what a dusty answer gets the soul 
When hot for certainties in this our life! – 
In tragic hints here see what evermore 
Moves dark as yonder midnight ocean’s force,  

Thundering like ramping host of warrior horse, 
To throw that faint thin line upon the shore!64 

 

Doubters and Non-doubters at the Oregon Extension 

The following is an excerpt from the memoir of Oregon Extension 

alumnus Julia Green: 

 

I arrived at the Oregon Extension with a full blown habit of binge 

eating […] The professors helped me see that my hunger was a 

voice, and that I needed to listen to that voice.  What was it telling 

me?  That was the beginning of my journey away from the church.  

When I began to listen to my hunger, I also began to listen to my 

doubt.  When I began to listen to my doubt, I realized that I had 

been full of doubt all along.  My determination to believe had 

pushed it down.  What the OREGON EXTENSION professors did 

for me was provide a place where questions were allowed and 

where doubt was a part of faith.  True seekers asked hard 

questions, and true believers didn’t always believe […] One day on 

my walk home […] I started to sing a Cat Stevens song, and a new 

voice came out of my mouth.  It was stronger and deeper than I had 

ever experienced, and it came from my gut, my diaphragm, that 

core place of balance [...]  My new voice felt alien, but it belonged to 

                                                        
64 George Merideth, Modern Love and Other Poems (1904), 42. 
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me.  It was a real discovery […] I began to heal. I began to write 

music, and I began to sing.   

 It has been eight years now since I wrote my first song, and I 

have written more than sixty.  Songs give me the right frame to 

house my thoughts and emotions.  They allow me to give voice to 

my own experience, and they serve me better than the written 

word because they put the words right into my mouth and make 

my voice a physical, audible thing.  These days, I tell my audiences 

that I stopped going to church around the same time I started 

playing music.  Music has become the way I find myself in the 

world, and through my songs, I try to bring heaven back down to 

earth.  I try to honor the human heart and all of its hungers.65 

      

Julia Green’s story is a particularly stirring expression of a narrative that is 

common among alumni of The Oregon Extension.  Students regularly observe a 

dramatic change in their relationship to certainty and doubt during their time in 

the program.  This transformation generally involves much more than an 

intellectual recalibration of beliefs.  It is, they suggest, an overhaul of their 

previous identity as non-doubters.  This overhaul entails cultivating a new 

practical—often physical—relationship to uncertainty, and yielding to a set of 

ideals that valorizes (rather than denigrates) the practice of doubt.  At the 

Oregon Extension, this valorization is often expressed in terms such as ‘honesty’ 

and ‘authenticity.’  One alumnus remembers feeling, in the midst of the program, 

that “although all my certainties were being stripped away, I was now convinced 

that this feeling of unknowing was somehow the grounds for a more authentic 
                                                        
65 Julia Green, Oregon Extension alumnus (Memoir, 5‐6). 
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faith.”66 Another alumnus admits that “the spiritual and emotional tectonic shifts 

that began in Oregon are with me still today.  For me, wracking confusion […] is 

better than any amount of the forced certainty and latent or overt chauvinism 

embodied in the structure of many evangelical churches.”67 A third alumnus 

recalls that at the Oregon Extension she “became more comfortable with the 

doubt…[I]f the Oregon Extension teaches its students anything, it’s that 

confusion is ok, is actually a somewhat natural state of being.”68 Given the anti-

doubting culture in which the memoirists were formed, it is not hard to imagine 

why the Oregon Extension’s culture of ‘authentic doubting’ might engender 

‘spiritual and emotional tectonic shifts’ in its participants.69 In the midst of these 

shifts, many students found resources at the Oregon Extension for coming to 

understand doubt as part of the spiritual practice of an ‘authentic faith.’  For 

others, such as Julia Green, once the doubts came flooding out, there was no 

stopping them, and this flood bore them out of the church.         

In the same way that practices of certainty are modeled by the leaders in 

the fundamentalist communities from which many of our memoirists come, this 

new practice of uncertainty is modeled by the leaders at the Oregon Extension.  

                                                        
66 Cora Faye Tomlinson, Oregon Extension alumnus (Memoir, 3). 
 
67 Betty Hanley, Oregon Extension alumnus (Memoir, 6). 
 
68 Eleanor Witnowski, Oregon Extension alumnus (Memoir, 1). 
 
69 A fourth Oregon Extension alumnus, Rachel Shoemaker, recounts for me over coffee a one‐on‐one 
meeting she had with Doug Frank, in which he told her straightforwardly that she needed to learn to 
listen to her fellow students, to listen to the books they were reading, to listen in general.  “For to 
listen, in the context that Doug was encouraging, meant not feeling the need to have immediate 
answers to every uncertainty, to be able to sit with the questions, sit with the mystery.  This took 
practice,” she recalls.  
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Professors are forthcoming with students about their own questions, doubts, and 

uncertainties.  In lectures, small group discussions, and individual meetings, 

students are encouraged to form questions and express doubts.  The Oregon 

Extension also provides several optional explicitly ‘spiritual’ practices—such as a 

eucharistic service at a professor’s house (see Chapter 2) and a contemplative 

service—that allow students to integrate a sense of wonder and uncertainty into 

their spirituality.  Of course, the task of modeling uncertainty extends beyond 

the Oregon Extension faculty to include the ‘fictional leaders’ of the community 

as well.  Alumni describe the protagonists of the novels in the Oregon Extension 

curriculum as exemplary of the practices of uncertainty.  Walker Percy’s Binx, 

Wendell Berry’s Jayber Crow, David James Duncan’s Chance brothers and 

Dostoyeksky’s Karamozovs are regularly cited as examples.  These characters 

model practices of uncertainty thereby creating a general culture at the Oregon 

Extension in which forming questions and expressing doubts are valorized.  

The constraints and compulsions under which these new performative 

strategies transpire compel these students in quite the opposite direction of those 

found in their evangelical and fundamentalist communities.  Yet they are 

constraints and compulsions nonetheless.  Several alumni recall that during their 

time at the Oregon Extension those individuals who could not bring themselves 

to question their evangelical background or who felt unable to grasp the 

‘doubting side of faith,’ were sometimes ostracized by the group, whether 

consciously or unconsciously.  Non-doubters might even be chastised for being 
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inauthentic or dishonest about their doubts.  If within the Oregon Extension 

culture, doubts are considered the natural byproduct of honesty and 

authenticity, then those who do not express their doubts are naturally viewed 

with some suspicion.  So then, not unlike the fundamentalist communities that 

the memoirists have described, the culture of the Oregon Extension paints one’s 

relationship to certainty in moral terms.  For the fundamentalists, doubt is an 

indication of moral failure.  At the Oregon Extension, it is dishonest to deny 

one’s doubts.   

Sam Alvord, a recently retired Oregon Extension professor, says that over 

his long tenure with the program he learned that,  

Students from these evangelical backgrounds arrive at the 

Oregon Extension as liars.  They are lying to themselves 

and others about their doubts and fears—and this causes 

them to lie about their entire family and church experience.  

They arrive at the program and tell me how great their 

family is, how godly.  But two months into the program 

they are telling me that their mother has a severe drinking 

problem and their father used to beat them after church, 

and their church community is judgmental and the pastor 

used to look at them in inappropriate ways.  Learning to 

express religious doubts gets all tangled up with the ability 

to express doubts about family members and sacrosanct 

pastors and church communities too.  

 

Sam Alvord would not have called non-doubting students ‘liars’ to their face, but 

he describes this as his underlying conviction.  Oregon Extension alumnus 
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Damian George says that this conviction would generally became apparent to the 

students who had begun to embrace their doubts, and these students would 

often directly accuse the non-doubting students of such dishonesty.  In this way, 

there would sometimes develop rifts among the Oregon Extension students 

between the doubters and the non-doubters.  For many students, their semester 

in Oregon was the first time they were given a public space to express and 

exercise those doubts which “had been languishing about in the cracks and 

corners of our minds and hearts, our histories and bodies.”70  Once one doubt 

was expressed there was often a torrent of doubts that followed close behind.  

One student’s ability to express their doubts lent courage to a fellow student in 

expressing theirs.  Damian George suggests that this cascading effect created 

powerful bonds between students, bonds that endured long after the semester in 

Oregon had come to a close.  But as these doubting students bonded, says 

Damian, those who could not bring themselves to question the faith were 

sometimes left out in the cold.  Perhaps this must be measured as a cost to the 

creation of a counter-culture with constraints and codes powerful enough to 

establish—at least the beginnings of—a new set of performative rituals that 

enable one to embrace uncertainty.   

Towards the end of our hike, Doug Frank expresses his regret that the 

Oregon Extension has not been a more hospitable place for those students who 

were unable to question the fundamentalisms of their past.  For some students, 

                                                        
70 Debbie Blue, Oregon Extension alumnus (Quoted on The Oregon Extension website: 
oregonextesnion.org).   
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Doug suggested, the costs of reconfiguring their non-doubter identity is simply 

too great and the Oregon Extension must strive to be a more hospitable place for 

these students.    

Identity Gaps Revisited 

 [U]ntil the Oregon Extension I had never really learned to roam 

freely in my mind. The [Oregon Extension] professors weren’t 

feeding us the pre-packaged, the well rehearsed, the 

preconceived (they weren’t striving to make tenure or sell their 

ideas). It seemed to me that they were hoping to free us to form 

honest, penetrating questions—ones that had been languishing 

about in the cracks and corners of our minds and hearts, our 

histories and bodies.71 

  

Debbie Blue underscores a recurring phenomenon among the Oregon 

Extension alumni studied here.  There was frequently a retrospective recognition 

that the gaps (“cracks and corners”) in their identity as non-doubters, gaps they 

were just learning to express at the Oregon Extension, were in fact present all 

along, even if unrecognized as such.   

Routinely the alumni describe a scenario in which they eventually came to 

recognize that their non-doubter identity was fissured in ways that ran back to 

the inception of their belief.  Even those who were formerly the fiercest defenders 

of fundamentalist Christianity, those who held forth as if there was not a doubt 

                                                        
71 Debbie Blue, Oregon Extension alumnus (Quoted on The Oregon Extension website: 
oregonextesnion.org).  
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in their mind, will say that in retrospect they see that there were ‘cracks’ and 

unvisited ‘corners’ in their identity all along. 

I have come think of these identity gaps as storehouses for the differings 

and deferments, the inevitable result of the ceaseless iterations entailed in 

performativity.  These fissures were generally ignored because they simply were 

not part of the performance; they were negative spaces within the imagined 

coherence of subject; they were sites of lack.  In these spaces, doubts had 

germinated and long survived, ‘languishing in the nether regions of our minds 

and hearts, histories and bodies.’  It is accurate to say that these doubts were 

‘languishing’ in as much as this term means abandoned or ignored.  But as far as 

the word ‘languish’ may be taken to suggest that the fissures in question had 

long been forgotten it is a misleading term.  For these reflexive enclaves of doubt 

were not forgotten.  Covered over, perhaps.  Forgotten, no.   

It is startling how clearly the memoirists can recall the gaps in their non-

doubter identity, even when those gaps had been ignored or actively denied for 

decades.  Recall Harold Wilson who upon leaving his church community could 

see—in retrospect—that a denial of doubt was at the root of the anxiety that had 

long gripped him in conversations with others.  Upon seeing these doubts, he 

immediately understood them as signifying (in a Derridian and Butlerian sense) 

a previously ignored part of his subjectivity: “Part of me had always been a 

doubter.”  Or recall Violet Weteroth and Holly Smythe, who upon attending the 

Oregon Extension and learning to embrace their doubts were immediately able 
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to remember, or to name, the experiences of doubt they had had as seven and 

eight year olds.  They remembered tucking those doubts away in a place almost 

invisible to their socially constructed identity, ‘whispering to themselves.’  

Whispering but not forgetting.   

In many cases, the gaps in a person’s identity signify their presence not 

through whispers but through cries.  Several memoirists recount the way these 

fragmented bits of subjectivity would keep them up at night, supplying them 

with an incomprehensible and unspeakable dis-ease, manifesting in all manner 

of strange, untraceable, and unpredictable bodily ways.  Until they found a 

space—at the Oregon Extension—to acknowledge the doubting aspect of their 

subjectivity, they were very often unable to see the relationship between the 

physical manifestation of these gaps, and the gaps themselves.  

Julia Green’s story is a prime example of the complex relationship 

between identity and subjectivity.  She is alone among the memoirists in noting 

the way that an eating disorder became entangled with, and to some extent 

fueled by, the suppression of doubts.  But she is in the company of others when 

she notes that it took the guidance of the Oregon Extension faculty, and a song 

upon her lips, to show that her disorder was, at least in part, a physical and 

mental manifestation of those fragmentary bits of subjectivity held up in those 

identity gaps.  At the Oregon Extension, Julia and others found themselves able 

to recognize, name, and explore the questions and doubts that held open these 

previously unnamable spaces, like place holders over a void.  Once these sites of 
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doubt became integrated into their new identity—one which contained space for 

convictions and doubts to coexist—the painful manifestations of these gaps 

lessened and in many cases completely disappeared.  

Julia understands her eating disorder to be one of these painful 

manifestations.  At the Oregon Extension she learned to identify it as a signal, to 

listen to the hunger as to a voice, and to ask what it told her of her identity as a 

non-doubter.  She came to believe that this hunger was telling her that her 

identity was built on a foundation that was untrue.  This identity, she now felt, 

was maintained at the cost of being dishonest about her doubts, and the 

fragmentary, suppressed bits of subjectivity they signaled. “When I began to 

listen to my hunger, I also began to listen to my doubt.  When I began to listen to 

my doubt, I realized that I had been full of doubt all along.  My determination to 

believe had pushed it down.”72  

Very often, it seems, it is left to the body to signal to the subject that not all 

has been accounted for, that there are pieces of the self that do not fit within the 

confines of the non-doubters identity.  The body signals through symptoms that 

tell us that something must be addressed.  Perhaps the body is mirroring back to 

the subject the painful exclusions enacted by the cultural constrictions and 

compulsions under which it has been formed. 

Julia’s ability finally to listen to her hunger’s voice was achieved in part 

through aesthetic experience.  The intimate relationship between the body and 

the arts is always to some degree inarticulable, but in this case it is clear that 
                                                        
72 Julia Green, Oregon Extension alumnus (Memoir, 4). 
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music helped Julia to listen to the gaps in her identity as a non-doubter and to 

vocalize a new identity, which integrated the fragmentary bits of subjectivity that 

resided in these gaps.  Her body’s revolt against the powers that inscribed her 

identity as a non-doubter was stilled or perhaps displaced onto these aesthetic 

experiences, as a site of integration, or harmony.  Rather than muffling its voice 

or shouting its concerns through an eating disorder, the body began to sing: “I 

began to heal. I began to write music, and I began to sing.”   

 

Art and Uncertainty  

I have now been exposed to many different perspectives on 

[…] spiritual experience, and my questions are endless 

about where I fit in all of this. Yet at the same time I am at 

peace with the uncertainties. I allow myself to doubt, to 

question what I thought was truth, and to seek out 

experiences freely, knowing it is all a part of discovering. 

This is exciting, especially since I don’t think I would have 

allowed myself to think these thoughts pre-Oregon 

Extension.  Art is an important element of this process and 

of my life now, much more than previously imagined.  

  --Elsa Manning, Oregon Extension Alumnus 

 

The idea of uncertainty, mystery and wonder was one 

which began to grow during my time at the Oregon 

Extension and was encouraged by the poetry and literature 

we read, the discussions we had, and the writing we did.73 

  --Holly Smythe, Oregon Extension Alumnus 
                                                        
73 Holly Smythe, Oregon Extension alumnus (Memoir, 4).  
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Like Julia Green, Holly Smythe and Elsa Manning, many of the Oregon 

Extension alumni suggest that the Oregon Extension’s culture of befriending 

uncertainty was cultivated, at least in part, by the place of the arts in the 

curriculum and daily life of the community.  I devote the remainder of this 

chapter to a pattern that is common in the memoirs—the arts unsettle certainty, 

while comforting the uncertain.  The arts, Oregon Extension alumni claim, 

rendered apparent just how much they did not know, how much of being they 

had yet to encounter, and so stirred up wells of uncertainty.  But at the same 

time, the arts lent their comforting form to the perceived formlessness that 

accompanied these initial forays into uncertainty.  The arts became a way of 

knowing and unknowing that occasioned and heightened the experience of 

uncertainty, while making it a livable space. 

Eleanor Witnowski recalls the impact of the aesthetic preludes that would 

open the school day at the Oregon Extension.  Before lectures or small group 

discussions began, students and professors would gather in silence to listen to a 

piece of music or a poem.  “This got the mind working in a different way.  It 

cleared the floor.  It opened me up to the strange and shockingly new ideas that I 

was sure to encounter on a daily basis at the Oregon Extension.”74  Krista Varney 

describes her Oregon Extension experience as the first time she encountered 

“poems, songs, and books that ask, ‘what if?’”75 This simple question, she 

                                                        
74 Eleanor Witnowski, Oregon Extension alumnus (Memoir, 1). 
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suggests, became a wedge that pried apart her certainty.  The arts enabled the 

reconfiguration of her relationship to doubt and became an ongoing dimension 

of her practice of uncertainty.  A fellow alumnus, Cora Faye Tomlinson, whose 

story we will look at in greater detail below, likewise speaks of the great sense of 

uncertainty that overtook her in aesthetic experience.   

The arts poked holes in what I thought was an airtight 

system of belief.  They did this directly and indirectly.  The 

Brothers Karamazov asked direct and unsettling 

theological questions, of course.  But more important was 

the way these literary works gathered me up into an ethos 

that transcended my beliefs more than directly challenging 

them.  This showed me that there was so much more to the 

universe than my little mind could consider. […] [The arts] 

made my beliefs seem small. 

    

Cora Faye Tomlinson’s experience resonates with that of Rachel Shoemaker, also 

an Oregon Extension alumnus, who characterizes her break with 

fundamentalism as a movement away from absolute certainty, through novels 

and theatre, into a realm of mystery, wonder, and uncertainty.  Like Cora and 

Krista, Rachel suggests that literature and the arts had this effect because they 

made her aware—brought home to her with strange intensity—all that she did not 

know.   

William James’ concept of ‘the more’ helps us to comprehend Rachel’s 

unknowing.  James suggests that aesthetic experience, in part because it reveals 

                                                        
75 Krista Varney, Oregon Extension alumnus (Memoir, 4). 
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to us the yawning chasm between our formulations of experience and experience 

itself, yields a keen awareness of ‘the more,’ that endless stretch of unknowns that lie 

at and beyond the horizon of experience.  All our experiences, says James, are 

“fringed forever by a more that continuously develops and that continuously 

supersedes them as life proceeds.”76  ‘The more’ is that unknown (not necessarily 

unknowable) stuff which lies beyond the scope of our words, concepts, and 

categories, at any given moment. “Everything that happens to us brings its own 

duration and extension, and both are vaguely surrounded by a marginal ‘more’ 

that runs into the durations and extension of the next thing to come.”77  

‘The more’ is thus both part of experience and beyond experience—and 

perpetually so.  At the point where it intersects with experience—at its outer 

rim—it suggests to us that it is continuous with a vast space which lies beyond 

our experience. ‘The more” is thus a constant reminder of how relatively little we 

know and how chastened we must be in our claims to certainty.  Locke once 

described our combined knowledge as a grain of sand resting on the edge of the 

great abyss of our ignorance.  ‘The more’ begins at the edge of this abyss and 

signals the chasm beyond: our memoirists see the edge, they feel the chasm, but 

they cannot see into it.  Aesthetic experience gestures toward this edge and 

beyond. 

In Art as Experience, John Dewey builds on James’ concept of ‘the more,’ 

and extends it into the realm of the arts.  He recalls Coleridge suggestion that 

                                                        
 
76 A World of Pure Experience,” Writings 19021910, 1173. 
77 “Pragmatism and Common Sense,” Writings 19021910, 1272. 
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“art must have about it something not understood to obtain its full effect.”78  He 

quotes Edgar Allen Poe on art’s “suggestive indefiniteness” to support his claim 

that the arts make us particularly aware of ‘the more’ or ‘the whole’ which lies 

forever beyond our grasp.79       

We might expand the field [of experience, vision] from the 

narrower to the wider.  But however broad the field, it is still felt as 

not the whole; the margins shade into that indefinite expanse 

beyond which imagination calls the universe.  This sense of the 

including whole implicit in ordinary experiences is rendered 

intense within the frame of a painting or poem.80    

   

The rendering intense of one’s experience of the unknown is very near to what 

our memoirists describe of their experience of the arts.  As French sculptor 

Auguste Rodin once observed, “Great works of art say all that can be said about 

man and they convey that there is something more that cannot be known.”81  

Along similar lines, contemporary philosopher Alexander Nehamas argues that 

aesthetic experience, especially the experience of beauty, has a chastening effect 

on our sense of ourselves as creatures capable of epistemological and descriptive 

certainty.  By definition, Nehamas argues, these experiences ask questions of us 

                                                        
 
78 John Dewey, Art as Experience, 194 
 
79 Ibid., 194. 
 
80 Ibid., 201. 
 
81 Auguste Rodin, the 19th and 20th Century French sculptor.   



  71 

for which we have no conclusive answers: “‘beauty’ names those attractions that 

exceed our ability to articulate them in terms that we already understand, and 

promises to reveal to us something never seen before.”82 We return again to the 

well-worn novel on our shelf not simply to experience its familiarity, but to be 

reminded of the unexplored depths it possesses despite our familiarity: “The art 

we love is art we don’t yet fully understand.”83   

Along with James and Dewey, Nehamas recognizes the potential 

frustrations inherent in the experience of our cognitive and linguistic finitude: 

“Whenever we try to say why something is beautiful, we end up disappointed, 

with a sense that language has failed once again to capture experience fully and, 

as always, has left out something essential to it.”84 But such disappointments 

only arise if we are bent on providing conclusive answers to the kinds of 

                                                        
 
82 Alexander Nehamas Only a Promise of Happiness: The Place of Beauty in the World of Art (Princeton 
University Press, 2007) 85.  It is important to note that Nehamas does not make a hard and fast 
distinction between art and beauty.  He resists Danto’s famous suggestion that ‘it’s beautiful’ is the 
least revealing thing that one can say about a work of art.  For Danto, ‘Beauty’ is to be sharply 
distinguished from ‘artistic value.’ Arthur Danto, The Abuse of Beauty (Chicago: Opencourt, 2003).  I 
agree with Nehamas on this score and in this way we both stand with Mary Mothersill in Beauty 
Restored (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1984), with Dave Hickey in The Invisible Dragon: Four Essays on 
Beauty (Los Angeles: Art Issues Press, 1993), with Elaine Scarry in On Beauty and Being Just 
(Princeton University Press, 1999), and with Wendy Steiner in Venus in Exile: The Rejection of Beauty 
in 20th Century Art (New York: Free Press, 2001).  
 
83 Only a Promise of Happiness, 76.  Nehamas is delineating a very particular concept of beauty, which 
I do not think holds for all experiences of the beautiful.  And, obviously, not all that is 
incomprehensible is beautiful.   
 
84 Alexander Nehamas Only a Promise of Happiness: The Place of Beauty in the World of Art (Princeton 
University Press, 2007) 75. ““Beauty” is the name we give to attractiveness when what we already 
know about an individual—whether it is from a distance, from up close, or as a result of our 
interaction—seems too complex for us to be able to describe what it is and valuable enough to 
promise that what we haven’t yet learned is worth even more, perhaps worth changing ourselves in 
order to come to see and appreciate it.” (70).  “Like beautiful people, beautiful works spark the 
urgent need to approach, the same pressing feeling that they have more to offer, the same burning 
desire to understand what that is.  Their beauty is not just on their surface but it is also not 
independent of it; it is not something higher, remote, or purely spiritual.” (73).   
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questions that aesthetic experiences ask of us.  Such a bent is itself, suggests 

Nehamas, misguided: “the reason we can’t fully explain either to others or to 

ourselves why we find something beautiful is that the judgment of taste is 

simply not a conclusion at all.”85  Aesthetic experiences ask questions of us that 

entail an ongoing engagement with the question and a perpetual dwelling in the 

state of mind in which the question has put us.  This state of mind, in Peircian 

terms, entails the bird leaving the branch, propelled by ‘doubt’ and its ever 

present companion ‘thought.’  And for this reason Nehamas concludes, 

“Uncertainty is an inescapable aspect of life.  Beauty, which draws us forward 

without assurance of success, is its visible image, a call to look attentively at the 

world and see how little we see.”86  ‘To see how little we see’ is a brilliant 

rephrasing of James’ concept of ‘the more,’ though not as striking as Wallace 

Stevens’ image of “the palm at the end of the mind” that stands “beyond the last 

thought.”87 

 This line of thought from James to Nehamas is persuasive and useful for 

understanding the accounts given by Bob Jones and Oregon Extension alumni.  

                                                        
 
85 Only a Promise of Happiness, 75.  Nehamas is distinguishing himself from Hume, but in doing so he 
aligns himself with Kant, which is remarkable only for the fact that Nehamas often self‐presents in 
this book as resisting Kant. David Hume, “Of the Standard of Taste,” in Essays, Moral, Political, and 
Literary, ed. Eugene Miller (Indianapolis: LibertyClassics, 1988, pp. 226‐249).  Immanuel Kant, 
Critique of the Power of Judgment, trans. and ed. Paul D. Guyer (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2000).     
 
86 Only a Promise of Happiness, 131. 
 
87 Wallace Stevens, ‘On Mere Being’ (1954).  Stevens was greatly influenced by James during his time 
at Harvard.  See Richard Poirier, Poetry and Pragmatism (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
1992).  For reflections on Stevens’ image of the palm see Michael Jackson’s The Palm at the End of the 
Mind: Relatedness, Religiosity and the Real (Durham, Duke University Press, 2009). 
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But there is an aspect of the relationship between art and uncertainty that 

remains under-theorized in these philosophers, an aspect that is, I believe, 

essential to understanding the experience of the accounts at hand.  Following 

Elaine Scarry in On Beauty and Being Just, I would suggest that art and beauty are 

able to destabilize one form of certainty exactly because they establish, at least 

temporarily, a different sort of certainty.   

Scarry begins her analysis by observing that an experience of the beautiful 

impresses on us the sense that the beautiful thing is ‘like nothing else’: “The 

Beautiful thing seems—is—incomparable, unprecedented; and that sense of 

being without precedence conveys a sense of the “newness” or “newbornness” of 

the entire world.”88  As with other encounters with new things and new places, 

however, beauty may occasion errors of judgment.  That is to say, in new places 

sometimes you get lost.  Scarry cites Odysseus’ stumbling at the vision of 

Naussicaa’s beauty as she approaches on the beach.  Odysseus declares 

Naussicaa’s beauty to be definitively without precedent even as his mind tumbles 

backward and forward, attempting to find such precedent in a palm frond or an 

orchard.  Scarry argues that such errors—in judgment and speech—are an 

abiding structural feature in the experience of beauty.   

But errors in the midst of beauty are not like other errors.  For one thing, 

Scarry contends, they arise not straightforwardly from a state of confusion, but 

first and foremost from a unique form of conviction, “a wordless certainty,” that 

pleasurably floods the mind of the perceiver: “The beautiful, almost without any 
                                                        
88 Elaine Scarry, On Beauty and Being Just (Princeton University Press, 1999) 22.   
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effort of our own, acquaints us with the mental events of conviction.”89 

Overwhelmed by certainty, but also, as a result of the newness of this encounter, 

suddenly stripped of clear concepts to guide words and actions, the perceiver 

gapes and stumbles.  But in this gaping the perceiver interacts with the world, if 

even just for a moment, without his or her usual set of conceptual and evaluative 

categories, which under ordinary circumstances are used to buttress a sense of 

certainty.90  In this stumbling the perceiver is granted the opportunity to revise his 

or her course of direction, like a car rattled free from straight tracks.  In this way, 

beauty yields a double-sided experience, the first side of certainty, the second of 

disorientation with a pressure toward revision of previous judgments.91   

Scarry’s suggestion is that beauty provides a new fixed point of certainty, 

of such fixity that the perceiver stumbles, mentally, and perhaps physically, like 

sea legs on firm ground.92  On beauty’s terra firma one is granted to occupy, 

albeit briefly, a territory between experience and concept, a unique vantage point 

                                                        
 
89 Scarry, On Beauty and Being Just, 28‐29, 31. 
90 That one’s usual set of concepts and categories are disrupted or unsettled or held in abeyance does 
not mean that one is experiencing the world in a more ‘pure’ or unfiltered, or non‐conceptual way.  It 
means that one’s usual way of filtering and conceptualizing are not dominating the experience.   
 
91 Scarry, On Beauty and Being Just, 31: “The beautiful, almost without any effort of our own, 
acquaints us with the mental events of conviction, and so pleasurable a mental state is this that ever 
afterwards one is willing to labor, struggle, wrestle with the world to locate enduring sources of 
conviction—to locate what is true.”  See also, Nehamas, Only a Promise of Happiness, 63: 
“Beauty points to the future, and we pursue it without knowing what it will yield…My reasons for 
finding you beautiful include characteristics I feel you have not yet disclosed, features that may take 
me in directions I can’t now foresee.  Beauty inspires desires without letting me know what they are 
for, and a readiness to refashion what I already desire without telling me what will replace it.” 
 
92 Jamie Claverack quotes Hass to describe his experience reading Arthur Miller’s The Crucible: “The 
sensation was physical. It was the first physical sensation of the truthfulness of a thing that I had ever 
felt…The poem was unambiguously thrilling.” Oregon Extension alumnus (Memoir, 8). 
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from which to reevaluate associated relationships, revise previous convictions, 

and set things in a new order. 

Nehamas gestures in the direction of ‘beauty’s unique form of certainty’ 

without developing the idea.  As we have seen, he emphasizes the uncertainty 

that beauty engenders, but in the following passage he suggests that in the 

moment of aesthetic experience, perhaps because beauty strips away so much of 

what we usually feel certain about, those certainties which remain are thrown 

into greater relief: “The only thing that you know is that no other object, no other 

person, can possibly have the same effect.  A beautiful thing stands out against 

its background and its beauty, which distinguishes it from everything else, 

promises a happiness impossible to find anywhere else.”93 For Nehamas the 

remaining certainties are generally limited to our convictions about the beautiful 

thing itself and our desire for it (for better or worse).  But for Scarry, the 

conviction that remains in the midst of beauty’s wordless certainty is the 

needfulness of justice, “to be fair as beauty is fair.”   

As we have seen, the state of certainty is a native habitat for anyone from a 

fundamentalist background, which is perhaps exactly what renders beauty an 

effective tool in disrupting their previous certainties.  Beauty takes in the viewer 

in part through the affective pleasure of ‘certainty’ (if one finds certainty to be 

pleasurable), then unsettles previous certainties through the fixedness of the new 

site of certainty.94 This may perhaps be one reason why conservative evangelical 

                                                        
93 Only a Promise of Happiness, 101. 
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and fundamentalist communities have long had a fraught relationship with 

beauty and the arts.  These sites offer rival commodities, variations on the 

experience of certainty.  The certainty offered by art and beauty opens up into 

the wordlessness of the more, while the certainty offered by fundamentalism is all 

about words.  Fundamentalism offers the word that is the gold standard behind 

all words.  It is a demand for literalism; beauty a demand for figuration.    

Art and Restructuring  

The arts were agents of intensified uncertainty for a large number of 

Oregon Extension alumni.  But among many of these very same alumni, 

‘comfort’ is a word frequently used to describe their experience of the arts.  

“Good fiction’s job is to comfort the disturbed and disturb the comfortable,” 

David Foster Wallace once observed.95 These two seemingly contrary experiences 

are in art compact. 

Oregon Extension alumni commonly refer to the arts as a comfort 

inasmuch as they offer up their form to the new found ‘formlessness’ of the 

student’s ‘doubt-filled minds.’  As Cora Faye Tomlinson says, “The not-knowing 

needed form of some kind.  This is the realm of […] the arts.  Poetry, visual art, 

literature, and silence speak the language of not-knowing better than logic or 

                                                        
94 This recalls Simone Weil’s suggestion that beauty stands at the opening of a great labyrinth, luring 
in passersby: “The beauty of the world is the mouth of a labyrinth. The incautious person, who, 
having entered, takes a few steps, is after some time unable to find his way back...If he doesn’t lose 
courage, if he continues to walk, it is absolutely certain that he will arrive at the center of the 
labyrinth. And there, God is waiting to eat him.” Simone Weil, Waiting For God (New York: Harper, 
2001) 103.   
95 David Foster Wallace in Larry McCaffery’s Dalkey Archive Press interview with Wallace in 1993.     



  77 

creed.”96  As these memoirists came to acknowledge the gaps in their identity as 

non-doubters, and so to embrace the uncertainties they had long tried to ignore, 

the doctrinal structures and ritual practices that had at one time offered comfort, 

strength, and clarity now seemed like a house of cards, or as James Baldwin 

described it, “the slow crumbling of my faith, the pulverization of my fortress.”97  

Indeed, as these certainties crumbled all around them, as they lost the taste for 

fundamentalist certainty itself, the arts provided a structure in which to house 

the ‘not-knowing.’   

The arts, suggests Cora, offered up a different sort of structure than she 

was accustomed to; it was strong but also flexible—and so, ‘better than logic or 

creed.’  Even if such housing was at first unfamiliar, it was nonetheless 

comforting to encounter hospitality in a homeless moment.  As Tracy Furlong 

puts it, “[T]he most healing aspect of all was the dawning realization that almost 

nobody felt whole and okay.  The suffering of the characters in Dostoyevsky felt 

like home to me, and I found a home over and over again in literature and in the 

community at Oregon Extension.”98     

Julia Green too describes an experience of art offering up its form to 

formlessness.  Recall her description of singing a Cat Stevens’ song during a long 

walk home.  The voice that took shape upon her lips through the form of that 

                                                        
 
96 Cora Faye Tomlinson, Oregon Extension alumnus (Memoir, 3). 
 
97 James Baldwin quoted from David Hempton, Evangelical Disenchangement: 9 Portraits of Faith and 
Doubt (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2008) 169. 
98Tracy Furlong, Oregon Extension alumnus (Memoir, 5). 
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song was so brand new, she says, that it felt foreign to her but also resonant with 

a “core place of balance” within.  “My new voice felt alien, but it belonged to me.  

It was a real discovery.”  The song, she tells us, lifted that voice out of her mouth 

like a diaphragmic muscle.  The song lent its form to the newly bred—and near-

formless—aspect of her identity, which took shape and was thus ‘discovered’ 

through this new and resonant voice that ‘emerged from a place beyond her 

locales of certainty.’  Looking back over her long journey out of fundamentalism, 

Julia sees that at each crucial turn, songs provided her with “the right frame to 

house” her thoughts and emotions.  “They allowed me to give voice to my own 

experience, and they served me better than the written word because they put 

the words right into my mouth and made my voice a physical, audible 

thing….Music has become the way I find myself in the world.”  Like Cora Faye, 

Julia found that music and the arts provided her with a new structure through 

which to voice her experience with confidence and force and without falling back 

into the time-worn grooves of the practice of certainty.  These songs transcended 

the entrapments of ‘logic’ and ‘creed,’ as Cora says, while nonetheless granting 

weight and extension to her experience.  The song provided a shelter, a shape, a 

guide.   

Would Julia Green have ‘discovered’ her new voice, or the new identity it 

signified, if Cat Stevens had never written that song?  Certainly another song 

would have come to her lips.  But what if that song in turn had never been 
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written?  Julia began writing songs of her own to ensure that there would always 

be songs to come to the lips of others in times of grave uncertainty.99 

Another Oregon Extension alumnus, Jennifer Weld, was likewise impelled 

to creativity as her doubts mounted and ‘the not-knowing needed form of some 

kind.’ 

 
Towards the end of my time at the Oregon Extension 

I did a project examining the theory of atonement.  

This was very scary in many ways.  I felt like I was 

questioning everything that I had been taught about 

God.  I am not someone who journals regularly but 

this exploration drove me to journal out my fears and 

thoughts.  The second entry I wrote took the form of a 

poem…Although I would never consider myself a 

poet I tended to turn to that form when facing these 

doubts and needed to write it out.  At other times I 

turned to music.100  

 
Jennifer reinforces the idea that in the strained face of uncertainty some Oregon 

Extension students turned toward artistic forms as a means of structuring the 
                                                        
99 Ivis Zimmerman, a Gordon College alumnus, makes a similar resolve to create art for others out of 
gratitude for what another artist had done for him.  In the midst of great spiritual confusion he found 
himself in the Tate Modern in London: “Wandering through its galleries, I came into a room that was 
dimly lit. The space had the feel of a small chapel. There were benches in the middle of the space, one 
for each wall. The space was quiet. There were a few people seated on the benches who seemed 
completely transfixed by the paintings in the space. As I looked around, I realized all the paintings in 
the space were similar enough to have been created by the same artist and seemed to envelope the 
gallery; they stretched from floor to ceiling and butted up against one another. I too soon became 
transfixed, sat on one of the benches and stared at the paintings for over two hours. That experience, 
was not unlike some of the “religious” and/or “spiritual” experiences I had growing up in a 
Pentecostal church. It was seemingly otherworldly. Upon leaving the gallery, I found out that the 
painter was Mark Rothko, and I told myself I wanted to do for someone else what he had done for 
me.” Ivis Zimmerman, Gordon College alumnus (Memoir, 2).  
100 Jennifer Weld, Oregon Extension alumnus (Memoir, 3): “Poems and songs often resonate with me 
and I find myself identifying thoughts and feelings I have because a song or poem expresses them.” 
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perceived formlessness of their shifting beliefs and identities.  Sometimes the art-

works of others were adequate in this regard, as with Julia’s Cat Stevens’ song.  

At other times the not-knowing demanded the creation of one’s own works of 

art, as in Jennifer’s journaled poems or Julia’s original songs.101   

The same is true for Veronica Hopko, a creative writer and alumnus of the 

Oregon Extension.  During her time in Oregon, she was driven to create in 

literary forms.  She wrote poems and stories nearly everyday.  Sometimes she 

stored them away in journals; other times she shared them with the group.  She 

says that the creative act allowed her to “address” her new found measure of 

uncertainty to a degree she would otherwise have found impossible.  Years after 

her sojourn in Oregon, she recalls hearing a phrase which made sense of her 

experience: “Certainty doesn’t foment art.”  

I’m not sure who said it, but what attracted me instantly was 

the converse—uncertainty requires creativity to address it. I 

believe that my childhood questions about Jonah and Lot and 

Eve required more than just a different answer. They 

requested a story. In my Bible school education, I was getting 

morals—stories that turned into answers. What I wanted, 

though, were answers that turned into stories. That early 

desire has fueled a lifelong belief in and commitment to 

narrative acts. I’m convinced of it—art (stories) can occupy 

the space of uncertainty in a way nothing else can.  It took me 

                                                        
 
101 In Chapter 4, “The Loss of Faith,” I argue that the arts are effective at housing beliefs and identities 
during transitionary periods because they possess the means for mourning the loss of old beliefs and 
old identities while simultaneously investing the melancholic energy of these losses into new forms 
of desired beliefs and identities.  
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many years in academia to grow to trust this impulse. Though 

I read voraciously, especially fiction, it didn’t occur to me for 

a long time that stories could directly address questions, that I 

could write straight into my philosophical uncertainties, and 

through narrative, inhabit them.  No matter which answers I 

come to or how they will change, the dialectical intention to 

incorporate remains consistent, and that motion of mind 

directly addresses my childhood preoccupation with certainty 

by removing the answers from the central position and 

replacing them within the process of both inquiry and feeling. 

I believe that this motion allows access to the space Doty 

speaks of, a limitless space that, though it may never be 

inhabited, can be passed through, returned to, and dwelt in 

for longer and longer periods, until art grows from that 

passing, and a fullness of heart.102 

 

In Doty’s words and in Veronica Hopko’s experience, ‘uncertainty foments art,’ 

while also guiding the artist in the practice of uncertainty: “art (stories) can 

occupy the space of uncertainty in a way nothing else can.” Narrative, says 

Veronica, teaches that all certainties are temporary, provisional elements of a 

larger, ongoing inquiry.  The arts at first allowed Veronica to pass through the 

site of uncertainty and to take a quick look around.  But through practice, art 

allowed her to dwell for longer and longer periods of time in uncertainty, until 

she became familiar with the landscape and could inhabit that terrain and be 

nourished.  The practice of art allowed her to become practiced in uncertainty. 

                                                        
102 Veronica Hopko, Oregon Extension (Memoir, 6‐8).  ‘Doty’ is Mark Doty, an American poet (1953‐). 
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Art, Epistemology and the Inalterably Fixed    

Philosophy is said to begin in wonder and end in understanding.   
Art departs from what has been understood and ends in wonder.103   

        --John Dewey  

 

Cora Faye Tomlinson is a visual artist.  Reflecting on her life as it has 

unfolded since her time in Oregon and the shedding of her identity as a non-

doubter, she notes what an essential role creativity and the arts have played in 

her practices of uncertainty.  “The creative process,” she holds, “has become a 

way of knowing and being […] in a way that transcends the certainty that I once 

believed I had.” One of the striking aspects of this statement is her conjunction of 

knowing and being.  In shedding her identity as a non-doubter, and embarking 

on a life of artistic creation, she discovered a new way of knowing that was 

inextricably linked to a new way of being, and vice versa.  Both the being and the 

knowing  transcended her previous fundamentalist fixations on absolute 

certainty.  In these new practices, certainty was no longer an exclusively desired 

outcome, epistemologically or ontologically.  To the contrary, absolute certainty, 

she came to believe, provides both false knowledge and a weakened state of 

being.  Absolute certainty is maladaptive, she says, because by definition it stops 

creativity, which is the root of all ‘real belief,’ and the source of ‘real life itself.’  

Like Veronica Hopko, Cora Faye tells me that she has been taught this lesson by 

                                                        
 
103 John Dewey, Art as Experience, 270. 
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the artistic process itself, a living instance of her relationship to knowing and 

being: both are process, she insists, and certainty is the enemy of progression.104    

Cora’s artistic process brought her to a conclusion not unlike those put 

forward by John Dewey in his 1929 Gifford Lectures at the University of 

Edinburgh, later revised and published under the title, The Quest for Certainty.  

I do not doubt that there was a feeling before the rise of 

philosophy that the unalterably fixed and the absolutely 

certain are one, or that change is the source from which 

comes all our uncertainties and woes. But in philosophy 

this inchoate feeling was definitively formulated.105   

 
Dewey’s primary thesis in these lectures is that in our desire for absolute 

certainty and the security it entails humans beings have historically tended to 

degrade those aspects of life which entail uncertainty—such as the physical 

world, practical activity and the arts.  Dewey observes that the common trait 

among these realms of uncertainty is their mutability.  He then argues that there 

is a long-standing identification, one formalized by the Greek philosophical 

tradition and extended in Western theology and philosophy, between the 

‘unalterably fixed’ and the ‘absolutely certain.’  

Practical activity deals with individualized and unique 

situations which are never exactly duplicable and about 

which, accordingly, no complete assurance is possible.  All 

                                                        
104 In a journal entry written during his final weeks at the OE, John Morris reflects, “I have learned 
that the search for answers is in a way the answers themselves, and that the search must continue as 
long as I draw breath.  To rest on an accepted fact is to lose identity and true knowledge itself, much 
like David James Duncan says in The River Why.” 
105 John Dewey, Quest for Certainty, 16. 
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activity…involves change.  The intellect, however, 

according to the traditional doctrine, may grasp universal 

Being, and Being which is universal is fixed and 

immutable.  Wherever there is practical activity we human 

beings are involved as partakers in the issue.  All the fear, 

disesteem and lack of confidence which gather about the 

thought of ourselves, cluster also about the thought of the 

actions in which we are partners.  Man’s distrust of himself 

has caused him to desire to get beyond and above himself; 

in pure knowledge he has thought he could attain this self-

transcendence.106   

 

Cora’s ‘way of knowing and being,’ as it has evolved since her time at the 

Oregon Extension, has moved in an opposite direction to the philosophical and 

theological trajectory described and rejected by Dewey in The Quest for Certainty.  

She has learned to ground her knowledge (and so her being) in the creative act 

itself, which is not only colored by the human strain of mutability, but is itself an 

expression, indeed an enactment, of that change.  Change is wrought through the 

creative act, and thus uncertainty is not only embraced but generated.  With 

change comes unpredictability, and so uncertainty, according to Dewey.  In the 

artistic act, then, ‘all of the fear, self-disesteem and lack of confidence’ that 

Dewey sees underwriting the philosopher’s flight unto the immutability of self-

transcendence are taken head-on in the extreme as an embrace and enactment of 

change and its concomitant uncertainties.  As Dewey writes, ‘philosophy begins 

                                                        
106 Ibid., 6.   
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with wonder and ends with understanding.  Art departs from what is 

understood and ends in wonder.’  Wonder is the way of Shakespeare and Keats.   

In Art as Experience (1934), Dewey claims that aesthetic experiences are the 

great proof, and the constant reminder, that mutability and uncertainty are at the 

heart of the environment in which we live.  Aesthetic experiences teach us—in 

ways that are irreducible to conceptual terms—that our environment entails 

continuous, though not thoroughgoing, change.    

There are two sorts of worlds in which esthetic experience 

would not occur.  In a world of mere flux, change would 

not be cumulative; it would not move toward a close.  

Stability and rest would have no being.  Equally is it true, 

however, that a world that is finished, ended, would have 

no traits of suspense and crisis, and would offer no 

opportunity for resolution.  Where everything is already 

complete there is no fulfillment. 

 

Thus, according to Dewey, each time Cora has an aesthetic experience (inclusive 

of the creative act), she is reminded, however unconsciously, that the world in 

which she lives entails both flux and stability.  Change and uncertainty will 

define her state of being as often as not.  For Dewey this reality must be reflected 

in her epistemology if it is to be reflected in her being.  For too long, says Dewey, 

our relationship to uncertainty has been displaced by fear and superstition.  The 

way back is, at least in part, through aesthetic experience.   

Cora’s ‘way of knowing and being’ is parallel to Dewey’s approach.  Her 

epistemology is not the ‘pure knowledge of self-transcendence,’ which Dewey 
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has called into question.  It is rather the self-invested knowledge that all things—

to which the self-in-process can relate—are themselves in process, and thus 

unknowable as static entities.  If the “objects” to be known are themselves in 

motion then the knower too must be-in-motion to enter into relationship with 

them.  In art this motion is, for Cora, realized, as the knower becomes integrated 

into the known.  As Dewey argues: 

For the uniquely distinguishing feature of aesthetic 

experience is exactly the fact that no such distinction 

between self and object exists in it, since it is aesthetic in the 

degree in which organism and environment cooperate to 

institute an experience in which the two are so fully 

integrated that each disappears.107  

 

In Cora’s artistic experience, the unknowing (of things as static) dovetails with a 

knowing of them in motion, process and mutability.  It is in this way that she can 

claim that art became “a way of knowing” that was “other than the certainty” to 

which she had been accustomed.   As she says, “the unknowing and the 

uncertainty needed form of some kind,” a form she and Dewey find located 

paradigmatically in the arts. 

*** 

                                                        
107 Art as Experience, 249. “The harmony that the creature must attain with its environment in order 
to go on living is not the kind of harmony that it imposed on flux and change from without.  Rather it 
is made out of the relations of harmonious interactions that energies inherently already bear to one 
another.  This order or harmony is active, not static.  It itself changes and develops and comes to 
include within its balanced movement a greater variety of changes.  Harmony is not something 
outside the world of flux and change, not something foreign to what goes on everyday as change and 
flux” (14).     
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The culture of the Oregon Extension, infused by aesthetic experience, 

inaugurated among the alumni studied here the practices of uncertainty that 

would unsettle and refashion their identity as non-doubters.  These practices 

were modeled by the professors at the Oregon Extension and by the fictional 

characters found in the books of the curriculum.  Within this culture, a new set of 

codes and compulsions took shape, valorizing uncertainty and disrupting the 

performance of the non-doubter’s identity.  These disruptions—occasioned in 

part by the aesthetic—stirred up and mobilized the signifying force of the 

fragmentary bits of unassimilated subjectivity—the cumulative potency of a 

lifetime of questions and doubts—that dwelt in the cracks and corners of these 

very identities.  This manifold of re-awakened signification was granted 

coherence, expression, and structure through artistic form.  The arts occasioned 

and strengthened the newly bred identities, helping these Oregon Extension 

alumni to unify their way of knowing with their way of being.108 The arts were, 

then, a vital part of their process of overcoming the desperate need for absolute 

certain, and undoing this fundamentalist method of belief preservation.    

              At the outset of this chapter, I recorded Doug Frank’s personal objectives 

as a teacher when welcoming a new group of evangelical and fundamentalist 

students to the Oregon Extension.  I am struck by how well the following 

statement by Oregon Extension alumnus Holly Smythe recapitulates these aims 

                                                        
108 In Chapter 3: “We Dive and Reappear in New Places,” I explore the possibility that the arts play an 
important role in allowing the newly emerging and fragmentary significations of self to have a 
fighting chance against the reigning vision of a coherent self in as much as the arts facilitate a 
generative passivity in the subject, which entails a relaxation of conscious wit and will which are, 
according to William James, closely allied to the status quo of self‐understanding.  
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and speaks to the impact of the program.  Recall that these words are spoken by 

a former fundamentalist:   

We live in mystery, [the arts] tell us.  And we live in gift. 

And our lives are allowed to exist as creative responses to 

this, attempting to unravel mysteries without explaining 

them away, exploring gifts, even the ones we do not 

understand. All our days, our relationships, our 

opportunities are things, ultimately, which we did not 

invent and cannot control. They are grace. And it is this 

awareness of grace in which I am trying to live right now, 

in hope without certainty, faith, not without doubt, but 

without fear.109  

 

This chapter began with Dewey’s suggestion that there are two philosophies.  

One is a flight from uncertainty.  The other is that of Shakespeare and Keats.  

Holly Smythe has arrived at the latter philosophy.  It is thus with Keats’ 

description of Shakespeare as a man of enormous ‘negative capability’ that this 

chapter ends: “He was capable,” observes Keats, “of being in uncertainties, 

mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reaching after fact and reason.”   

                                                        
109 Holly Smythe, Oregon Extension alumnus (Memoir, 6). 
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Chapter 2 

 
The Gift of Beauty 

 
Overcoming the Divide Between Insiders and Outsider 

 
 
Art is a hand outstretched in the darkness, seeking for some 
touch of grace which will transform it into a hand that 
bestows gifts. 
    --Franz Kafka 
 
That art weds man and nature is a familiar fact.  Art also 
renders men aware of their union with one another in origin 
and destiny.     
    --John Dewey 

 
It was horrifying to think my gift [of drawing and painting] 
may have been given to me by the source of evil and ugliness.  
How can evil and ugliness make a gift of beauty?  I lay in my 
bed and thought a long time about what was wanted from 
me.110  

    --Chaim Potok, My Name Is Asher Lev 
 

The Geert-Hofstede Uncertainty Avoidance Index has established a strong 

correlation between a culture’s inability to cope with uncertainty and its lack of 

tolerance for outsiders.111 Given these findings and the conclusions I reached in 

                                                        
110 Chaim Potok, My Name is Asher Lev (New York: Knopf, 1972), 119.  
 
111 Geert‐Hofstede is a father‐son team of organizational sociologists.  Their Uncertainty Avoidance 
Index is a cross cultural study: “Uncertainty avoidance deals with a society’s tolerance for 
uncertainty and ambiguity;…It indicates to what extent a culture programs its members to feel either 
uncomfortable or comfortable in unstructured situations. Unstructured situations are novel, 
unknown, surprising, and different from usual.  Uncertainty avoiding cultures try to minimize the 
possibility of such situations by strict laws and rules, safety and security measures, and on the 
philosophical and religious level by a belief in absolute Truth; ‘there can only be one Truth and we 
have it’.”  This quotation is from the Geert‐Hofstede Training Institute website: www.itim.org. See 
also Geert‐Hofstede’s Culture's Consequences: Comparing Values, Behaviors, Institutions, and 
Organizations Across Nations (2nd ed.), (Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications, 2001). For critiques 
of Geert‐Hofstede, see G. Ailon, ‘Mirror, Mirror on the Wall: Culture's Consequences in a Value Test of 
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chapter one, we should not be surprised to learn that many fundamentalist and 

conservative religious communities forge their communal identities in part by 

marking themselves off from outsiders and by quarantining the community from 

outside influence.  This hard line of distinction between insiders and outsider is a 

powerful method belief preservation.  In many of these communities, observes 

Slavoj Zizek, the anxiety of outside influence is underwritten by a dual 

conviction that the outsider not only threatens the community’s most deeply 

cherished values and objects of desire—their ‘Thing’—but also that the outsider 

cannot possibly understand this ‘Thing,’ and so can by no means appreciate it the 

way that insiders do.112 Outsiders are supposed to operate according to a 

different constitution, replete with alien desires that threaten and repulse.  

Frequently it is the outsider’s works of art which are understood to give most 

potent—or condensed—expression to these ‘alien’ desires, and so the intention to 

keep the influence of outsiders at bay, to keep their desires from before the eyes, 

is closely allied with prohibition against outside artistic forms.    

The conservative and fundamentalist Christian communities from which 

the Bob Jones and Oregon Extension alumni come take a range of approaches to 

those outside the fold.  Several of those who wrote for me suggest that the line 

between insider and outsider was not so sharply drawn in their communities, 

                                                        
its Own Design,’ The Academy of Management Review, 33(4):885‐904 and B. McSweeney, ‘Hofstede's 
Model Of National Cultural Differences And Their Consequences: A Triumph Of Faith ‐ A Failure Of 
Analysis," Human Relations 55 (1): 89–118. 
112 Zizek makes this point in his work on totalitarian dictators, describing their ability to manipulate 
the desires of their subjects.  Did Somebody Say Totalitarianism? (London: Verso, 2001). See also, The 
Sublime Object of Ideology (London: Verso, 1989).   
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and there was ready passage from one side to the other.  Others recall that while 

harsh rhetoric against non-fundamentalists would oftentimes rain down from 

the pulpit, the quarantine was more selectively enforced at home and in school.  

The majority, however, begin their stories bemoaning the fact that in their former 

communities—church, home, and school—there was “an untenably hard line of 

suspicion drawn between Christians and non-Christians, between all things 

insider and all things outsider; the latter was deluded, the former was 

purified.”113 Annie Cobalt, an Oregon Extension alumnus, recalls a similar 

divide: “I grew up in a compartmentalized world,” she says, “Everything, 

including music, was separated into Christian and secular.  The vast majority of 

my activities took place on the Christian side of the fence.  Outside of school, I 

spent all my time at church.”114 Bryan Holmes, formed in the BJU school system 

recalls: “In my case, the outside was Satan.  And the door was secularist material. 

If the philosophy, music, art, literature, science, history, or poetry wasn’t in the 

Bible, or it didn’t have that spin on it…it was not presented as legitimate, and 

discounted as faulty or sinful.”115 “Our thing,” recalls Regina Howe, “was not 

their thing.’’116 

I begin this chapter with a closer look at the nature of the insider/outsider 

divide in the accounts I have collected.  I then follow these accounts as they 

                                                        
113 Regina Howe, Oregon Extension alumnus (Memoir, 2).   
 
114 Annie Cobalt, Oregon Extension alumnus (Memoir, 5). 
 
115 Bryan Holmes, Bob Jones University alumnus (Memoir, 8).   
 
116 Regina Howe, Oregon Extension alumnus (Memoir, 2). 
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describe the process of undoing this practice of dividing up the world between 

insiders and outsider.  Many factors allow them to bring down, or render porous, 

this dividing wall.  I attempt to discern primarily the role played by the arts and 

beauty in undoing this method of belief preservation.117          

Jesse Blackstone, an alumnus of the Bob Jones School of Fine Art, uses the 

metaphor of a fence to describe his former community’s desire to mark itself off 

from the outside world:   

The world as it was presented to me was outlined by 

an endless metal fence.  On my side of the fence—the 

inside—was the world of Christian Evangelicalism, its 

people, politics, beliefs and music.  On the other side 

of the fence, was everything else, things which—I was 

told—threatened to pollute everything on our side of 

the fence.  This fence was very tall, I should mention, 

impossible to see over or to scale, but there were 

cracks in the fence.  And no matter how quickly the 

pastors, parents and elders of our community worked 

to patch them up one could find small gaps if one so 

desired.  One could look through the holes, taking in 

that other, strange world through the eyes.  One 

could even reach through the holes with fingers and 

hands—sometimes an arm would fit through all the 

                                                        
 
117 See Doreen M. Rosman, Evangelicals and Culture (London: Croom Helm, 1984).  As David Hempton 
notes: “For all the well‐know and oft debated problems associated with reconciling faith and science, 
the ability to reconcile artistic creativity with Christian orthodoxy has proved to be a much bigger 
stumbling block for the evangelical tradition.  Part of the reason for that lies in the longstanding 
evangelical distrust of the evils of fiction, theater, and the visual arts, or indeed anything to do with 
those strictly imaginative pursuits that emphasize passion over piety.” Evangelical Disenchantment: 
Nine Portraits of Faith and Doubt (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2008) 17.  See also Eileen Luhr, 
Witnessing Suburbia (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2009).   
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way up to the elbow—testing and teasing out the 

sensations of the outside air.118 

 

Jesse’s  metaphor of the fence, with its gaps and guardians, serves well for 

understanding life in his community; there was a divide, but the quarantined 

area was not airtight, and the points of breach were potential sights of resistance.  

A gap in the fence could be the site at which the gap in the insider’s Christian 

identity opened up and the fragmentary bits of subjectivity showed themselves.   

Jesse describes a community whose fundamental conceptual division is 

between Christians and non-Christians.  In this community, the division can be 

applied to virtually everything in human experience, rendering things 

definitively good or evil.  All things outside and all things inside are set in stark 

contrast, black against white.  Indeed, metaphors of color dominate the memoirs 

on this point: “The path to heaven did not seem to lead through any gray areas,” 

notes Veronica Hopko.119 “I have a distinct memory of struggling with the black 

and whiteness of my faith.  I learned that the world outside of my Christian 

values was dangerous, sinful and damned to hell,” recalls Shawnie Plaisted.120  

Regina Howe recounts, “I learned that there was only one truth, that everyone 

else was wrong, was blackened by sin, and was dangerous.  It was really a 

                                                        
 
118 Jesse Blackstone, Bob Jones University alumnus (Memoir, 4). 
 
119 Veronica Hopko, Oregon Extension alumnus (Essay: ‘Breathing Under Water’, 3). 
 
120 Shawnie Plaisted, Bob Jones University alumnus (Memoir, 1). 
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mentality of being embattled in an evil world.”121 This color coded conceptual 

division proves remarkably versatile and tenacious and it was commonly infused 

with the language of war.  The alumni write of “frontlines,” “marching orders 

from God,” “soldiers in the army of the Lord.”  There was a battle to be waged 

and the front was at the line between Christians and non-Christians. 

This picture is rendered more complex by the fact that many of these 

communities operated with a very particular definition of ‘true’ Christianity.  

They considered the majority of other, ‘so-called’ Christians to be non-Christians.  

This manner of dividing up the field of Christianity could be applied with fervor 

to large, self-describing Christian institutions: “Several lessons were focused on 

what and who we should fear (I remember one particular lesson on why the 

Catholic Church was a cult and the Pope was the Anti-Christ).”122  And this same 

measure could be applied with equal fervor to small cultural moments: “I 

worked at the radio station at Messiah [College] and remembered hating not 

being able to play certain music even by explicitly Christian bands if it wasn’t on 

Word Music’s label.  That was how “Christian Rock” was narrowly defined by the 

college.”123 Word Music is a conservative Christian music label, which, like many 

                                                        
 
121 Regina Howe, Oregon Extension alumnus (Memoir, 2), itals. mine.  See ed. Martin Marty, 
Fundamentalisms Observed (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991) where the fundamentalist 
self‐understanding is described as that of a fighter: Fighting Back (reactive against corrupting 
influences), Fighting For (the preservation of a way of life, a way of belief, a space for this life to 
thrive), Fighting with (A real or imagined pristine past, of which they selectively identify and mobilize 
as weapons) Fighting against (all who threaten the way of life, often the moderate of their own faith 
more than the extreme opposite). Fighting Under (God, the banner of heaven.).  
122 Holly Smythe, Oregon Extension alumnus (Memoir, 1). 
 
123 Violet Weteroth, Oregon Extension alumnus (Memoir, 2).  Messiah College is an Evangelical 
Christian college in Grantham, PA.   



  95 

of the communities from which alumni come, considers most self-describing 

Christian artists to be too liberal for Christian ears.124    

If certain explicitly Christian musicians and artists were out of bounds, 

then all the more were the obviously “secular.”  In many instances, the tight 

controls on music and art  rivaled the regulation of sexuality, and frequently the 

two were interrelated. “[O]ur music had to be checked by the [Bob Jones] 

administration (most genres were excluded if sensual electric guitars and sexual 

drumbeats were present) and so forth,” recalls Matt Glick.125 “It was in the little 

things; like I wasn’t allowed to listen to non-Christian music and I remember it 

was scandalous to my mom when I watched Titanic (my senior year in high 

school) because it condoned pre-marital sex!,” Shawnie Plaisted adds.126 The 

outsiders’ artistic forms were regarded as a Trojan horse of sinful practices—

sexual and otherwise.     

Several memoirists recall that after their conversion, or the conversion of 

their parents, to these conservative forms of Christianity they were instructed to 

destroy all of their “non-Christian” music: “I can still remember the smell of 

burning vinyl, and watching the flames engulf the faces on those album covers in 

                                                        
 
124 “Even Christian performers who shared our faith were discredited. For instance, Amy Grant was 
portrayed as being soft on sin because one of her quotations was taken out of context to make it 
appear as if she approved of alcohol consumption (which, of course was taboo in our subculture). 
Others were discredited because they performed in bars or held the microphone ‘like worldly’ 
singers when they performed.” Todd Bush, Bob Jones alumnus (Memoir, 4).    
 
125 Matt Glick, Bob Jones University alumnus (Memoir, 3).   
 
126 Shawnie Plaisted, Oregon Extension alumnus (Memoir, 3). 
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the fire pit in our backyard—and it made me sad.”127  Johnny Greendyk recalls a 

time when the headmaster of his Christian high school publically shamed a 

group of students into tearing up and throwing away their tickets to a Pearl Jam 

concert.  “He told us that even if we sold the tickets to someone else we would be 

guilty of corrupting that person through our moral failure,” Johnny recalls.128  

But some, it should be noted, were able to recoup a measure of their losses from 

such purgations: “My aunt made my cousins get rid of their ‘secular’ CDs.  They 

managed to sell them at a yard sale.  I remember seeing Pink Floyd’s The Wall for 

sale for $2, a good deal for a double CD—even if it would inevitably pollute your 

mind!”129 The language of pollutants and impurities is common in these 

characterizations of art from the outside world.  

As a final example of this way of dividing up the world, I quote at length 

the following recollection by Todd Bush: 

I recall one specific incident regarding the arts. When 

my wife and I were in the first stages of 

‘disentanglement” [from fundamentalism] my mother 

(who remains entrenched in fundamentalism) was 

visiting our home. I was playing with our 6 year old 

son – just playing, singing, and enjoying one another. 

I specifically remember that we were singing the 

Willie Nelson cover of Arlo Guthrie’s “City of New 

Orleans”. My mother was disturbed by this and told 

                                                        
127 Cameron Salt, Oregon Extension alumnus (Memoir 12). 
 
128 Johnny Greendyk, Oregon Extension alumnus (Phone Interview on 11‐24‐09) 
 
129 Marissa Wild, Bob Jones University alumnus (Memoir, 3). 
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me, “You do know that you are teaching him ROCK 

MUSIC don’t you?” Her implication was that my 

positive interaction with my son was going to 

somehow set him on a pathway of moral degradation.  

I was angered by her unwillingness to see the positive 

relationship that was developing between her son and 

grandson. Interestingly, fourteen years later my son is 

an accomplished musician, having professionally 

recorded one project. He loves music of all genres.130  

 

From a grandmother’s concern about an individual soul to broad claims 

about the Catholic Church, this practice of dividing up the world proves its 

versatility again and again in these communities.  In part because of its 

simplicity, and certainly because of its ubiquity, the division has real staying 

power in the lives of our memoirists.  The attempt to think and act beyond and 

without this conceptual binary proves exceptionally challenging for many of 

them—even after leaving fundamentalist Christianity.  In the midst of such 

departures, there was commonly a fear that they themselves would be 

characterized as outsiders: 

As my time at the Oregon Extension drew to a close, I 

began to feel a sense of panic about returning the 

campus of my small Christian college.  Something 

was stirring deeply within me and I was not yet ready 

to return to a culture that I feared might now label me 

                                                        
130 Todd Bush, Bob Jones University alumnus (Memoir, 3). 
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an outsider.131 

 

For others, the fading of this conceptual division occasioned a loss of moral 

clarity.   

The transition away from my old way of thinking was 

sometimes traumatic. While in grade school, high 

school, and college I always had a Christian teacher, 

professor, etc. who was responsible for ‘approving’ 

music and movies that were suitable for Christian life.  

When I began disentangling from that system of 

thinking I often found myself feeling as if I needed 

someone’s approval for decisions that most people 

would make on their own.132 

 

A number of insights might be drawn from this statement.  For purposes of this 

chapter, I want to focus on the deeply rooted nature of this way of dividing up 

the world and to note how difficult it is to remove.  Many who have been 

inculcated into this way of thinking, even those who have tried to weed it out, 

will never get to the bottom of its taproot in the mind and imagination.  

And yet these accounts speak as loudly of the weaknesses of this method 

of belief preservation as they do of its obvious strengths.  Several of the weak 

spots have already been alluded to in the testimonies above.  Regina Howe notes 

                                                        
 
131 Audrey Hasenfus, Oregon Extension alumnus (Memoir, 3). 
 
132 Todd Bush, Bob Jones Univeristy (Memoir, 1). In the same memoir: “While entrenched in 
fundamentalism I found it difficult to enjoy any art that was even slightly outside the ‘safety zone of 
approval’…This narrow, fear‐based perspective robbed me of innumerable opportunities to 
appreciate art” (2). 
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that the division can be perceived as harsh and untenable.  Jesse Blackstone notes 

that the fence has gaps in it.  No matter how diligent the elders of the 

community, glimpses and experiences of the outside occur, and, indeed, as is 

well-known, the fence can make the allure of the outside particularly great.  This 

latter fact is magnified by the ‘all or nothing’ quality of the commitment required 

for participation in many fundamentalist communities.133   

In the remainder of this chapter I focus on one set of experiences—

aesthetic experiences—that transpire through the fence and work to unsettle it. 

Experiences of art and beauty do not always engender a repudiation of this way 

of dividing up the world, but in the case of our memoirists they often play a part.  

Ivis Zimmerman declares, “If it weren’t for the arts (fiction, poetry, music and 

the visual arts), I’m not sure there would have been an unsettling [of this 

division] for me.  Aesthetic experience(s) burst the Evangelical Christian bubble 

that was my world.”134 

Beauty and Art Trouble the Division Between Insider and Outsider 

When I hear music…I see no foe.  I am related to the 
earliest times, and to the latest. 
            --Henry David Thoreau 

 
Recall Asher Lev’s question in the epigraph to this chapter.  Young Asher, 

the fictional protagonist in Chaim Potok’s My Name is Asher Lev, grows up in 

conservative Jewish community in which his preternatural ability to create 

                                                        
 
133 This topic is discussed further in Chapter 3: ‘We Dive and Reappear in New Places.’ 
 
134 Ivis Zimmerman, Gordon College alumnus (Memoir, 1).  
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beautiful drawings and paintings is frowned upon by his parents, his teachers, 

and his Rabbi.  He is told that in exercising the gift he is acting like the Goyim—

the outsiders.  He is told that his gift is given to him by the evil One, the ugly 

One, working through the influence of outsiders.  As most any young person 

would be, Asher is disturbed by these accusations.  He takes them seriously.  He 

attempts to put down the pencil and the brush, but cannot.  Something in the 

logic of the admonitions coming down to him from these authority figures does 

not add up: “how,” asks Asher Lev, “can the forces of evil and ugliness produce 

a gift of beauty?” 

A similar question echoes through the life of Edmond Gosse (1849-1928), 

the author and critic who likewise left the faith of his father, declaring that 

painting and sculpture were, “too beautiful to be so wicked as my father 

thought.”135 Of Gosse, David Hempton notes, “of even more significance than 

theological discussions in driving Edmund to the point of separation from his 

father’s controlling influence was his love of art and literature, a love that 

became the dominant passion of his adult life.”136  Ironically, as Hempton 

observes, it was Edmund’s father’s recitation of Virgil which facilitated his son’s 

early sense of “the incalculable, the amazing beauty which could exist in the 

sound of verses.” And although his father would censure other artistic objects, 

such as works of Shakespeare and Marlowe, and ancient Greek sculpture, 

                                                        
135 David Hempton’s Evangelical Disenchantment (152) brought this passage to my attention.  
Edmund Gosse, Father and Son: a Study of Two Temperaments (London: Penguin, 1983) 143‐144.  
 
136 Gosse, cited in Hempton, Evangelical Disenchantment, 152 
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Edmund’s love for the gift of beauty could not be undone: “the magic of it took 

hold of my heart for ever.”137 

 The same question that troubled Asher Lev and Edmund Gosse—of evil’s 

relationship to the gift of beauty—troubles the clear-cut division between 

outsiders and insiders in the lives of these Bob Jones and Oregon Extension 

alumni.  Todd Bush’s memoir brings this home:           

One of the things that caused me to reevaluate my 

religious life was my love for the arts. Especially 

music. My system of beliefs told me that virtually 

every kind of music except for a narrow, undefined, 

somewhat nebulous form of church music was 

unacceptable for ‘good’ Christians.  There was good 

music and Devil’s music.  And I really believed this—

with my head.  But my heart could not be kept from 

music of all kinds.  I remember hearing U2’s The 

Joshua Tree album at my babysitter’s house. Those 

songs lit up places in my mind and imagination that I 

didn’t know existed.  It was like nothing else. I was 

overwhelmed by the sheer beauty of ‘Where the 

Streets Have No Name.’  There were many times 

when I listened to ‘secular’ music and felt guilty 

afterwards: Am I desensitizing myself to the influence 

of evil? Is my babysitter a ‘false’ Christian?  But 

during the actual experience of something like ‘Where 

the Streets Have No Name,’ there was no thought that 

this could be from the Devil.  It was too beautiful.  I 

                                                        
137 Gosse, cited in Hempton, Evangelical Disenchantment, 152‐3.  Gosse, Father and Son, 143‐4. 
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was overwhelmed.138  

 

Like Asher Lev and Edmund Gosse, Todd Bush finds it exceptionally difficult to 

categorize something beautiful as “of the evil one,” even when all the authority 

figures in his life, and indeed his formation in the Bob Jones school system, have 

convinced him—“in his head”—that this is the case.  There is something in 

beauty and art, as they function in the stories of Asher Lev, Edmond Gosse and 

Todd Bush, that calls into question the moral valuation of the division between 

insider and outsider, that overwhelms and transgresses these boundaries.   

A rather striking revelation is implicit in the stories of these three men, 

and in the stories of a number of our memoirists.  They found themselves able to 

maintain that sharp dividing line between ‘all things insider’ and ‘all things 

outsider’ when it came to the consideration of beliefs, moral codes, and other 

people.  But they eventually found it impossible to maintain this division when it 

came to beauty and art.  It was easier, at least initially, they suggest, to 

characterize other (‘outsider’) human beings as evil than it was to characterize 

‘the gift of beauty’ as being of the evil one.    

Although Todd Bush never mentions the opening lyrics to U2’s ‘Where 

The Streets Have No Name,’ they are a direct expression of the sentiment stirred 

in him by the beauty of the song: ‘I want to tear down the walls that hold me 

inside.’139 For Todd and for many alumni of Bob Jones and the Oregon Extension, 

                                                        
 
138 Todd Bush, Bob Jones University alumnus (Memoir, 5). 
139 U2, ‘The Joshua Tree’ Album (Island Records, 1987).   
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once art and beauty had created a crack in the wall between insiders and 

outsiders, there was frequently the desire—slow burning though it often was—to 

tear down the wall completely.  What begins as an inability to characterize ‘the 

gift of beauty’ as evil, becomes a refusal to maintain the division between 

insiders and outsiders in other regards as well.  Annie Cobalt’s memoir makes 

this legible:  

Music has been an important part of my life from 

very early on.  I began by playing the violin, followed 

closely by piano, guitar and involvement in choir.  

Because most classical and choral music springs from 

the Church's roots, it took me a long time to 

understand that any secular music existed.  

Everything was just music to me.  I'll never forget the 

day that I was lead to believe that music could be 

divided into Christian and secular.  My aunt was 

appalled by something she heard on the radio.  My 

cousins went home and promptly threw out or sold 

all of their non-Christian CDs…I just couldn't 

comprehend that music could be classified as morally 

right or wrong.   

Meanwhile, my spiritual journey was taking quite 

a turn as well.  I began to question what had been 

truth to me not long before.  Realizing I could not 

trust others to make assessments about music for me,  

I was also struck by the idea that I had relied on 

others' judgments in regard to my spirituality.  It 

began as a very freeing experience; this awareness 

that I could choose for myself.  But, ah the guilt at 
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times!140   

 

Annie found it difficult, nearly impossible, to categorize music as “morally right 

or wrong.” “Everything was just music to me,” she says.  As with Todd Bush and 

Ivis Zimmerman, it was through her refusal, or inability, to categorize music as 

‘insider’ or ‘outsider’ that she began to question the adequacy of this division in 

other regards.  If she could not trust her church community to make decisions 

about music, then perhaps it was suspect in other ways as well.  From this line of 

thought came a new mind-set for Annie Cobalt, one of ‘self-reliance,’ or the 

realization that she could ‘choose for herself.’  Quite directly, then, it was her 

love for music that cast a shadow of suspicion across the divide between insiders 

and outsiders.  Art and beauty generated that small crack in the foundation of 

the system that sent splintery fingers through the whole, and eventually brought 

it down. 

What is it about art and beauty that prompted such a conviction in Annie 

Cobalt, such a bursting of the ‘Evangelical bubble’ for Ivis Zimmerman, and a 

tearing down of the wall between insiders and outsides for Todd Bush and Jesse 

Blackstone?  The remaining pages of this chapter are devoted to this question.   

With aesthetic theorists lighting my way, I argue that art and beauty pull down 

walls between insiders and outsiders in at least three ways.  First, I argue that art 

and beauty unsettle this division through their resistance to conceptualization 

and comparison, which are, as we have seen, prerequisites to maintaining the 

                                                        
140 Annie Cobalt, Bob Jones University alumnus (Memoir, 2). 
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division.  Second, I argue that art prompts the ‘insider’ to engage the ‘outsider,’ 

the artist, on the latter’s terms, and from the latter’s perspective, for a sustained 

period of time.  This kind of interaction with outsiders is rare in communities 

premised on distrust of those on the other side of the fence.  Third, I argue that 

the artist possesses a unique ability to translate his or her personal desires into a 

public form—the artistic form—which, far from repulsing the audience, allures.  

For this reason, art, like few other phenomena, has the potential to overturn the 

insider’s knee-jerk reaction to the desires of the outsider and to initiate the 

individual into a new society of influence. 

Beauty and Art Resist Conceptualization and Comparison 

Recall Todd Bush’s story of listening to The Joshua Tree at his babysitter’s 

house.  He makes a distinction between his experience of guilt after listening to 

music and the rapturous experience of beauty during the experience.  Once the 

experience has come and gone, he wonders about the negative effects this 

‘secular’ music may have had on his soul; he makes calculations and evaluations; 

he redraws the line between insider and outsider.  But in the midst of the 

experience he finds himself incapable of characterizing the beauty of the song as 

originating from an evil source.  In fact he finds himself incapable of 

comparisons and evaluations of any sort.  He simply says, the experience was 

“like nothing else,” “I was overwhelmed,” and “[t]hose songs lit up places in my 

mind and imagination that I didn’t know existed.”  Beauty so pleasurably floods 

the cognitive landscape that Todd Bush’s familiar relationship to mind and 
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imagination is washed away, at least temporarily, and with it the customary 

division between insider and outsider.   

In On Beauty and Being Just, Elaine Scarry suggests that beauty possesses 

exactly these flood-like qualities.  It is ‘like nothing else’; it is ‘overwhelming,’ 

and it is ‘new.’141 As we saw in chapter 1, Scarry argues that many encounters 

with new things and new places entail errors of judgment.  Such errors, claims 

Scarry, are an abiding structural feature in the experience of beauty.  But errors 

in the midst of beauty are not like other errors.  They arise not from a state of 

confusion, but from a unique form of conviction, “a wordless certainty,” as Scarry 

describes it, that pleasurably floods the mind of the perceiver.142  

On beauty’s firm ground one is granted a unique vantage point from 

which to reevaluate relationships, revise previous convictions, and set things in a 

new order.  Obviously, these revaluations are not always an immediate effect of 

one’s encounter with beauty.  It may be that many times after coming face-to-face 

with the beautiful, one returns to previous ways of dividing up the world.  Recall 

that Todd Bush initially felt guilty after his experience with beautiful, ‘secular’ 

music.  It took time before he was able to harmonize his feelings during the 

experience with his feelings after the experience.  His initial guilt-laden response 

does not negate the possibility that even in his hour of doubt, a trace remnant of 

his experience of the beautiful was exerting a steady pressure toward the 

revision of his ways of dividing up the world between insider and outsider.  

                                                        
141 Elaine Scarry, On Beauty and Being Just (Princeton University Press, 1999) 22.   
 
142 Scarry, On Beauty and Being Just, 28‐29. 
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With time, beauty would take effect.  

Immanuel Kant’s Critique of Judgment stands in the background of any 

modern discussion of aesthetic experience, especially of accounts of its ability to 

interrupt the ordinary, conceptualizing, function of the cognitive faculties.  In 

Theodore Adorno’s modified and truncated appropriation of Kantian aesthetics, 

I find a relevant analogue to Elaine Scarry’s discussion of beauty’s disruptive 

certainty.  And with Adorno, I find at least one way to conceive of the time-

release effectiveness of the trace remnants of aesthetic experience that we 

observed in Todd Bush’s memoir.               

Kantian aesthetic judgments differ from other kinds of judgments with 

which the human mind is regularly engaged.  When a particular object of 

judgment is non-aesthetic (or considered in its non-aesthetic aspect), the mind 

moves as efficiently as possible—making order from a jumble of sensations—to 

gather the object with like objects under a banner concept.  The particularity of 

the object is subsumed under the generality of the concept.  The mind, sensing 

that the object has been comprehended, moves on.  But in the case of aesthetic 

judgments the story is not quite so straightforward.  When the mind encounters 

an aesthetic object, says Kant, it likewise searches its bank for an appropriate 

concept by which to categorize and comprehend it.  As it does under ordinary 

circumstances, the mind acts in good faith that an adequate concept can be 

found.  And yet in the face of an aesthetic object no such concept comes 

immediately to hand.  The mind remains nonetheless engaged, turning the object 
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over and around, despite the elusiveness of the concept.  At this point, argues 

Kant, the mind, though still engaged in the search for a concept, enters upon a 

state in which the cognitive faculties spin freely—without resistance—like the 

wheels of an upside down car.  Far from producing frustration, Kant argues, this 

spinning accounts for much of the gratification that one finds in aesthetic objects.  

The subject is caught up in the pleasurable cascade of the cognitive faculties.143   

In the hands of Adorno, the Kantian aesthetic is at once chastened and 

pressed to its extreme.144 Like Kant, Adorno sees in aesthetic judgment a 

potential reconfiguration of the relationship between the particular and the 

universal.  Also like Kant, Adorno holds that the aesthetic object provides for this 

reconfiguration by stubbornly resisting easy conceptualization and 

generalization—for only ‘aesthetic thought’ is ‘true to the opacity of its object.’145   

However, rather than grant to aesthetic form perpetual non-conceptualizability—

as Kant was apparently willing to do—Adorno holds this only tentatively.  A 

particular aesthetic object may hold back conceptualization for some time, allows 

                                                        
143 Immanuel Kant, Critique of the Power of Judgment.  See Paul D. Guyer’s “Kant’s Conception of Fine 
Art” (Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 52 (1994): 175‐185 for a helpful discussion of the various 
functions and pleasures associated with Kant’s sites of aesthetic interest in the Critique of the Power 
of Judgment, namely, the beautiful, the sublime, the fine arts and the agreeable.  Guyer refutes the 
claim that there is in Kant a notion of an  ‘aesthetic pleasure’ common to all of these experiences.       
144 See Theodore Adorno, Negative Dialectics (London, 1973), Minima Moralia (London, 1974), 
‘Commitment’, in Ernst Bloch et al., Aesthetics and Politics (London, 1977), Aesthetic Theory (London, 
1984), Essays on Music: Theodor W. Adorno, ed. R. D. Leppert, trans. S. H. Gillespie et al., Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2002.  The following secondary literature on Adorno has informed my 
reading: Nicholsen, S. W., 1997, Exact Imagination, Late Work: On Adorno's Aesthetics, Cambridge, 
Mass.: MIT Press. Paddison, M., 1993, Adorno's Aesthetics of Music, New York: Cambridge University 
Press. Zuidervaart, L., 1991, Adorno's Aesthetic Theory: The Redemption of Illusion, Cambridge, Mass.: 
MIT Press. Terry Eagleton, The Ideology of the Aesthetic (Blackwell: Oxford, 1990) 
145 As Terry Eagleton aptly summarizes Adorno in The Ideology of the Aesthetic (Blackwell: Oxford, 
1990) 341. 
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Adorno, but not for very long.  Eventually the object will be subsumed under a 

concept, despite its protestations and awkward fit. 

Adorno presses this chastened Kantian aesthetic to its extreme in that the 

stakes of conceptualization are much higher for him than they appear to be for 

Kant.  For Adorno, all conceptual thought entails a measure of violence, which 

when multiplied out across a society can lead to political exclusions, and, at the 

extreme, genocide.  When the mind subsumes the particular under the universal 

concept, this is a definitively violent, reductive, and repressive act.  In flattening 

out particulars in order to make them fit under a universal, a range of material is 

cut off, excluded, and consigned to the ‘non-space’ of ‘non-totality’; “the 

universal…appears as something violent and extraneous and has no substantial 

reality for human beings.”146  Whereas for Kant the fruit of aesthetic experience is 

the pleasurable free play of the cognitive faculties, for Adorno aesthetic 

experience provides a brief and fragile respite from the violence that the mind 

routinely enacts on the world.  

On the one hand, Adorno concludes that aesthetic form is ultimately no 

more useful than non-aesthetic form.  It ends in the same violence.  But on the 

other, he leaves open the possibility that some measure of  particularity is 

preserved by aesthetic experience: "art does not exactly oust systematic thought," 

but it may furnish us "with a model of sensuous receptivity to the specific."147  

                                                        
146 Theodore W. Adorno, Problems of Moral Philosophy, trans. Rodney Livingstone (Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 2001) 19. 
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Adorno appears to be saying that despite the inevitable flattening of the 

particulars by means of thoughts, words, and concepts, there is nonetheless a 

residue, a memory of particularity that remains with us—even if but a ghostly 

imprint—when those particulars were first encountered in aesthetic form.  These 

remains, this excluded material, the stuff of non-totality, stays with us not in the 

form of thoughts, words, or concepts but on some other recollective level, of 

sensuality and the body.  This is part of what Terry Eagleton means when he 

notes that Adorno wished to "return thought to the body, lend it something of 

the body's feel and fullness."148  

The ‘violence of conceptual thought’ of which Adorno speaks is 

immediately visible in the way Oregon Extension and Bob Jones alumni were 

taught to conceptualize the divide between insider and outsider.  The diversity of 

the outside world—its people, beliefs, and desires—was flattened into a single 

category.  The diversity of the inside world was likewise flattened.  It was an 

aesthetic experience, according to many of these alumni—and in accordance with 

Adorno’s theory—that made it more difficult to conceptualize the world in this 

way.  Adorno’s more restrained suggestion on the effectiveness of the aesthetic 

accords well with the delayed, or piecemeal effects, that play out in the lives of 

these alumni. 

                                                        
147 Terry Eagleton, Ideology of the Aesthetic, 65.  
 
148 Terry Eagleton, Ideology of the Aesthetic, 41.  For Adorno, after Auschwitz, a "return to the body" is 
not a return to beauty and pleasure but to disfigurement and suffering.  
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There is a similar agreement between the alumni and Adorno in their 

emphasis on the ability of the aesthetic to draw attention to the inadequacy of all 

formulas to the messiness of human life.  As we have seen, alumni were 

routinely instructed to sweep the messiness under the carpet by maintaining the 

simple line of demarcation between insiders and outsiders.  In a striking number 

of their accounts, they note a contrast between what they perceive to be the 

ordered, logical world of their fundamentalist education and the ‘real’ world 

encountered in aesthetic experience.  For many of them, a fundamentalist way of 

dicing up the world became suspect not because of its lack of logic, clarity, or 

reasonableness, but because they came to perceive it as inauthentic.  

It is a common misconception about fundamentalists that they feel starved 

for “reason” and “logic” and that if only these modes of thought could be put 

before them their fundamentalism would fall away, like scales from their eyes.  

In fact, the individuals in this study often suggest exactly the opposite.  They say 

that “there was too much logic and reason” in their former community, or that 

they “came to feel there was a limit to these modes of thought, and a longing for 

more ‘authentic’ expressions of experience in all its messiness.”149  It is common 

for the memoirists to describe their experience of the arts as both revealing the 

‘inauthenticity’ of ‘reason and logic’ and providing for a more ‘authentic’ 

expression of experience.   

                                                        
149 Ivis Zimmerman, Gordon College alumnus (Memoir, 3).  
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Cynthia Bellman notes that what she loved most about the Oregon 

Extension was the way that it “broke down the simplistic categories of my 

fundamentalist background, but didn’t rush to fill in the gaps with new ones.”   

When I got to the OREGON EXTENSION I was so fed 

up with apologetic arguments for the faith, and with 

preaching and with trying to make everything fit into 

a nice neat logically ordered frame that I was ready to 

burst. […] At the OREGON EXTENSION the 

professors led us into new territory not by preaching 

at us, or presenting us with a new coherent vision, but 

by asking questions, usually just simple questions.  

Most often the questions arose for me out of our 

reading, the novels and short stories that we read.  

Literature asks questions in ways that don’t map 

easily onto doctrinal or apologetic arguments.  For 

me, they pulled these structures apart, and 

interrogated my life, and showed me how inauthentic 

my little evangelical world was. […] [Literature is] 

more authentic to life. […] I think I would have been 

turned off by the Oregon Extension if the professors 

had tried to impose a new set of ideas rather than to 

let us discover questions in books.      

 

Not unlike Cynthia, Ivis Zimmerman holds that Bob Dylan’s music—as he 

listened to it during his teenage and early adult years as a conservative 

Evangelical Christian—made him acutely aware, and brought him eventually to 

confess, the ‘inauthenticity’ of his “Evangelical bubble.”  According to Ivis’ 
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memoir, the effect of Dylan’s music—in conjunction with his favorite novelists—

was to “shake out” the insider/outsider division.  This effect took shape 

gradually over the course of a ten year period:  

Dylan’s music produced similar outcomes that the 

works of Kerouac and Hemingway did; after listening 

to “Tangled Up in Blue” or “A Hard Rain’s A-Gonna 

Fall,” I wanted more out of my life. What Dylan was 

talking about and the way he sang/said it was so 

gritty and real; my life wasn’t. My world was clean 

and neat – everything made sense and was in order, 

but somehow didn’t feel real. For certain, it wasn’t 

Dylan’s world.150 

 

Ivis experienced the allure of something that seemed to him more authentic than 

his current way of dividing up the world.  He perceived this authenticity in 

Dylan, Hemingway, and Kerouac.  Elsewhere Ivis says that he supposed at the 

time that he began reading these authors and listening to Dylan that when he 

followed this trail of authenticity it would inevitably lead him back to Jesus: 

“Believing at the time that no matter what direction a book and/or chain of 

books might lead me the God of my childhood would always be at the end of the 

chain, that nothing would ever unsettle my faith.  This belief was unfounded of 

course and my experience with reading, especially fiction, was the first step in 

                                                        
150 Ivis Zimmerman, Gordon College alumnus (Memoir, 1).  David Hempton has noted a similar effect 
wrought in Edmund Gosse by Tom Cringle’s Log: “The adventures, mutinies, exotic locations, and 
descriptions of the “boundless tropical ocean” nurtured in the young Edmund “a belief that I should 
escape at last from the narrowness of the life we led at home, from this bondage to the Law and the 
Prophets” See Hempton Evangelical Disenchantment, 153; Gosse Father and Son, 171.    
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the unsettling.” Over a decade after he left Christianity, he has not found the 

Jesus of his past. 

 A similar example of aesthetic experience acting as both fuel and 

fulfillment of this desire for a grittier, messier reality than that which she 

experienced in her church community is expressed by Colette Burgess, an 

Oregon Extension alumnus.  In the course of her time in Oregon, there were 

several aesthetic experiences that began to break down the easy division between 

insider and outsider.  Nancy Linton, a professor at the Oregon Extension, would 

occasionally invite students to her house for an optional, informal Eucharistic 

service:       

I think of how this one professor, Nancy, would have 

communion at her house. The couch had a wood 

frame. Candles were lit. Blue pottery was set on the 

table.  We sat in a circle. She’d play a Dar Williams 

song, which sounds cheesy now, but was quite 

powerful at the time, or maybe a Leonard Cohen 

song, and then she’d read or say something.  What, I 

don’t remember.      

 

Though Colette has long forgotten the readings and the sayings from those 

services, she remembers well how striking it was for her to hear a ‘secular’ song 

played during a ‘sacred’ ceremony.  She had been accustomed to dividing up the 

world along lines that were being violated right there in the  holy of holies.  As 

the bread and wine were passed around, a ‘secular’ song—by a secular Jew 
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(Leonard Cohen) or a (rumored) lesbian (Dar Williams)—filled the space with its 

sound and vision.  This kind of experience had a profound effect on her 

disposition toward the hard division between insiders and outsiders with which 

she had been raised.  Once she had a taste of something beyond this clean and 

neat way of tidying up the world, she wanted more.  For her, this manifested 

itself in a desire for less tidy forms of aesthetic experience, which she often found 

in the poetry read at the Oregon Extension:    

I wanted to see things analyzed and destroyed. We’d 

read poetry that was wonderfully depressing, poets 

and poems not allowed into the Christian Reformed 

structures of my home.  I liked the ugliness of 

Bukowski, although a little Adrienne Rich or Audre 

Lord would have helped to balance out his 

misogyny.151 

 

After her time at the Oregon Extension had come to an end, and she returned to 

school at Calvin College, her distaste for clean, crisp concepts persisted, and this 

distaste continued to be associated with, and stirred up by, aesthetic experience.   

Collette experimented with new forms of painting.  She joined a choir that 

sang old gospel songs in new, distorted, and dissonant arrangements.  She loved 

the way the choir melded “beauty and pain” into one form.  The only church 

service she felt able to attend was at a small local church where the pastor 

preached horribly (for Colette, wonderfully) disjointed sermons: “The pastor 

oftentimes appeared confused. I wanted the authority figure to be confused.  The 
                                                        
151 Colette Burgess, Oregon Extension alumnus (Memoir, 3). 
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other part of me wanted nothing to do with church or organized religion. I’d go 

to church only occasionally and only to the confused intellectual.”152 

Authenticity, even when it entailed confusion, was preferable for Colette to 

inauthentic tidiness.    

Holly Smythe recalls her time at the Oregon Extension.  “I began to 

discover Walker Percy, a Southern author who put words to all of the 

frustrations that I had been having,” recalls Holly.153 Walker Percy’s The 

Moviegoer and his character Binx, ‘the seeker,’ brought into relief the 

“inauthenticity” she sensed in her Evangelical experience. “We were expected to 

pretend [our questions] didn’t exist and move on.  We were expected to fit 

everything into the narrow frame of reasonableness.  This eventually convinced 

me of the inauthenticity of [my community].”  Shortly after discovering Percy, 

Holly declared herself, like Binx, a seeker.  A seeker, she observes, does not fall 

back on inorganic conceptual divisions such as that between outsider and 

insiders.  “A seeker goes everywhere without regard for borders.”154  

For Holly, Colette, and Ivis, the aesthetic made accessible a form of 

‘authenticity’ which they perceived to be lacking in their former church 

communities.  For all of them, the ‘authentic’ could be discerned in part by its 

resistance to easy conceptualization.  In their aesthetic experiences—of Dylan, 

Hemingway, Bukowski, Percy—they perceived and explored a world in which 

                                                        
152 Colette Burgess, Oregon Extension alumnus (Memoir, 9). 
 
153 Holly Smythe, Oregon Extension alumnus (Memoir, 2). 
 
154 Holly Smythe, Oregon Extension alumnus (Memoir, 3). 
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things were not so neatly categorized or so easily labeled as ‘insider’ or 

‘outsider.’  The aesthetic brought home to them in a manner they were unable to 

deny the great level of complexity to be found in the particularities of both 

‘outsiders’ and ‘insiders.’  Through aesthetic experiences, this categorization 

came to be experienced as untenable. 

*** 

With Scarry, Kant, and Adorno, we have considered the ability of art to 

resist certain forms of conceptual thought.  Slavoj Zizek—refracting J.C.F. 

Holderlin—provides an avenue for thinking about how it is that the arts resist 

easy conceptualization, while also rendering ‘inauthentic’ other, generalized 

forms of conceptualization—such as the wall between insider and outsider.155 

Zizek holds that the vocation of the artist, quintessentially of the poet, is to 

establish that which remains after a ‘totality’ has been carved up and fenced off by a 

given socio-historical moment.  The artist’s task is to lift up the remainder, the 

left-over, that which did not fit into the categories and concepts of the day.  The 

artist is to call our attention to that which “STICKS OUT from the organic Whole, 

the excess which cannot be incorporated/integrated into the socio-historical 

Totality. Poetry gives voice to that which an epoch was UNABLE to integrate 

into its narrative,” claims Zizek.  The aesthetic is able to function in this way 

because it itself is constructed from all those things which would have been left 

out from our conception of outsider and insider.  The artist plows back into the 

                                                        
155 Slavoj Zizek, On Belief (London: Routledge, 2001), 96.  For more on Holderlin in a Zizekian vein 
see Eric Santner’s Friedrich Holderlin: Narrative Vigilance and the Poetic Imagination (London: 
Rutgers University Press, 1986).  
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foundation of the city that which had been cast outside of the gates.   

Literature Sees Through the Outsider’s Eyes 

Bob Jones and Oregon Extension alumni speak of the importance of 

novels in their journey out of the conservative and fundamentalist communities 

of their past.  The role of literature in breaking down the division between 

insiders and outsiders is especially pronounced in the experience of Oregon 

Extension alumni.  As noted in the introduction, literature, especially novels, are 

an essential component of the Oregon Extension curriculum.  During almost 

every academic semester since the program’s inception in 1975, Dostoyevsky’s 

The Brother Karamazov has been required reading for students.  For a number of 

these years The Brothers K by David James Duncan, a contemporary novel of 

Dostoyevskian proportions, has been required summer reading before 

attendance at the Oregon Extension.156  Other regularly recurring books include 

Walker Percy’s The Moviegoer, Shusako Endo’s Deep River and Anne Lamott’s 

Travelling Mercies.  Each of these books has at its core the theme of seeking, 

especially spiritual journey and quest.  For virtually every one of our memoirists 

who attended The Oregon Extension, the novels they read were essential to 

unsettling their former religious identity and beliefs.   

Part of the task of the Oregon Extension has been to teach students how to 

read novels in a manner that is sometimes at odds with their customary way of 

                                                        
156 Many Oregon Extension alumni list David James Duncan’s The Brother K (New York: Random 
House, 1992) as their favorite book.  “The Brothers K [...] is my all time favorite book.  I have read it 
many times and often find myself turning to it in the same way others turn to the Bible.” Jennifer 
Weld, Oregon Extension (Memoir, 3). 
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dividing up the world.  Colette Burgess recalls that at the Oregon Extension, 

“stories were reinterpreted in ways that didn’t necessarily fit the either/or 

structure through which I had been used to reading them.”157  The Oregon 

Extension taught students that not everything in life, including novels, needed to 

be (or even could be) categorized as Christian or non-Christian.  If the professors 

at the Oregon Extension opened their students’ minds to this possibility, it was 

the reading of the novels themselves that brought home this truth, and 

reinforced it.   

Many theorists of literature and ethics argue that novels possess a unique 

ability to engender solidarity and empathy between the characters (and/or the 

author) and the reader.  The reader, they argue, is made to feel and experience 

things from the perspective of the characters, to walk a mile in their shoes.158 The 

stakes of this claim are raised when we consider that for many memoirists 

interaction with individuals outside of their Christian communities was limited 

and in some cases forbidden.  For those who were allowed to interact with non-

Christians, often for purposes of witnessing to them, the experience was tightly 

governed by the concepts into which they had been taught to filter and sort these 

                                                        
157 Colette Burgess, Oregon Extension alumnus (Memoir, 1). In her Oregon Extension memoir, Violet 
Weteroth recalls the atmosphere at the Oregon Extension in similar terms: “…after the OE blew my 
little mind.  I sincerely enjoyed the books we read there. I was amazed talking to people who didn’t 
seem to be hung up on whether or not U2 was a Christian band or not, because their music was filled 
with artistry and that made them admirable enough” (3).    
 
158 “Another thing that saved me [from the strictures of my Evangelical world and the tumult of my 
family life] was reading, even if I rarely was guided by an adult toward a good book.  The seed had 
been planted, the promise of literature, in fifth grade when I picked up The Grapes of Wrath and I fell 
in love with Steinbeck.  It was my first experience of getting inside a character’s mind and heart and 
experience, and I found it deeply compelling.  I found a friend in Steinbeck.  I read everything of his 
that I could find.” Tracy Furlong, Oregon Extension alumnus (Memoir, 3).  



  120 

individuals, sizing them up for conversion to the community, angling for an 

opportunity to tell them about Jesus or to invite them to church.  In other words, 

one’s interactions with outsiders was strictly informed by the concepts, purposes, 

and perspective of the conservative Christian community.  Rarely was an insider 

willing or able to engage with an outsider in a manner in which the outsiders’ 

perspective was taken seriously, as valid or as having something to teach the 

insider.  Outsiders were talked to, not listened to. 

The novel, though written by an outsider, makes it difficult to interact 

with the outsider in this way.  A basic precondition for reading a novel would 

seem to be a willingness to listen with patience as the story unfolds, following its 

unexpected twists and turns.  Following the story that an outsider tells can be 

difficult when one has been accustomed to directing the outsider’s story—

directing it, however subtly, to Jesus.  The novel asks to be taken on its own 

terms.  It requires that the reader see things from the perspective of the 

characters and/or the author, for at least as long as the reader is immersed in its 

pages. 

Oregon Extension alumnus Rachel Shoemaker spoke to me at length 

about the place of novels in her experience at the Oregon Extension and beyond.  

Novels, she says, “humanized non-Christians for me.”  She recalls that it was 

instilled in her from a very young age that “non-Christians were essentially 

different” from Christians.  Any commonalities were back-grounded by the only 

difference that mattered: “do you know Jesus as your personal Lord and 
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Savior?” It was through literature, her most sustained access to the perspective of 

non-Christians during high school and college, that she was able to “experience 

and come to see the great commonalities of one person to another despite any 

and all differences.”  Gaining a basic level of respect for other, non-Christian 

human beings was inspired, at least in part, by an encounter with the ideas and 

struggles of non-Christian characters as they appeared in the pages of the novels 

she was reading: “In the characters I was reading about I was able to test and 

experience other kinds of morals, other ways of thinking and believing, to 

understand different perspectives on life.”159 And so she read novels furiously.   

Rachel says that when she arrived at the Oregon Extension she thought 

she had already shed the practice of dividing up the world between Christians 

and non-Christians, but, shortly after her arrival, and during a one-on-one 

tutorial sessions, one of her professors asked her why she was always spinning 

everything she read back into a Christian perspective.  The professor told her she 

needed to work on sitting with the mystery and the questions of the characters in 

the text, without feeling the need to draw them immediately back into her safe 

Christian orbit.  In addition, the professor suggested that Rachel try writing a 

short story without making any distinction between Christians and non-

Christians.  The experience of writing this story, says Rachel, was ‘liberating.’  In 

                                                        
159 Rachel Shoemaker, (Interview 8‐23‐09).  See also Ivis Zimmerman, Gordon College alumnus 
(Memoir, 5): “…my experience with reading, especially fiction, was the first step in the unsettling. The 
aesthetic experience(s) of the imagination set free is how I would describe it now. I began to imagine 
myself in different worlds, hanging out with Hemingway in Europe, hittin’ the road in northern 
California with Kerouac; simply put, my worldview began to expand. I wanted to experience all these 
kinds’ of adventures for myself.”  
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the writing of the story she claims to have worked through core issues stemming 

from her fundamentalist background.  Especially revelatory for her was the 

experience of developing full-bodied characters that were non-Christians.  The 

act of character development in the writing of the story, she holds, was another 

step on the way toward humanizing non-Christians and letting go of the 

insider/outsider divide.         

  Several memoirists share similar experiences.  It was through reading 

novels at the Oregon Extension that Shawnie Plaisted opened herself “to the 

possibility that there could be something worth learning from authors and artists 

who didn’t have the Christian label of approval.  I was allowed to explore black, 

white and gray areas and my peers and professors gave me the space to creep 

out of my box.”160 Violet Weteroth recalls, “I started reading books written by 

authors of other faiths and seeing the universal aspects of what humans believe 

together.  I read a lot of poetry.  Some of it was about doubting, hurting.  It made 

sense.  It resonated with me.  And for the first time, it didn’t set off a knee-jerk 

“oops, don’t want to offend God with my inadequate faith” reaction in me.”161 

Barbara Granderson, also an alumnus of the Oregon Extension, puts it this way: 

“Art, specifically, fiction, connected me to the vibrating core of humanity, as 

corny as that sounds.”162  Audrey Hasunfus recalls fondly her time at the Oregon 

Extension: “And then there was the fiction.  Reading, for example, Shusako 

                                                        
160 Shawnie Plaisted, Oregon Extension alumnus (Memoir, 2). 
 
161 Violet Weteroth, Oregon Extension alumnus (Memoir, 3). 
162 Tracy Furlong, Oregon Extension alumnus (Memoir, 7). 
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Endo’s Deep River, was a bit like being given private access to the spiritual 

struggles of not only the group of travelers in his book, but also of the author 

himself.”163 Audrey later claims that it was her reading of novels—“access to the 

characters” innermost struggles’—that prepared her to be a social worker in San 

Francisco: “The interest and care with which I had learned to engage the 

struggles of the protagonists in my books was now being applied to the patients I 

met at the hospital, whether they were Christian or not.”164  Without the 

experience of reading novels at the Oregon Extension she believes that she would 

have failed as a social worker. She would have “imposed her own vision” on her 

clients—flattening their experience—rather than “allowing them to speak for 

themselves.” 

 In this section I have focused on the role of the novel and music, but, 

several memoirists have likewise noted the role of poetry and the visual arts in 

the cultivation of empathy toward insiders and outsiders.  The following account 

by Oregon Extension alumnus Autumn Lee represent these kinds of experiences 

and reinforces the idea that aesthetic experience can overcome the divide 

between insiders and outsiders. 

I still have the picture of the woman in the red dress. I was in 

the bookstore in town and was heading towards the stairs to 

sit and write on the second floor when a flash of red caught 

my eye. When I walked towards the card section the depth of 

                                                        
 
163 Audrey Hasunfus, Oregon Extension alumnus (Memoir, 2). 
 
164Audrey Hasunfus, Oregon Extension alumnus (Memoir, 3‐4). 
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the color in the painting drew me in further. The painting was 

on a greeting card, although it would not have been a very 

cheerful greeting card—the woman was leaning across a non-

descript prop chair, her hips were tilted towards the painter, 

but her shoulders were torqued towards the back of the chair, 

and her closest hand to the painter and head were draped 

over the back of the chair. Her dark, shoulder length hair was 

draped across her face, concealing a face that seemed blurry 

with grief. Her face caught my attention as I came close 

enough to pick up the card and the overall impression was of 

someone twisted like a corkscrew with grief, unhappiness, 

lost-ness. The dress she was wearing was loose, but sexy and 

clingy, and of a deep soul-grabbing red. When I looked at the 

painting an overwhelming sadness crawled out of my chest 

and I teared up, “I know exactly how she feels,” I sighed. I 

bought two copies of the card. It’s raw and naked emotion 

pierced a sack inside of me that had been collecting and 

stuffing unhappiness. That experience reminded me, briefly, 

that poetry first began to mean something to me after that 

painting experience. I heard the feelings and felt empathy. 

Perhaps that was what the whole experience was, the 

sprouting of empathy in the dry soil of my heart. I had 

protected myself for so long to “be okay” for my family, that 

the birth of empathy ripped my chest apart with its raw edges 

of compassion. I was a different person after that trip to the 

bookstore.165 

 

                                                        
165 Autumn Lee, Oregon Extension alumnus (Addendum to Memoir, 1). 
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In Autumn’s account, an aesthetic experience opens up not only a feeling of 

empathy toward another person but also the gift of another aesthetic form, 

poetry.  Autumn elsewhere describes the ongoing relationship she has had with 

poetry; this literary art, she says, is an essential tool for “maintaining empathy” 

for both insiders and outsiders.     

The Desires of Others 

[Artistic] expression strikes below the barriers that separate 
human beings from one another.  Since art is the most 
universal form of language, since it is constituted, even apart 
from literature, by the common qualities of the public world, 
it is the most universal and freest form of communication.166 

--John Dewey 
 

 
At the outset of this chapter I underscored Slavoj Zizek’s claim that 

revulsion toward the desires of the outsider that underwrites the divide between 

insider and outsider.  Such revulsion, he says, is easily fueled and manipulated 

by the leaders of a given social group.  Martha Nussbaum’s recent book, From 

Disgust to Humanity (2009), makes a similar case in relation to the way repulsion 

underwrites law.  The ‘repulsiveness’ of homosexual desires and activities, she 

notes, has been used repeatedly as courtroom evidence in decisions prohibiting 

                                                        
166 John Dewey, Art as Experience, 270.  A striking example of the ability of music to break down the 
walls of suspicion between insiders and outsider can be found in the life of explorer Percy Fawcett 
(1867‐1925). He was famous for his ability to befriend the native peoples that he encountered in the 
Amazon—especially those peoples who had a reputation for putting poison‐tipped arrows through 
the hearts of outsiders.  Whereas other explorers would draw their guns when they encountered 
these drawn bows, Fawcett would take out his ukulele or piccolo and begin to sing and dance.  See 
Fawcett’s autobiography, Exploration Fawcett (Phoenix Press: Kent CA, 2001).  Michael D. Jackson 
has noted that music and dance have often been used by ethnographers as a means of establishing 
rapport, and garnering social capital (Personal Conversion).  See also John Dewey’s Art as Experience.  
“Every intense feeling of friendship and affection completes itself artistically.  The sense of 
communion generated by a work of art may take on a definitively religious quality” (270). 



  126 

‘homosexual acts’ and in cases against the legalization of gay marriage.167 The 

testimony of Bob Jones and Oregon Extension alumni, I would argue, makes the 

case of Zizek and Nussbaum yet again.   

We have seen how the leaders of these particular fundamentalist and 

conservative evangelical communities harden the divide between insiders and 

outsides by framing the desires of the outsider as a contaminating influence, 

demanding of censure.  In these same testimonies we have seen how often the 

arts were regarded as the Trojan Horse by which outsider desires penetrate and 

pollute the insider’s camp.  In the case of both the fear of the outsider’s desire 

and the fear of the outsider’s art, the underlying fear among the insiders stems 

again from a limited capacity for uncertainty.  This may be exactly why such 

desires and such artworks are deemed a contaminating influence.   

In the Forest of Symbols (1967), Victor Turner builds upon a Mary Douglas’ 

study, Purity and Danger (1966), in which she argues that the concept of cultural 

pollution “is a reaction to protect cherished principles and categories from 

contradiction.”168  As Turner says, “what is unclear and contradictory (from the 

perspective of social definition) tends to be regarded as (ritually) unclean.  The 

unclear is the unclean.”169 In the fundamentalist communities described by 

                                                        
167 Martha Nussbaum, From Disgust to Humanity: Sexual Orientation and Constitutional Law (Oxford 
University Press, 2010).  When confronted with same‐sex acts and relationships, she writes, they 
experience "a deep aversion akin to that inspired by bodily wastes, slimy insects, and spoiled food‐‐
and then cite that very reaction to justify a range of legal restrictions, from sodomy laws to bans on 
same‐sex marriage" (i).   
 
168 Victor Turner, The Forest of Symbols: Aspects of Ndembu Ritual (New York: Cornell University 
Press, 1967) 97.   
169 Forest of Symbols, 97.   
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Oregon Extension and Bob Jones alumni, the capacity for uncertainty is 

exceptionally low and the need for certainty particularly great.  This may be one 

reason why these communities regularly describe the outsider as an agent of 

contamination: their desires are alien, and so not easy to conceptualize.  They are 

unclear and so unclean.   

The testimonies in this chapter bear witness to the fact that the arts have 

often enough been the source of undoing for the divide between insider and 

outsider.  In order to theorize this phenomenon, in this final section I take up 

Freud’s aesthetics, for in Freud I find both a recalibration of Zizek’s thesis and 

the suggestion that art may dissolve the feeling of repulsion that one feels toward 

the desires of others.170  

Freud observes the human tendency to be repulsed—or ‘left cold’, as he 

says—by the desires of others.  He famously argued that we all possess a secret 

life of fantasies that serve as encoded fulfillments of desire.  In voicing and 

analyzing these fantasies we come to understand our desires and so come to 

know ourselves.  But rather than give them voice we tend to keep our fantasies 

and desires locked behind closed doors.171 The greater the vigilance in guarding 

these doors, Freud argues, the greater will be one’s sense of derision toward 

                                                        
 
170 Freud’s opening line to his essay ‘The Uncanny’ (1919), which can be read in many different ways, 
should be kept in mind when reading Freud’s aesthetic theory: “Only rarely does the psychoanalyst 
feel impelled to engage in aesthetic investigations, even when aesthetics is not restricted to the 
theory of beauty…Yet now and then it happens that he has to take an interest in a particular area of 
aesthetics, and then it is usually a marginal one that has been neglected in the specialist literature.” 
‘The Uncanny’ in The Uncanny, trans. David Mclintock (New York: Penguin, 2003) 123.      
171  Sigmund Freud, ‘The Creative Writer and Daydreaming’, The Uncanny (London, Penguin, 2003) 
33. 
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those whose desires have been allowed to slip into public view.  Derisive 

reaction—an example of what Freud calls “the barriers that rise between each 

single ego and the others”—can be magnified and manipulated in communities 

that collectively keep an especially vigilant watch at the door.  This scenario 

plays out time and again in the accounts of our memoirs.     

On the whole, Freud is not an optimist when it comes to the potential for 

lasting human solidarity.  Yet in his forays into aesthetic theory he offers a 

modicum of hope.  He suggests that there may in fact be a way in which the 

fantasies and desires of one person can be expressed publically without 

repulsing the sensibilities of the other.  The secret of such expression, says Freud, 

lies with the artist.  For the artwork is, from the Freudian vantage point, a 

fantasy-laden expression of the artist’s desires.  Yet far from repulsing the other, 

it allures.   

On learning of the [the fantasies of the other] we are 

repelled by them or at best feel cool towards them. 

However, when a creative writer presents his plays to 

us [or his personal fantasies] we experience a great 

pleasure, and one which probably arises from the 

confluence of many sources.  How the writer 

accomplishes this is his innermost secret; the essential 

ars poetica lies in the technique of overcoming the 

feeling of repulsion in us which is undoubtably 

connected to the barriers that rise between each single 

ego and the others.172   

                                                        
172 Ibid., 33.   
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Freud makes this suggestion near the end of his essay ‘The Creative Writer and 

Daydreaming’ (1908), leaving it largely unexplained.  It is the ‘innermost secret’ 

of the artist, he says.  And yet in the essay’s closing lines Freud cannot help but 

“make a guess or two of the means used by this technique.”173 Perhaps, he 

suggests, the artist simply bribes us “with a purely formal—that is aesthetic—

bonus of pleasure […] a fore-pleasure.”  If the audience accepts the pleasure that 

the art form offers, it thereby accepts the desires of the artist ‘in disguise.’ Freud 

also suggests that another, more lasting kind of enjoyment may also be native to 

the exchange between artist and audience.  In addition to sensual ‘fore-pleasure,’ 

Freud indicates that “the real enjoyment of a literary work derives from the 

relaxation of tensions in our minds.  Maybe this effect is due in no small measure 

to the fact that the writer enables us, from now on, to enjoy our own fantasies 

without shame or self-reproach.”174  It is by accepting the desires of others, 

suggests Freud, that one finds a way to enjoy one’s own desires and to do so 

without shame.  With this suggestive point, Freud concludes the essay, saying 

“here we have reached the threshold of new, interesting and complicated 

investigations, but also, at least for the time being, the end of our discussion.”175 

Having roused our interest, Freud hastens for the door.   

                                                        
 
173 Ibid., 33. 
 
174 Ibid., 33. Ital. mine. 
175 Ibid., 33.   
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But Freud does not keep us waiting for very long.  He revisits the 

relationship of artist and audience a few years later in his anonymously 

published essay on the Moses of Michelangelo (1914).  Again, his most suggestive 

point receives scant elaboration.  Freud claims that 

it can only be the artist’s intention, in so far as he has 

succeeded in expressing it in his work and in 

conveying it to us, that grips us so powerfully.  I 

realize that it cannot merely be a matter of intellectual 

comprehension; what he aims at is to awaken in us 

the same emotional attitude, the same mental 

constellation as that which in him produced the impetus to 

create.176 

 

In this passage it is not solely by granting ‘fore-pleasure’ or by ‘relaxing the 

mind’ that the artist is able to display his or her fantasies and desires without 

evoking the repulsion of the audience.  It is first and foremost by awakening in 

the viewing public ‘the same mental constellation’—the fantasies, desires, and 

losses—that engendered the work of art that now stands before them.177  In 

contemplation of the successful artwork, the audience members are moved not 

merely to tolerate the desires of the other but to recognize that these very same 

desires have been awakened in themselves, however unconsciously.  The phrase 

                                                        
 
176 ‘The Moses of Michelangelo,’ Character and Culture (New York: Collier Book, 1963) 81. Ital. mine. 
The passage continues: “But why should the artist’s intention not be capable of being communicated 
and comprehended in words like any other fact of mental life?  Perhaps where great works of art are 
concerned this would never be possible without the application of psychoanalysis.” 
177 Nussbaum notes the role that the arts have played in dissipating the American public’s disgust for 
homosexuality.  She cites Gus Van Zant’s film Milk (2008) as an example.  Here, Sean Penn won an 
Oscar for his portrayal of gay activist Harvey Milk.    
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“mental constellation” suggests that these newly awakened desires make their 

presence known not as passing or atomized instinctual flares, but as elemental 

lights in a recognizable, coherent patterning like Ursa Major.     

In the epigraph to this section, Dewey suggests that artistic expression 

strikes below the barriers that separate human beings from one another.  Art 

does so, he says, because it is constituted by “the common qualities of the public 

world.” My reading of Freud corroborates this thesis but with a qualification.  In 

my reading, the artist is one who is troubled by some aspect of his or her desire 

that remains unrepresented in the “public world.”  The artist thus seeks in his or 

her artwork to expand the world’s pool of “commonly felt qualities.”  The 

resultant artwork is, then, in Dewey’s words, “composed of those common 

qualities of the public world,” but only because the artwork itself has broadened 

the range of what is held in common.178  Art extends commonality, like the 

gestures of a welcoming host.  But not everyone responds to the gestures of 

every welcoming host.   

I am not as willing as Dewey to universalize this experience.  I am open to 

the possibility that certain artworks under certain conditions in certain contexts 

generate an experience of the desirability of larger communities of agreement, or 

                                                        
 
178 Albert Barnes, like Dewey (who dedicated Art as Experience to Barnes), felt that the common 
museum practice of displaying art from one era or one geographical area or one culture in one room 
and displaying art from other eras and other geographies and other cultures in other rooms obscured 
the universal, commonly held qualities of art, and its unitive function.  In the Barnes Museum in 
Marion, Pennsylvania, Barnes’ own curatorial montages of art from different eras, cultures, and 
geographies are still on display.  The Barnes museum will close in 2012 and the collection will be 
moved to the Philadelphia Museum of Art.  For the story behind this controversial move see the 
documentary film The Art of the Steal (2009), directed by Dan Argot.     
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even exert a low flying pressure toward such communion, rendering ‘men aware 

of their union with one another in origin and destiny.’  But I think it is more 

arguably the case that art creates small, unforeseeable pockets of commonality; 

sui generis communities gathered spontaneously around common objects of 

desire, the desire for which remains always just beyond their ability to 

articulate.179  As Nehamas puts it, “far from being selfish or solipsistic, the desire 

beauty provokes is essentially social: it literally does create a new society, for it 

needs to be communicated to others and pursued in their company.”180  If the 

arts don’t necessarily ‘unite all men’ under one banner, they may perhaps unite 

individuals with other individuals with whom they might not otherwise have 

been connected.  That is to say, art may generate communion between people in 

a manner that cuts across other forms of communal identity.  For the memoirists 

                                                        
 
179 “Aesthetic judgment…is not so much a…assertion as it is an invitation to others to take something 
seriously, to make it part of what gives their life the pleasure it has.” Nehamas, Only A Promise of 
Happiness (81, following Ted Cohen).  See also the following passages from Only a Promise of 
Happiness: “Aesthetic judgment…never commands universal agreement, and neither a beautiful 
object nor a work of art ever engages a catholic community. Beauty creates smaller societies, no less 
important or serious because they are partial, and, from the point of view of its members, each one is 
orthodox‐‐…without thinking of all others as heresies.  The groupings beauty establishes are less like 
Christian churches and more like the pagan cults of ancient Greece, which recognized their common 
concern with the divine despite the different forms in which they worshipped it, and acknowledged 
even foreign practices they had no desire to follow as forms of religion” (82). “Cohen says that to 
consider “that something is art is to understand that this thing is an object for a community of 
auditors, and that you belong to this community” (82). See Ted Cohen, “The Very Idea of Art,” NCECA 
Journal 9 (1988): 12, and David Carrier, Writing about Visual Art (New York: Allworth Press, 2003).  
Carrier argues that, “The values of morality bind us to one another.  They move us to expand the 
circle of our concern as widely as we possibly can and, for that reason, both exploit and generate 
similarities among us.  Aesthetic values have a narrower domain.  They direct us to smaller and more 
special groups, which stand out against the rest of the world and within which it is possible for us, 
too, to stand out” (86). 
 
180 Only A Promise of Happiness, 77.  See also: ““An experience of beauty entirely specific to one 
person probably indicates that the person is insane,” Peter Schjeldahl has written [a al Kant]…The 
judgment of taste has an inescapable social dimension, and that, we shall see, accounts for some of 
the keenest pleasures, but also some of the darkest dangers of art” (77). 



  133 

in this study, to find themselves suddenly sharing common ground, indeed 

common desires, with outsiders of all sorts, made all the difference in the world.  

Conclusion: Beauty’s Welcome 

Not Homer alone but Plato, Aquinas, Plotinus, 

Pseudo-Dionysius, Dante, and many others 

repeatedly describe beauty as a “greeting.”  At the 

moment one comes into the presence of something 

beautiful, it greets you.  It lifts away the neutral 

background as though coming forward to welcome 

you…it is as though the welcoming things entered 

into, and consented to, you being in its midst.  Your 

arrival seems contractual, not just something you 

want, but something the world you are now joining 

wants.181  

 

Running through the stories in this chapter is the common experience of 

encountering the unexpected through art and beauty.  In one way or another, the 

memoirists discover something unforeseen about the outsider, and the outside 

world, in and through aesthetic experience.  Their experience of the other is 

defamiliarized and renewed.  Elaine Scarry’s description of ‘beauty’s welcome’ 

adds a more personalized interpretive layer to the unexpectedness contained in 

these experiences, especially as they transpire through the fence.  Consider what a 

strange mix of emotions someone like Jesse Blackstone (who gave us the 

metaphor of the fence) must have felt upon the experience of beauty’s welcome.  

                                                        
 
181 Scarry, On Beauty and Being Just, 25‐26.  Recall Simone Weil’s suggestion that beauty is an 
entrance point in Waiting for God.   
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An innocent on looker, he peers sheepishly out through a small gap in that tall 

metal fence that runs between his world and that of the outsiders.  Expecting to 

encounter who knows what kind of strange thing, his gaze fastens upon an object 

that “lifts away from the neutral background as though coming forward to 

welcome [him].”  Though his gaze is unlawful, he is welcomed warmly.  Though 

apparently on the other side of a great fence, beauty calls out in greeting, “Come 

friend, there is no fence between us.”  
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Chapter 3 
 

We Dive and Reappear in New Places 
 

Overcoming the Demand For An All Or Nothing Commitment 

 
 

Every thing teaches transition, transference, metamorphosis: 
therein is human power…We dive and reappear in new places. 

                                       --Ralph Waldo Emerson182 
 

 
This chapter explores a subset of de-conversion experiences, namely, those 

that happen all at once.  By way of introduction, I call attention to a causal link 

between these sudden counter-conversions and the demand on the part of the 

fundamentalist community that the believer demonstrate an all-or-nothing 

commitment to the faith.  I then theorize these immediate and totalizing 

recreations of religious identity through a close reading of the role that aesthetic 

experience plays in the processes recounted by several of the memoirists 

discussed here.  The argument makes use of William James’ notion of counter-

conversion as it appears in The Varieties of Religious Experience, and John Dewey’s 

concept of non-mechanical acts of creation in Art as Experience.  In the thought of 

James and Dewey, and in the lives of these Bob Jones and Oregon Extension 

albumni, I identify a kind of generative passivity—a productive relaxation of 

conscious wit and will—operative, in parallel ways, in the artistic act and in the 

recreation of religious identity.  In and behind the thought of James and Dewey I 

find Emerson’s claim that “in the moment of transition from a past to a new 

                                                        
182 Ralph Waldo Emerson, The Journals and Miscellaneous Notebooks of Ralph Waldo Emerson, ed. 
William H. Gilman (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1960‐82), 10:76. 
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state, in the shooting of the gulf, in the darting to an aim” human beings have a 

unique relationship to their powers of creativity.183           

Introduction: All or Nothing  

Whoever is not with me is against me, 
and whoever does not gather with me 
scatters.  
         --The Gospel of Matthew 12:30 
 

In the fundamentalist and conservative evangelical communities from 

which Bob Jones and Oregon Extension alumni come, there is a much 

documented emphasis on the place of dramatic, all-at-once, conversion-

experience as an entry point to the Christian fold.  Many of our memoirists 

departed from these communities in the same all-at-once manner, and this is not 

a coincidence. The individual temperaments, theological formation, institutional 

context—among other factors—that lead to a sudden conversion toward a 

religious community are often the very same factors that later manifest 

themselves in a counter-conversion experience.  Of course, many enter and exit 

their Christian churches without dramatic conversions.  Why one person departs 

by the former path and another leaves by the latter is, of course, impossible to 

account for in its entirety.  

There is at least one institutional factor, however, which, I hold, interacts 

in a particular way with the temperament of certain individuals, causing them to 

depart in the all-at-once manner described above.  I would characterize this 

institutional factor as a demand on the part of these fundamentalist and 
                                                        
183 Ralph Waldo Emerson, ‘Circles,’ in Essays and Lectures, ed. Joel Porte (New York: Library of 
America, 1983), 271. 
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conservative evangelical communities for an ‘all or nothing devotion’ from their 

adherents: “I was entrenched in dichotomies that required a clear allegiance to 

one side,” as one memoirist recalls, “it was all or nothing.”184  Part of this 

practice—a key method of belief preservation—is the insistence that each piece of 

the doctrinal edifice stands or falls as a whole.  To disavow any individual 

Christian belief is to destabilize them all and thereby to set oneself outside the 

community.  This institutional practice is aptly described in the following 

conversation with Larry Kite, a graduate of Bob Jones University: 

PF: Your conversion away from the Christianity of your past was 
immediate and totalizing.  Why wasn’t it a more gradual 
departure?             
 
LK: That’s because from the age of one I was preached at that 
Christianity was an all or nothing thing.  There is no middle 
ground.  Its black and white.  You are on Jesus’ side or on the side 
of the devil.  ‘If you’re not for us, you are against us,’ as Jesus said.   
 
PF: Jesus is also described as saying the opposite: ‘If they are not 
against us they are for us.’185  
 
LK: Yeah, that’s right, but I never heard that verse until it was too 
late!  Only heard the other one.  And I heard it again and again.  
But the real thing about it was, they made it seem like all the 
Christian beliefs—and I mean the Christian fundamentalist 
beliefs—were linked together in some unbreakable chain.  If you 
changed one belief, you would undo your whole faith, and sink to 
the bottom of the ocean with a millstone around your neck.  So, it 
wasn’t as if I could tinker around with my Christianity—and still 
remain in those communities.  They make you choose, wholesale, 
you with us or against us?  It’s a package deal.   
    --Interview with Larry Kite 9-25-2009186 

                                                        
184 Veronica Hopko, Oregon Extension alumnus, (Memoir, ‘Breathing Under Water’, 2). 
 
185 Jesus in The Gospel of Mark 9:3840 
 
186 Larry Kite, Bob Jones University alumnus (Interview, 9‐25‐09). 
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Larry Kite’s community required an exceptionally tight connection 

between beliefs and identity.  To alter the one was to undo the other.  In revising 

one’s Christian beliefs, one was effectively charged with disfiguring one’s 

identity in Christ and thus placing one’s self outside the community.  I asked the 

same question to each person with whom I spoke who had undergone a similarly 

dramatic departure from fundamentalist Christianity, and by far the most 

common response was that given by Larry: “they made me feel that it was an all 

or nothing affair.”  This suggests not only the prevalence of this method of belief 

preservation in these conservative communities, but also that one becomes 

exceptionally aware of this practice after one’s departure.  Of course, for most 

individuals a radical break from their community is a far more difficult and 

daunting prospect than a bit of “tinkering with belief”—hence the effectiveness 

of this practice as a method of belief-preservation.  Even within these strictures, 

many of the memoirists do find ways of consciously tinkering with beliefs, 

however secretively, and so find a path of gradual descent.  For others, given 

their formation in the all-or-nothing approach to religious belief and identity, a 

great leap is the only egress that they can see; and this is often described as a 

fearsome way down.  

So how does one get to the point where one is willing and able to take the 

leap, to undergo an all-at-once conversion away from one’s religious identity and 

one’s religious beliefs?  Are ‘will’ and ‘ability’ even the determinative factors in 
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this kind of act?  This chapter tries to provide at least partial answers to these 

questions, in large part through an exploration of a particular and recurrent 

theme in the experience of these memoirists.  This theme is what I refer to as 

generative passivity.  I develop three theses:  

First, all-at-once transformations of religious belief and identity will 

sometimes entail at the crux a period of latency between cause and effect, a 

period of passivity in the subject’s conscious wit and will, and a period of 

curtailment of reason’s critical function.  I refer to this phenomenon—with its 

many permutations—as generative passivity.  I argue, following William James, 

that this passivity is necessary when the scale of belief transformation is 

exceptionally great, for it is the practice of wit and will, and of reason’s fine filter, 

to give preference—and thus great advantage—to the status quo in matters of 

identity and belief.  For this reason, the struggle of the new ‘self’ in besting the 

‘old’ is on a level battleground only when ‘wit and will’ can be in some measure 

held in abeyance.   

Second, this state of generative passivity in the transformation of religious 

belief is parallel to the experience of artists in the act of creation.  As in the 

transformation of identity and belief, the artistic act—to the degree that it is in 

fact bringing something new into the world (pace Coleridge)—overcomes a 

similar preferential option on the part of the conscious self for the preexistent.  It 

is perhaps for this reason that an aesthetic object can emerge in the same all-at-

once and unpremeditated manner as the newly bred religious identity.  Thus, 
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with regard to the phenomena of generative passivity, the discourse surrounding 

artistic creation can inform our understanding of religious counter-conversion.  I 

find this mutual illumination modeled in James’ Varieties of Religious Experience 

and Dewey’s Art as Experience.  

Third, aesthetic experience may facilitate and enable the cultivation and 

maintenance of states of mind and body amenable to generative passivity.  Several 

examples from the experience of Bob Jones and Oregon Extension alumni 

suggest as much.  In this way, aesthetic experience may itself be a font of further 

artistic and religious creation and a soil bed for the transformation of identity 

and belief.  I conclude with Dewey’s claim that aesthetic experience entails a 

simultaneous “doing and undergoing,” a creative act and a surrender of the will.    

Generative Passivity 

Most of my readers will have perceived a small water 
insect on the surface of rivulets…and will have noticed 
how the little animal wins its way up against the stream, by 
alternative pulses of active and passive motion, now 
resisting the current, and now yielding to it in order to 
gather strength and a momentary fulcrum for a further 
propulsion.187  
                --S.T. Coleridge 

 
For years, I've been tirelessly and religiously chipping 
away at my theological prison wall like Andy Dufresne. To 
be the person that I wanted to be, I had to dig as deep as I 
could possibly dig. Rest then repeat. Rest. Repeat. 

--Hugh Bridgely, Bob Jones Alumnus 
 

                                                        
187 Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Biographia Literaria, eds. James Engell and W. Jackson Bate, in The 
Collected Works, ed. Coburn, VII. 2 vols. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1993) I, 124‐5. 
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Oregon Extension alumnus Kipper Dowd’s memoir provides a good 

starting point for this exploration of the phenomenon of generative passivity.  

“The Oregon Extension opened the floodgates for me,” say Kipper.  “It was a 

time of intense struggle with my faith.”   

I began to spread my emotional and intellectual 

wings.  I devoured The Brothers Karamozov, inhabiting 

the mind of each brother in turn.  I was reading 

deeply in Marx, Nietzsche and Freud.  The masters of 

suspicion! […] By the end of my difficult sojourn 

through their work, I could feel that something was 

changing within me.  Then the program ended.  And I 

returned home.  For the next 6 months I remained 

immersed in the Christian life, and sincerely so.  I 

awoke every morning and walked in the woods, 

conversing out loud with God, pausing occasionally 

to read verses from my pocket-sized New Testament.  

I attended Church every Sunday and felt close to 

God.  […] But one thing had changed.  I no longer felt 

the need or the ability to continue my regular torrent 

of theological, apologetic and philosophical readings.  

I couldn’t even read novels.  The desire for all of this 

was gone.  And in the place in my mind where 

usually metaphysical debates incessantly raged there 

was an eerie calm. […] I read some poetry and 

listened to a lot of music during those months. […] 

Then, one Sunday morning, after a restful night of 

dreamless sleep, I awoke and cooked pancakes and 
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didn’t go to Church and have never been back to 

Church […] I was no longer a Christian.188 

                                         --Excerpted Memoir by Kipper Dowd  

 

On August 12, 2009, the very same day that I received this memoir from 

Kipper Dowd, I called him to discuss his counter-conversion experience.    

 

PF: In your memoir you mention a six-month period preceding 

your counter-conversion in which your intellectual grappling-with-

doubt dissipated, was silenced.  Say more about those six months 

and that silence. 

KD: It was more than just my intellectual struggle that went away.  

I felt it on every level.  My body relaxed even.  I had a tendency to 

hunch my shoulders up toward my ears when I was grappling with 

that stuff.  That went away during those six months too.  Just in 

general I felt like I had done my part and that the universe or 

“grace” (as I would have called it in my Christian days) was taking 

over.  Or it felt like a, “not me but Christ in me”-kind of a thing, 

except that it turned out that the “not-me” part of me was taking 

me out of Christianity.  I didn’t expect that. 

PF: But you could feel something actively happening within you? 

KD: Well, yes and no.  It was more noticeable for its absence, or 

recognizable by the absence of struggle.  I can’t think of a time 

before or after that when the ‘big questions’ were not churning 

through my mind.  Even as a kid.  But during those six months it 

was like I was hibernating.   

PF: You mentioned music… 

KD: The music was my den of hibernation.  My cocoon. 

PF: What kind of music did you listen to?   
                                                        
188 Kipper Dowd, Oregon Extension alumnus (Interview and Memoir, 8‐11).     
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KD: Mostly classical, definitely instrumental stuff.   

PF: Which composers?   

KD: I don’t remember too many specifics, except that I’m pretty 

sure I discovered—or someone sent me—Brahms’ Requiem during 

that period, which in retrospect seems quite fitting.   

PF: Why music and not novels or poetry? 

KD: I don’t know.  I think it had to be mostly without words.  

Words were such a part of my struggle.  I had words coming out of 

my ears.  Music was something that wasn’t putting more words in 

my ears or demanding more words from my mouth.  I could just be 

with music, rest in it, like I said.  

 --Conversation with Kipper Dowd on August 12, 2009 

 

Kipper Dowd is not alone in his experience of a protracted phase of 

latency preceding a drastic transformation of belief and identity.  Nor is he alone 

in giving voice to the place of aesthetic experience, especially of the non-literary 

arts, in this outwardly passive phase.  He is likewise in the company of others 

when he suggests that the climactic phase of self-transformation can be in itself 

anti-climactic, the moment initiated by a gentle and seemingly unrelated exterior 

phenomenon, like that touch of a needle which makes the salt in a 

supersaturated fluid suddenly begin to crystallize.189   

In his Confessions, Tolstoy describes a man who suddenly lost faith when 

his brother said to him: “you still keep up that thing?” (referring to his praying). 

The words spoken by his brother were “like the light push of a finger against a 

leaning wall already about to tumble by its own weight.  These words but 

                                                        
189 Leo Tolstoy cited in William James, Varieties of Religious Experience, 166 (Henceforth, VRE). 
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showed him that the place wherein he supposed religion dwelt in him had long 

been empty.”190 Former L.A. Times religion writer William Lobdell, in his 

memoir, Losing My Religion, compares this mysterious lag-time to an early round 

body blow in a boxing match.191  The blow is sustained at the beginning of the 

fight but its crippling, breath-shortening effects are not felt until later rounds, 

when even a glancing blow may take the fighter to the mat.  

The French philosopher Theodore Simon Jouffrey describes his loss of 

faith as unfolding “in silence, by an involuntary elaboration of which I was not the 

accomplice; and although I had in reality long-ceased to be a Christian, yet, in the 

innocence of my intention, I should have shuddered to suspect it, and thought it 

calumny had I been accused of such a falling away.”192  Jouffrey recounts not 

only a lag time between cause and effect, but a feeling that he himself was a 

passive subject to an ‘involuntary elaboration’.  He awoke, and his faith was 

gone.  

Margery Gott, a painter and alumnus of the Bob Jones School of Fine Art, 

refers to these interrelated phenomena as “a calm after the storm.” She describes 

a particular February month spent in “the maelstrom of doubt and belief” over 

the question of “the inerrancy of scripture”—the cornerstone of her faith.  This 

tumultuous February was followed by a March of relative calm, in which she 

                                                        
 
190 Leo Tolstoy, Confessions, 122. VRE, 166 n. 1 
 
191 William Lobdell, Losing My Religion (New York: Harper Collins, 2009) 
 
192VRE 184 n. 1 
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painted incessantly and in a more abstract style than was common for her and 

continued to read the Bible as “the literal words of God.”  She fully intended to 

read it in this way when she arrived in April at her church’s Wednesday Night 

Women’s Bible Study.  Instead,  

I was made mute that night.  I sat silently in the circle, but 

felt like I was sitting outside of it, looking over my own 

shoulder at a group of women with whom I could no 

longer identify […] I couldn’t even identify with my self 

[…] it was primarily their approach to scripture that made 

me feel so far away.  I kept it to myself.  But I left the study 

that night knowing I had changed.193   

  

Margery Gott had been attending this Bible Study for 3 years and had considered 

herself a leader of the group. 

When asked about the abstract painting, Margery tells me it helped her 

“not to think so much” and “not to argue with myself, but to just leave it alone” 

and “not to try to figure it out myself, but to leave it up to God.  I was in charge 

of the broad brush strokes (literally!), the details were up to God. The abstract 

stuff, for me, means the broader the brush the better.”194  At the close of this 

chapter I consider in more detail Margery’s suggestion that the act of painting 

became the symbol and the practice of letting go of control over the “details” of 

belief.  As Margery describes it: “letting go my tight grip on the controls...left 

                                                        
193Margery Gott, Bob Jones University alumnus (Memoir, 8).  
 
194 Margery Gott, Bob Jones University alumnus (Interview, 3). She says that in the past the Bible had 
provided for her a similar measure of comfort, but in this case the Bible itself was at the center of her 
struggle.    
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me…malleable to the controlling influence of the Spirit.”195  And the “Spirit,” in 

turn, moved her to withdraw belief in the “inerrancy” of Scripture and to leave 

for good the company of the Wednesday Night Woman’s Bible Study.  This set 

off a chain of events that led her rapidly out of “organized religion entirely.”  She 

continues be find meaning in certain Christian beliefs, but “in a more abstract 

way.” She no longer attends church or reads the Bible.  She finds these practices 

to be too violent and divisive.  She feels comfortable worshipping in a religiously 

plural atmosphere, but in general avoids all situations where two or more are 

gathered in Jesus’ name.    

In Margery’s account, the dual phenomenon of latency and passivity 

precede a radical transformation of her religious belief and practice, which at the 

moment of its manifestation required but a touch to set it off—for the fruit was 

ripe.  To begin piecing together the mystery of this generative passivity and its role 

in the transformation of belief I turn to William James’ Varieties of Religious 

Experience and John Dewey’s Art as Experience.  In the fertile interplay between 

these texts—especially in Dewey’s frequent citation of the Varieties—I step three 

times toward a clearer conception of generative passivity in the transformation of 

belief: once by means of the study of religion, once by means of aesthetic theory, 

and again by the overlay of the one by the other.        

Counter-Conversion 

                                                        
 
195 Margery Gott, Bob Jones University alumnus (Interview, 3). 
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Convert, convert, convert…to convert and convert.196 

    --Henry James Sr.  

 William James coins the term ‘counter-conversion’ to refer to the 

experience of rapid and totalizing transformation away from religious belief.197  

As in a religious conversion, the unsuspecting soul is blindfolded, taken roughly 

by the shoulders, and pointed in a new direction.  The conscious experience of 

counter-conversion is often that it comes and goes unexpectedly and with great 

efficiency, like a thief in the night.  This would seem to have been the case for 

Kipper Down, Margery Gott, and others cited above.  But a closer reading of 

their accounts proves that this may not have been the whole story.  The 

transformation may not have been as sudden as it appeared to the conscious 

mind.  It may be, as James hypothesizes, that a form of unconscious cerebration 

had long been weaving the garment that emerged whole cloth.   

A man’s conscious wit and will are aiming at 

something only dimly and inaccurately imagined.  

Yet all the while forces of mere organic ripening 

within him are going on to their own prefigured 

result, and his conscious strainings are letting loose 

unconscious allies behind the scenes which in their 

way work toward re-arrangement, and the 

rearrangement toward which all these forces tend is 

                                                        
196 Henry James Sr., in Robert Richardson’s William James: In the Maelstrom of American Modernism 
(Houghton Mifflin: New York, 2006), 103. 
 
197 “In judging of the religious type of regeneration which we are about to study, it is important to 
recognize that they are only one species of a genus that contains other types as well.  For example, 
new birth may be away from religion…In all of these instances we have precisely the same 
psychological form of event,‐‐a firmness, stability, and equilibrium succeeding a period of storm and 
stress and inconsistency” (VRE, 163).  
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surely definite, and definitely different from what 

consciously conceives and determines.198 

 

In Art as Experience, John Dewey quotes this passage at length.199  Here 

and elsewhere Dewey makes use of the Varieties to explain the manner in which 

artistic creation, like religious counter-conversion, germinates unconsciously and 

bursts forth unpredictably.  In both cases, notes Dewey, artists and practitioners 

of religion testify to the experience of their ‘will’ held in abeyance and their 

cognitive faculties being diverted from their ordinary course of operation.  For 

Dewey, his friendship with Henri Matisse and their hours of theoretical 

conversation on the nature of art confirmed that this experience of latent 

inspiration was common among artists.  The ethnographer, poet, and novelist 

Michael D. Jackson, himself influenced by Dewey, in his book Minima 

Ethnographica provides a brief catalogue of references to generative passivity 

among modern writers.  Laurence Sterne, notes Jackson, in declining to defend 

the odd design of his book Tristram Shandy, appealed, “Ask my pen; it governs 
                                                        
 
198 VRE, 194‐5. There are differences in the ways that James and the thinkers I will discuss (Dewey, 
Schiller, Freud) conceive of the ‘conscious/unconscious’ divide, and James is well aware that many 
will react negatively to the term ‘unconscious’, or ‘subliminal’.  With James, however, I use these 
terms with the caveat that by them I refer to the lowest common denominator in their use by these 
four thinkers, namely, a way in which to distinguish between the well‐lit and dimly lit regions of 
consciousness, preferring it as I do to the more generic titles ‘A/B’ once suggested by James: “If the 
word ‘subliminal’ is offensive to any of you, as smelling too much of psychical research or other 
aberrations, call it by any other name you please, to distinguish it from the level of full sunlit 
consciousness.  Call this latter the A‐region of personality, if you care to, and call the other the B‐
region” (Lecture XIX, ‘Other Characteristics, VRE, 433). “Falling in love also conforms frequently to 
this type, a latent process of unconscious preparation often preceding a sudden awakening to the fact 
that the mischief is irretrievably done” (VRE, 167 n. 1).    
 
199 Art as Experience, 72 (Henceforth, AE).  Note, for example, that Dewey’s description of aesthetic 
experience corresponds directly to the four marks of mysticism in James’ Varieties: passivity, noetics, 
transiency, ineffability. Dewey does not explicitly note this correspondence.    
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me; I govern not it.”200 Blaise Cenders likewise describes his writing as “being 

taken over by the characters [of his novel Morovagine], of becoming the tools of a 

‘mysterious other.’”201 Jackson further observes that D.H. Lawrence, in 

describing his creative energies, said, “Not I but the force that flows through 

me,” while Vladimir Nabokov admitted, “I do not find it. It finds me.”202 Like 

Kipper Dowd and Margery Gott, these artists note that despite the 

displacement—or redirection—of their conscious will, something unmistakably 

well-conceived comes to fruition, “almost despite them,” as Dewey would say.  

There is generation and passivity both. 

Dewey suggests that such passivity makes room for ‘the non-mechanical 

extension’ requisite to both artistic creation and the recreation of religious 

identity.  “The direct effort of ‘Wit and will’ of itself”, Dewey writes, “never 

brought forth anything that was not mechanical; their function is necessary, but 

it is to let loose allies that exist outside their scope.”203  Like James, Dewey 

pictures a thousand little reserves of energy, fireflies of the unconscious, set 

aglow by conscious wit and will in order to accomplish a particular set of tasks—

                                                        
 
200 Minima Ethnographica (University of Chicago Press, 1998) 61.  Also see Elaine Scarry’s Dreaming 
by the Book (New York: Farrar, Straus, Giroux, 1999): “Harriot Beecher Stowe reports that she simply 
transcribed, as in a vision, Uncle Tom’s Cabin […].  “Come, Muse.  Launch the story.  Start anywhere 
you will,” says Homer trying to start the Odyssey.  The coaxing may take the form of a prayer, as in 
Homer.  Or it may take the form of waiting—as when Jamaica Kincaid sees in a dream the blurry 
outline of a woman’s swollen feet and waits for the dream to come back on four successive nights 
before she can see enough of it to write it down […] writers share the readers’ sense of working at 
someone else’s direction […]” (245). 
    
201 Jackson, Minima Ethnographica, 61.   
 
202 Jackson, Minima Ethnographica, 61.  
 
203 AE, 73. 
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‘non-mechanical acts of creation’—that remain always tangential to will and 

intellect, touching their edges but intersecting at no point with their domain.   

Conscious ‘wit and will’ depend upon these ‘allies, behind the scenes,’ says 

Dewey, but one’s allies are not ultimately under one’s direct control.  

Unconscious allies may continue to serve, in some sense, at the behest of 

conscious wit and will, but at the same time these allies toil autonomously and 

imperceptibly, producing results as vital as they are unforeseeable, be these 

results religious or artistic.     

Hands Off 

In this section and the following, I consider several ways in which ‘wit 

and will’ stand not only ancillary to the true source of inspiration, but also 

function as the guilty party when such an outcome is stifled or stillborn.  There 

are a number of ways in which non-mechanical acts of creation—be they the 

recreation of a religious identity or the production of a work of art—can be 

blocked by the conscious activities of wit and will.  As James says of religious 

conversion: 

[The outcome] may consciously be actually interfered 

with (jammed as it were) by his voluntary efforts 

slanting toward the true direction…When the new 

center of energy has been subconsciously incubated 

so long as to be just ready to burst forth into flower, 

‘hands off’ is the only word for us; it must burst forth 

unaided.204 

                                                        
204 VRE 195. Itals. mine. 
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Citing this passage from the Varieties, Dewey calls for a similar ‘hands off’ 

approach to aesthetic experience.  The non-mechanical act of creation must be 

given sufficient independence from the mechanical undergoings of the day.  The 

unconscious actors require time and space to accomplish their mysterious, 

behind-the-scenes, doings.  This demands forbearance on the part of the 

individual—some would say “faith.”  “[But] when patience has done its work,” 

declares Dewey in uncharacteristically dramatic form, “a man is taken 

possession of by some perfect muse and speaks and sings as some god 

dictates.”205 

There is a similar notion of generative passivity at play in Freud’s 1909 

revision of The Interpretation of Dreams.  Freud quotes a letter that Schiller wrote 

to a struggling writer.  Like Dewey, Schiller conceptualizes this blockage of the 

creative act as the result of attachment to wit and will:  

The ground for your complaint seems to me to lie in the 

constraint imposed by your reason upon your 

imagination...Where there is creative mind, Reason—so it 

seems to me—relaxes its watch upon the gates…You 

critics, or whatever else you may call yourselves, are 

ashamed or frightened of the momentary and transient 

extravagances which are to be found in all truly creative 

minds and whose longer or shorter duration distinguishes 

the thinking artist from the dreamer.  You complain of your 

                                                        
 
205 AE, 73. 
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unfruitfulness because you reject too soon and discriminate 

too severely.206  

 

According to Schiller, reason places a stranglehold on imagination, which is itself 

the site of “momentary and transient extravagances.” Freud takes Schiller to 

mean that reason fears and censures the fruits of imagination because they don’t 

appear to be the result of ‘conscious wit and will’: “The adoption of the required 

attitude of mind towards ideas that seem to emerge ‘of their own free will’ and the 

abandonment of the critical function that is normally in operation against them 

seem to be hard of achievement for some people.”207 To find the delicate and 

generative balance between one’s reason and imagination, one’s conscious and 

unconscious, one’s activity and passivity, is a rare accomplishment, as Freud 

knows.  Even if you find this balance, there is no guarantee that you can maintain 

it and no promise after that you will find it again.  There is no formula.  And 

even if there were a formula, Freud suggests, many people are simply unwilling 

to learn it.  They wish to remain forever in a state of disengagement from “the 

momentary and transient extravagances” of the imagination.208  They refuse to sit 

face to face with all that appears to emerge by a will of its own.   

 

 

                                                        
206 Interpretation of Dreams, 135. (Henceforth, ID). 
 
207 Freud, ID, 135. Ital. mine 
 
208 ID, 135. 
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Creation Without Preconception 

I experiment, make attempts, and follow an intuitive sense, 

and the best art pieces are the ones I didn’t plan ahead of 

time.  I sense the creative spirit moving in me, working 

through my hands and eyes and heart, doing her own work in 

me and through me while I have the privilege of playfully 

working with her.209 

          --Cora Faye Tompinson, Oregon Extension Alumnus 

 

Numerous artists bear witness to the experience of their work emerging 

without a definite preconception of what it is they are creating.  Several 

memoirists included here likewise describe their newly refurbished identity as 

having assumed an unforeseen shape: “I remember well the harrowing middle 

space.  I knew I was changing,” recalls Kipper Dowd, “but into what I did not 

know—an angel? a demon?  Time only would tell.”210  In what follows, I explore 

the hypothesis that the unforeseeability of these well-conceived acts of non-

mechanical creation is not merely a coincidence of their vitality.  

Unforeseeability, I argue, is a vital precondition for such emergence.   

In the revised edition of The World as Will and Idea (1844) Schopenhauer 

contends that ‘truly artistic expression’ transpires only when artists eschew 

preconceived notions of what it is they are creating.  If before beginning the 

artistic work the artist can put down in words what he or she intends to present, 

then it would be better for the artist to forsake the proposed project; if brought to 

                                                        
209Cora Faye Tomlinson, Oregon Extension alumnus (Memoir, 3).  
 
210 Kipper Dowd, Oregon Extension alumnus (Memoir, 7). 
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fruition it could only be lifeless.  Once the concept is down in words, says 

Schopenhauer, the artist does best to cast aside the paintbrush and canvas, to 

place a frame around the words themselves and hang them upon the wall.  For 

Schopenhauer, it is vital that the “conception” of the artwork emerge 

simultaneous to the act of creation, lest the work be but a mechanical, 

premeditated outworking of wit and will, which is in no wise an act of creative 

genius: “a work of art which has proceeded from mere distinct conception is 

always ungenuine.”211  For in this case, no matter what excellence of technical 

skill be employed, “we see, through all the rich materials…the distinct, limited, 

cold, dry conception shine out.”212   

When the concept shows itself in such completeness, the imagination of 

the viewer feels slighted and underutilized, Schopenhauer argues, and the mind 

turns away in disgust and indignation: “We are only perfectly satisfied by the 

impression of a work of art when it leaves something which, with all our 

thinking about it, we cannot bring down to the distinctness of a conception.”213  

But for the “conception” to remain elusive to the beholder it must have been 

elusive to the artist.   It is for this reason, observes Schopenhauer, that the 

                                                        
211 Schopenhauer and Dewey do not have the same conception of ‘will’.  Schopenhauer’s is 
exceptionally metaphysical and impersonal, Dewey’s highly naturalistic, evolutionary and personal.  
Still, Schopenhauer’s point on the unpremeditated nature of artistic creation provides a valid parallel 
to Dewey’s extrapolation on James—even if this observation holds different weight in their 
respective philosophies—because for both philosophers the will has an analogous relationship to 
reason, mind and intellect. The World as Will and Idea, ‘Supplements to the Third Book’ in 
Philosophies of Art and Beauty, eds. A. Hofstadter and R. Kuhns, 454. 
 
212 Ibid. 455. 
 
213 Ibid. 455. 
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practice sketches of the great masters are often more effective than their finished 

pictures.  These sketches are birthed simultaneous to the inspiration, “created 

off-hand in the moment of conception” and so the lifeblood of that moment 

courses through their lines.214 Naturally, this original sketch must then be 

brought to completion, “through skillful deliberation and persistent intention, for 

the inspiration cannot last till it is completed.”215 However, even in the finished 

painting, Schopenhauer suggests, it is the underlying structure of the original, 

‘inspired’ sketch, which gives the work its enduring, non-conceptual, strength.   

The experience of creation without preconception is confirmed in varying 

degrees in the accounts of numerous artists.  Van Gogh, writing during his most 

productive years claims that “one works without knowing that one works, and 

the strokes come with [unpremeditated] sequence and coherence.”216 In the 

quotation at the beginning of this section, Cora Faye observers that her best 

works are ones she doesn’t “plan ahead of time.”  Schiller speaks likewise of his 

own creative process: “With me the perception is at first without a clear and 

definite object.  This takes shape later.  What precedes is a peculiar musical mood 

of mind.  Afterwards comes the…idea.”217  Schiller’s phrase—‘musical mood of 

mind’—may be as close as we can get to conceiving the ocean over which the 

creative act gathers.  The point is that the mind’s mood as musical is in part 

                                                        
214 Ibid. 454‐5. 
 
215 Ibid. 454. 
 
216 Quoted from AE, 72.   
 
217 AE, 192. 
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defined by the lack of a ‘clear and definite object’ for it to take hold of.  It knows 

there is a thing there, but what is there it cannot say—for the thing is in some 

sense unprecedented.  If the mind should demand its say, the originality of the 

thing would be lost, for whatever new-ness was budding would be extracted in 

the press of some previous form.   

For Schopenhauer, a similar reality presents itself to the beholder of 

artworks.  If the beholder is to experience the kernel of new-ness at play in the 

work of art—which, for Schopenhauer, is the essence of aesthetic experience—

they must refrain from bringing preconception to the work.  They must resist the 

tendency to employ their familiar stock of words and phrases; they must be 

silent: “Before a picture, as before a prince, every one must stand, waiting to see 

whether and what it will speak to him; and, as in the case of a prince, so here he 

must not himself address [the picture], for then he would hear only himself.”218 

The goal is to hear something which is beyond the capacity of the regnant self to 

utter or conceive.  New-ness is begotten by the work of art as it is born in the 

imagination of the beholder.219  

The mutual illumination between artistic creation, the aesthetic experience 

of the beholder, and the recreation of a religious identity extends to the 

experience of the Bob Jones and Oregon Extension alumni.  There is a common 

suppleness to the fledgling work of art and the newly bred self-identity.  They 

                                                        
218 The World as Will and Idea, ‘Supplements to the Third Book’ in Philosophies of Art and Beauty, ed. 
A. Hofstadter and R. Kuhns, 454. 
 
219 Ibid., 453‐454.   
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are soft-shelled.  They hide from preconception of all sorts and emerge neither 

for the ironclad determination of the will, nor for the most precise and fertile 

machinations of the rational mind.  They show you who they are upon their 

emergence: they will not be told, proleptically, what they are and will be.  The 

counter-conversions of Kipper Dowd and Margery Gott confirm this, at least to 

the extent that their new identities were neither something consciously 

preconceived, nor easily reducible to concepts upon their emergence.  They had 

only a vague idea of what it was they were becoming.  They knew only that they 

must give over to the ‘musical mood of mind’, and rest in the generative 

passivity that directed their transformation.  Their new identities are revealed as 

they are assumed.         

We should pause for a moment to consider how peculiar it is that a vital 

adaptive feature of the human being should express itself as a need for some-

thing that it cannot preconceive, a thing which itself must be fashioned by some-

things (unconscious allies) which the conscious mind neither sees nor controls.  

But this is exactly what James and Dewey find to be operative in the artistic act 

and the religious counter-conversion.  It is under these circumstances, Dewey 

certifies, “…something [vital] is born almost in spite of conscious personality, 

and certainly not because of its deliberate will.”220   

*** 

Thus far we have heard testimony from both artists and religious 

practitioners on the experience of generative passivity.  We have heard from our 
                                                        
220AE, 73 
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memoirists themselves, from James and Dewey, and several of their 

interlocutors. Their explanations have been focused on the fraught relationship 

between conscious and unconscious strivings.  As we have seen, the activity of 

the unconscious is for James and Dewey not unrelated to the activity of the 

conscious self, for the former requires a kick-start by the latter to begin its 

incubatory work.  Yet once this work has begun, the unconscious requires a large 

measure of autonomy—freedom from ‘wit and will’ and their pre-

conceptualizing tendencies—if it is to bring the non-mechanical creative act to 

fruition.  Indeed, the unconscious appears to require greater and greater 

autonomy as the new thing gestates—and maximal autonomy as it bursts forth.  

Recall that the counter-conversions of Kipper Dowd and Margery Gott were 

preceded by a lack of conscious striving, a striving that was in their reports 

totally absent at the moment the change flowered forth.  

A War of Selves 

Let us consider a more unifying explanation for this generative passivity, 

and more explicitly draw out the parallels between artistic creation and the self-

recreation.  One possible explanation is proffered by Edwin Starbuck, author of 

the Psychology of Religion,221 and frequent interlocutor with James in the writing 

of the Varieties of Religious Experience.  Starbuck suggests that in the lead up to a 

conversion experience, there are at least two selves, two core identities at work in 

the individual, each vying for power.  There is the ‘regnant self’ and the ‘up-and-

                                                        
221 Edwin Diller Starbuck, Psychology of Religion: An Empirical Study of the Growth of Religious 
Consciousness (New York: Scribner, 1899). 
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coming self’ (what Starbuck values respectively as the ‘imperfect self’ and the 

‘better self’).222  For Starbuck, the regnant (‘imperfect’) self does not reside 

exclusively in the domains of consciousness or rationality, wit or will, but it is 

strongly identified with these—and maintains its supremacy in part through their 

exercise.  Thus, he claims, “to exercise the personal will is still to live in the 

region where the imperfect self is the thing most emphasized.  Where, on the 

contrary, the subconscious forces take the lead, it is more probably the better self 

in posse which directs the operation.”223  Conversely, the act of yielding, of 

allowing the subconscious forces to take the lead, grants competitive advantage 

to the newly emerging self.  This advantage, when sustained, permits the new 

self to oust the old, thus assuming the seat of power in the personality.  Of 

course, once the new self assumes this seat it begins to form its own strong 

identification with reason and consciousness, wit and will.  And the process 

begins again.  As Henry James Sr. admonished: “Convert, convert, convert…to 

convert and convert…”.224 

The testimony of Ben Kim, painter and Bob Jones University alumnus, 

elaborates on this supplantion of one self by another.225  Ben says that “painting 

                                                        
222 I abstain from placing value judgments on these selves.  There is no guarantee that the emergent 
self will be any better or worse, more or less perfect, than the first.  One is previous, one is emerging.   
 
223VRE, 195. “[Starbuck] seems right in conceiving all sudden changes as results of special cerebral 
functions unconsciously developing until they are ready to play a controlling part, when they make 
irruption in to the conscious life” (VRE 168 n. 168). 
 
224 Henry James Sr., in Robert D. Richardson, William James: In the Maelstrom of American Modernism 
(New York: Houghton Mifflin, 2007) 103. 
 
225 Ben Kim, Bob Jones University alumnus (Memoir, 4) 
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is a way for me to leave myself alone.”  He lives by the maxim of his teacher: 

“‘you must be alone to paint, and must paint to be alone’”: 

When I go into my private studio I inadvertently 

bring with me a hoard of people: family members, 

lovers, enemies, teachers.  If I stay in the studio long 

enough they begin to file out one by one, leaving me 

alone.  When I’m lucky, I’ll even leave my self alone, but 

that’s hard to do.226  

 

The artist is one who has mastered—through practice—the art of being alone, 

Ben Kim says.  This entails the brokerage of a series of complex negotiations with 

selves present and past.  But it also requires the passive act of letting “the others” 

file out on their own.  Once they are gone, one is left with the regnant self, which 

may, he suggests, further burden the creative process.  Ben finds himself 

frequently in the awkward position of needing to ask the self to leave the self 

alone—in order that creation may ensue.  He applies this description of the 

creative process to the process of revising his religious beliefs.  We possess a 

myriad of selves, says Ben, each longing to assume the center of the personality, 

“even just for an hour or a day,” but the transfer of power is brutal.   

PF: In your memoir you mention the idea of multiple selves 

longing to come into being, and you suggest that in your current 

vocation as an artist you try to welcome, accommodate and 

cultivate these selves.  You never explicitly contrast this disposition 

with that of your days as a fundamentalist.  But how has your 

approach changed in this regard?  
                                                        
226 Ben Kim, Bob Jones University alumnus (Memoir, 4). Ital. mine. 
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BK: I’d say that’s the crux of the matter for me.  When I look back 

on the fundamentalism of my past, it looks to me like there was one 

self that got wedged in the gears, and fucked up the whole system.  

That was the self given to me in my baptism into that whole 

community—its the self that community would never let me cast 

aside, without casting the community aside as well.  It was the 

Christ self, the only self, the self of Christian belief.  And I could not 

get that motherfucker out of the gears—no matter how bad I 

wanted to cast it away.  So eventually I just let it get torn up by the 

gears.  Let the machinery pulverize me, ‘till there was little left.  

That’s actually how I think about the self-destructive behavior I did 

to myself.  I was trying to kill myself, because I wanted to live as 

another self, but it seemed like there was no other way to get there.  

Of course, trying to kill myself didn’t work either.  It was painting, 

being alone all night in the studio. 

PF: How did painting help you to get that mangled self out of the 

gears, and to start to live free from the exclusivity of that identity?    

BK: I don’t want to overstate it.  I still think I live with that self and 

it’s a broken self, its still there somewhere, its just not fucking up 

the whole system anymore. 

PF: But the painting helped… 

BK: I painted that self away.  Painting.  My early stuff—all my 

paintings—are just portraits of bloody gears. 

PF: I’ve seen some rather beautiful landscape paintings of yours.  

Not much blood and gore there.   

BK: But there are dark shadows, and who-knows-what’s-under-

the-water kind of stuff.  Believe me, its there.  You might need to x-

ray the painting to get it.  But it’s there. 

PF: So, it sounds like the specific content of your paintings was 

related to your deliverance (or partial deliverance) from that old, 
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mangled self.  You couldn’t have painted just anything.  I mean, it 

was more than just the act of painting itself. 

BK: I don’t know.  It’s impossible for me to separate the two.  It 

was the act of painting, but when I painted, that’s the content that 

showed up on the canvas.  You tell me.  

                                --Excerpted Interview with Ben Kim 9-24-09 

A War of Selves, Continued   

There are a number of relevant ideas wrapped up in Ben’s account.  Below 

I consider why it is that ‘one must paint to be alone’ (or to be liberated from other, 

intrusive selves), but first, I consider why it is that ‘one must be alone to paint’.  I 

read this claim to be similar to Schiller’s suggestion that there are states of being 

in which one part of the self harasses and over-determines the functioning of 

another, foreclosing the possibility of ‘truly creative’ expression.  Put conversely, 

there are states of being in which one part of the self leaves un-harassed the 

others—and this to productive ends.  For Schiller, reason is that harassing 

element of which the imagination bears the brunt.  For Cora Faye and for 

Schopenhauer, pre-conceptual thought is the bothersome agent, sapping the life 

from inspired forms.  For Ben Kim and for Starbuck, it is, more expansively, the 

image of reigning selves interfering with ‘other selves’.  Creative flowering is 

restricted by the presence of one or more of a family of other, meddling selves.  

In Ben Kim’s experience, creative expression required that one overcome—not 

only the overbearing faculty of reason, nor merely one’s own conscious ‘wit and 

will’—but one’s other, rival selves.  
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Ben’s account suggests that certain fundamentalist selves, like certain 

artistic temperaments, are stubborn by nature—stuck in the gears—and do not 

willingly give up their place at the control center of the personality.  But there is 

something in the very resistance of the old self to its displacement by the new 

that generates a potentially explosive, creative (and/or destructive) force.  Where 

there is friction there is heat and maybe fire.  When the old self gives way easily, 

without sparks, it generally means that the transition of power produces little 

that will warm the world.  It probably means that the new is not so different 

from the old.  In the end, suggests Ben Kim, the artistic temperament involves a 

series of stubborn selves coming into being and passing resistantly away in and 

by the act of artistic expression.  Productive artists and religious practitioners 

(liable to dramatic conversion), he suggests, possess a unique combination of 

temperaments.  Their regnant selves are particularly resistant to their emergent 

selves, and their emergent selves are particularly aggressive and tenacious in 

overcoming the regnant.  This results in a series of coups, each joined by the 

effusion of great creative energies, which may in turn result in artworks and new 

identities.  Recall Emerson: “Power ceases in the instant of repose; it resides in 

the moment of transition from a past to a new state, in the shooting of the gulf, in 

the darting to an aim.”227  

Several memoirists note that their counter-conversion experience was 

followed by a period of great artistic productivity.  Cora Faye Tomlinson says, 

                                                        
227 Emerson, ‘Self‐Reliance,’ Essays and Lectures, ed. Joel Porte (New York: Library of America, 1983) 
271. 
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“Out of the loss of my evangelical theology, I have been given a gift to create in 

words and in visual forms.”228 This is a theme that will be picked up in the 

Chapter 4.  For now, it is worth noting that the method of belief preservation 

practiced in these fundamentalist communities, their demand for all-or-nothing 

allegiance, which in turn led several memoirists to an all-at-once counter-

conversion, does in some cases result in works of non-mechanical creation, both 

at the level of self-recreation and artistic production.   

*** 

The counter-conversion process is by no means inevitable.  On the 

contrary, many walk to the brink of counter-conversion, to the point where the 

emergent self is poised to overpower the regnant, only to turn back from that 

edge, moving more fiercely and forever in the opposite direction, the regnant self 

having slain the emergent.  Emerson’s observation bears up: “If you strike at a 

king you must kill him.”  

*** 

Painting Alone 

I write to be alone.  
   --Orhan Pamuk229 

 
“Generative passivity,” as we have been using the term, is attained at least 

in part through the relaxation of conscious wit and will, through the lessening of 

reason’s fine-grained filter on the imagination, and the eschewal of the tendency 

                                                        
228 Cora Faye Tomlinson, Oregon Extension alumnus (Memoir, 5). 
 
229 Orhan Pamuk, ‘My Father’s Suitcase’ (Nobel Lecture). 
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to preconceive the emergent creation.  As we have seen, passivity does not entail 

the abolishment of wit and will, nor the abandonment of reason.  But it does 

require a posture in which these faculties cannot overpower the unconscious or 

the imagination.  It requires the cultivation of a state in which one is less fearful 

of, and in fact comes to encourage and embrace, the imagination’s “momentary 

and transient extravagances” (Schiller), emerging though they do “of their own 

free will” (Freud).  In this section, I consider the role that aesthetic experience 

plays in the cultivation of this mode.  As generative passivity gives rise to 

creativity, so creativity gives rise to generative passivity.  As throughout the 

project, aesthetic experience refers to both the experience of the artist in the act of 

creation and the experience of the beholder in viewing the work of art.      

Recall Ben Kim’s aphoporistic, “You must be alone to paint and must 

paint to be alone.”  Here, productive aloneness is at once a prerequisite and a 

result of “truly creative expression” (Schiller).  How can it be both at once?  

Perhaps we need add little to James’ suggestion that conscious ‘wit and will’ 

must incline toward something but ‘dimly and inaccurately imagined.’  That is to 

say, “wit and will” may be in one sense active but are restricted in this activity 

from performing those tasks for which they are, under other circumstances, 

prized.  Rather than exercising their full ability to produce clear and accurate 

ways of interacting with the world, they are made temporarily to move in 

another direction, to facilitate an interaction with the “emergent object” that is 

epistemologically non-possessive, touching it with vague, un-constricting 
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concepts, like holding an unknown object with an open hand.  In Ben Kim’s 

studio, the act of painting, when the painter is “not yet alone,” may facilitate or 

may itself be this non-possessive activity, which mobilizes the unconscious 

actors, while also leaving them alone (autonomous).  This would be one basic 

way to conceive of the act of painting as both establishing and regulating a 

productive aloneness, and hence the kind of generative passivity of which we have 

spoken.  

Kipper Dowd (cited at the beginning of this chapter) recalls listening to an 

exceptional amount of instrumental music in the period preceding his counter-

conversion, and listening to it with a sense that it was quite essential to what he 

was undergoing.  He describes music as a place of “rest,” “a cocoon,” “a den of 

hibernation,” each of which are symbols of revitalization and recreation.  

Particularly important for him was the fact that this music was wordless or 

mostly without words.  Words, he says, were an integral part of his conscious 

struggle—intellectual as it was.  As such, in this hibernatory period, words 

denoted a diminution to restorative slumber, while music facilitated and 

deepened his rest.   

Margery Gott (the painter cited as the beginning of this chapter) noted 

that in the incubatory period of her counter-conversion—the calm after the 

storm—she painted abstractly and incessantly.  As with Kipper Dowd, this 

aesthetic experience is described as facilitating a form of intellectual passivity 

and rest: it allowed her “not to think so much.” This passivity is characterized by 



  167 

a lack of conscious fixation on the details of belief, freeing her to compose in 

“broad brush strokes (literally!).”  “The abstract stuff, for me, means the broader 

the brush the better,” she adds, explicitly pointing up the double meaning of 

‘broad brush strokes,’ and more to the point, underscoring their inseparability in 

her experience.  She paints with broad brush strokes in order to think and act in 

broad strokes, and vice verse.  The brush strokes symbolize and realize her 

imagination’s autonomy from reason’s occasionally harsh filter.  In Jamesian and 

Freudian terms, she achieves with brush strokes the delicate and uncanny 

interplay of non-possessive conscious life and constructive unconscious activity.  

Put in terms comprehensible to Starbuck and Ben Kim, both Kipper Dowd’s 

music and Margery Gott’s painting allowed them to “leave themselves alone.” 

In the interview with Ben Kim he cites a related experience.  Ben felt that 

his ‘fundamentalist self’ was lodged in the gears of being.  This prevented him 

from experiencing the creative overflow concomitant to the transition from one 

self to another.  It also engendered a great deal of self-destructive practice: drug 

and alcohol abuse, risky sexual behavior, and direct physical violence to himself 

and toward others.  He claims that all of these practices were attempts to be rid 

of this fundamentalist self.  With the one hand he tried to pull the old self from 

the gears, to cast it aside (this by reading and intellectualizing away the beliefs of 

his fundamentalist past).  With the other hand he tried to push the 

fundamentalist self down into the gears to be rid of it (through self-destructive 

behavior).  Both hands labored in vain.  The fundamentalist self was too far into 
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the gears to be pulled forth and not far enough in to be annihilated.  It was when 

Ben Kim turned his hands to paintbrush and canvas that he achieved at least 

some measure of “liberation.”  As we have seen, he is unwilling to separate the 

act of painting from the content of the painting, but somewhere on the plain of 

this inseparability a state of generative passivity was cultivated, the gears 

disengaged, and the fundamentalist self fell into relative obscurity. “We dive and 

reappear in new places.”230  

Doing and Undergoing        

I do not so much feel as if I am writing this book as that I am 
myself being written. 

—Malcolm Lowry on writing Under the Volcano231 

It was when centering the clay that I was able to center my 
thoughts and shape my inner landscape. 

   --Elsa Manning, Oregon Extension Alumnus232 

Dewey’s theory of a simultaneity to the ‘doing and undergoing’ of the 

artist in the act of creation stands in line with the experience of Ben Kim, Kipper 

Dowd and Margery Gott.233  It is obvious, observes Dewey, that the artist works 

                                                        
230 Journals and Miscellaneous Notebooks of Ralph Waldo Emerson, ed. William H. Gilman (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1960) 10:76. 
 
231 Quoted from Michael Jackson, Minima Ethnographica, 61.   
 
232 “The role of the arts in my life is one of meditative rest. I need time with clay to slow down, settle 
down and come down to what is real and present on earth. It quiets my soul and gives me a place to 
be at peace, listen to and hold my selves that need some work and to feel loved. The main coping 
mechanism to my transition back to college, post‐OE was to spend copious amounts of time in the 
ceramic studio. One, it was a safe place in which to live and be. Two, I express my emotions and 
struggles through my artwork. Three, it was quiet most of the time, and solitude was something hard 
to come by in my college campus experience. Even today, in the busyness of my summer schedule, 
when I am able to spend a moment at my potter’s wheel, I feel rest and peace.” Elsa Manning, Oregon 
Extension alumnus (Memoir, 4). 
 
233 AE, 74‐76. 
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over and shapes objects in the physical world.  Marble is chipped, pigments laid 

on canvas, words are strung together.  What is not so generally recognized, says 

Dewey, is the work artists do on themselves in the act of creation.  The “outer” 

molding of the clay in their hands is simultaneous to the reshaping of “inner” 

materials, however unconsciously.  Memories, emotions, beliefs, and identities 

are progressively re-formed, sculpted with care and attention into eloquent 

manifestations.  The doing cannot be separated from the undergoing, insists 

Dewey.  Nor are there two discrete operations directed at the “inner” and 

“outer” materials respectively, he adds.  The “inner” and “outer” materials are 

progressively shaped in “organic connection” with each other.234 “The work is 

artistic,” says Dewey, “in the degree in which the two functions of 

transformation are effected by a single operation.”235  This single operation is, in 

the terms I have been advocating, the posture of ‘generative passivity.’236 

Margaret Gott says as much when she claims that the ‘single operation’ of 

‘broad brush strokes’ yielded both an (“outer”) abstract painting and a series of 

(‘inwardly’) reconstituted beliefs.  Kipper Dowd upholds the theme when he tells 

us that music was the silky encasement in which he rested as his new identity 

                                                        
234 AE, 75. 
 
235 AE,75. In the creation of a new identity there is likewise a simultaneous doing and undergoing.  In 
this case what is more immediately recognized is the newly sculpted ‘inner’ world, but one can 
expect to see newly shaped ‘outer’ realities as well, physical, objective realizations of newly sculpted 
inner realities.  This would be one explanation for the efflux of artistic creation mentioned by our 
believers at the advent of their new religious identity. 
     
236 Unique to aesthetic experience is that subject and object disappear, says Dewey. “For the uniquely 
distinguishing feature of aesthetic experience is exactly the fact that no such distinction between self 
and object exists in it, since it is aesthetic in the degree in which organism and environment 
cooperate to institute an experience in which the two are so fully integrated that each disappears” 
(AE, 249).  
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took shape.237  Ben Kim gestures in a similar direction in his experience of 

painting—and aloneness.  The artistic act, for him, was at once brushes 

transforming canvasses and artists translating selves.  In this way, Dewey and 

the memoirists discussed here suggest that the parallel between artistic creation 

and self-recreation is not a parallel at all.  The two lines intersect at every point.  

They rest on each other.  And rest—or generative passivity—is at the heart of the 

matter.   

 
***   

According to Dewey, aesthetic creation and the recreation of religious 

identity are intertwined in their ‘demand for allegiance of the human will.’  As 

we have seen, this means something other than a straightforward willing activity.  

Neither aesthetic experience nor counter-conversion comes about through sheer 

will power.  Their demand for the ‘allegiance of the will’ is more 

thoroughgoing—and fearsome.  Their demand is for the transformation of the 

will.  And yet, more harrowing still, it is a call for more than a calculated attempt 

to transform one’s own will.  It means, rather, allowing a change of will to be 

                                                        
 
237 For an example of the in‐breaking abilities of music, see William Styron’s Darkness Visible: A 
Memoir of Madness (New York, Vintage, 1992) 66‐67. In the depths of depression, resolving to leave 
his suicide note unwritten, on his planned night of self‐destruction, William Styron happened to put 
in a videotape: “At one point in the film, which was set in late‐nineteenth‐century Boston, the 
characters moved down the hallway of a music conservatory, beyond the wall of which, from unseen 
musicians, came a contralto voice, a sudden soaring passage from Brahms Alto Rhapsody.  This sound, 
which like all music—indeed, like all pleasure—I had been numbly unresponsive to for months, 
pierced my heart like a dagger, and in a flood of swift recollection I thought of all the joys the house 
had known: the children who had rushed through its rooms, the festivals, the love and work, the 
honestly earned slumber, the voices and the nimble commotion, the perennial tribe of cats and dogs 
and birds […].  All this was more than I could ever abandon […].  I realized I could not commit this 
desecration on myself.  I drew upon some last gleam of sanity […].  I woke up my wife […].  The next 
day I was admitted to the hospital.”  
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effected in one’s self, says Dewey.  This is not merely "voluntary in the sense of an 

act of special volition or resolution…;"238 the "adjustment" that ensues "possesses 

the will rather than is its express product."239  This happens, says Dewey, when 

we cultivate the ability to turn our choices and desires over to something worthy 

of their allegiance.240  It requires that one become practiced in “being conquered, 

vanquished, in our active nature by an ideal end; it signifies acknowledgement of 

its rightful claim over our desires and purposes."241  

John Ruskin’s counter-conversion from his Evangelical faith is illustrative 

in this regard, and I offer up an episode of his story by way of conclusion.  The 

climax to his masterful Praeterita, which lies in the chapter, “The Grande 

Chartreuse,” entails being vanquished by the ideals of an aesthetic experience.  

He sets up a contrast between two occasions in Turin.  The first is of a dreary 

religious service, the second of viewing Paul Veronese’s painting “Solomon and 

the Queen of Sheba.”  Of the latter experience he recalls:  

The gallery window being open, there came in with 

the warm air, floating swells and falls of […] music 

from the courtyard before the palace, which seemed 

to me more devotional, in their perfect art, tune, and 

discipline than anything I remembered of Evangelical 

hymns.  And as the perfect colour and sound 

                                                        
 
238 A Common Faith, 19. Henceforth, CF. 
 
239 CF, 19. 
 
240 CF, 33. 
 
241 CF, 20. 
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gradually asserted their power over me, they seemed 

finally to fasten me in the old article of Jewish faith, 

that things done delightfully and rightly, were always 

done by the help and in the Spirit of God.242   

 

Although this passage maintains a religious tenor, Ruskin elsewhere makes clear 

the extent to which his faith changed on that day.  In a later section of the 

Praeterita, he refers back to this experience as the “Queen of Sheba crash,” 

explaining that it marked the crucial moment in which he began to elevate 

human-made beauty above Christian doctrine.243 “That day,” he recalls, “my 

evangelical beliefs were put away, to be debated of no more.”244  As with 

Dewey’s theory, so with Ruskin’s account.  His marked transformation entailed 

not primarily a self-willed reconfiguration, but rather the experience of beauty 

‘asserting its power over him,’ vanquishing him with the ideal of things done 

rightly and with delight.     

                                                        
242 John Ruskin, Praeterita (New York: Knopf, 2005) 460‐461. 
 
243 Ibid. 462 
 
244 Ibid., 461.  There is debate as to whether or not Ruskin’s departure from his evangelical faith was 
in actuality as immediate or as total as he implies it to be in the Praeterita, and much debate also as 
to why he might misstate his own case.  See David Hempton, Evangelical Disenchantment: Nine 
Portraits of Faith and Doubt (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2008). 
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Chapter 4 
 

Losing What We Never Had, Finding What We Thought Was Gone 
 

Overcoming An Overvaluation of the Past 

 

Each chapter thus far has observed the loss of one or another sacred object 

of desire.  Chapter 1 described the loss of God-authored certainty; Chapter 2 the 

loss of a religious-communal identity premised on a sharp distinction between 

insiders and outsides; and Chapter 3 the loss of an all-or-nothing conception of 

religious commitment.  In this chapter, I reflect more directly on the complexities 

involved in the particular kinds of loss and mourning that these Bob Jones and 

Oregon Extension alumni undergo.  How, I ask, do they mourn the loss of 

God?245  How do they process the passing away of once sacred belief?246 How do 

they grieve the loss of a religious community?  In thinking about these questions, 

I focus how they describe the role of the arts in helping them navigate loss.    

Throughout this chapter, I keep track of the way that the memoirists 

speak about the past.  They often say that the immense losses they incurred have 

caused them to be fixated on the past, caught forever in a backward gaze toward 

                                                        
245 I should make clear from the outset that the ‘loss of God’ to which I am referring is not the same as 
the Christian mystics’ entrance into the cloud of unknowing or the dark night of the soul, in which 
God’s presence is withdrawn but the belief in God’s existence remains, or at least remains as a belief 
toward which one aspires.  In this chapter I am referring primarily to people who have ‘lost God’ in 
the sense that they no longer believe in God’s existence, and no longer feel that this is a belief that 
they can re‐acquire.     
 
246 Not everyone in this study loses their faith, or even accepts the language of ‘loss’ to describe their 
movement away from Christianity.  The well‐known freethinker activist Dan Barker expresses his 
discomfort with the language of “losing faith”:  “I did not lose my faith, I gave it up purposely.” Losing 
Faith in Faith (FFRF: Madison Wisconsin, 1992) 53.  Others in this study suggest that their faith or 
their belief in God simply “fell away” without producing a sense of something lost, or something to be 
mourned. 
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a time when the divine presence could still be felt.  It is noteworthy that the 

fixation on the past that comes about through our memoirists personal losses is 

not the only way in which they have found themselves in an intense relationship 

to the chronologically prior.  As we have seen in previous chapters, the 

memoirists speak regularly of the way that their fundamentalist communities 

were collectively fixated on the past, golden age of the faith, and were deeply 

committed to returning the community to that era.  Jon Levenson has referred to 

this phenomenon as the urge for “repristinization.”247  This urge plays on the 

inherent conservatism of mind named by James and functions as one of the most 

powerful methods of belief preservation in fundamentalist communities.  At the 

end of this chapter, I consider the possibility that the formation of these Bob 

Jones and Oregon Extension alumni in the fundamentalist practices of 

overvaluing the past  may combine with the individual mourning processes and 

leave our memoirists doubly caught in the melancholic fixations on the past.  It is 

this bind that opens up a complex role for the arts to play in redistributing 

temporal loyalties and re-enabling more thorough relationships with the present 

and the future.      

Losing God 

 If God is that which no greater can be conceived, as Anselm famously 

argued, then it is impossible to conceive of a loss greater than the loss of God.  To 

lose a beloved person is in part to mourn the loss of their presence, a presence 

which even when they were alive could only—because of the limits of 
                                                        
247 Jon D. Levenson, ‘Lecture on the book of Genesis’ (Fall 2001). 
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embodiedness—have been intermittent.  The loss of God is the loss of an abiding 

presence, an other that neither leaves nor forsakes.  Many of the memoirists in 

this study struggle to find metaphors adequate to the magnitude of the loss of 

God.  “Losing God was like losing parents,” says Marlene Winnell 

straightforwardly.248  “It was like losing family members or friends,” recalls 

Collette Burgess.249  “I was devastated,” says Cora Faye Tomlinson, “without 

belief in a loving God, I felt like a wailing infant who would die without its 

mother’s milk.”250   

For Rebecca Winters, an Oregon Extension alumnus and visual artist, the 

loss of God in her adult life felt strikingly similar to a temporary loss of God in 

her childhood. “My soul crashed down,” she recalls: 

I waited beside my mother at the cashier counter in 

Town Drug. I was just learning to read and I practiced 

on big simple things like the newspaper headlines at 

five-year-old eye level in the metal rack there.  I knew 

all three of those words already […] GOD IS DEAD.  

My soul crashed down through my small body […] I 

steeled myself and stood still.  I couldn't read well 

enough to get beyond the headline and I couldn't ask 

my mother because God's death was clearly too 

horrible to mention out loud […] For days afterwards 

I wandered around the yard wondering how the 

                                                        
248 Marlene Winnell, Leaving the Fold: A Guide for Former Fundamentalists and Others Leaving Their 
Religion (Oakland: New Harbinger, 1993) 4.  
 
249 Collete Burgess, Oregon Extension alumnus (Memoir 2). 
 
250 Anna Maria Johnson, Oregon Extension alumnus (Memoir, 2). 
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universe could have survived His death and how 

long till the earth spun off its axis and flew into the 

sun. The worst possibility I could imagine was that 

earth life could go on for another ten years or more, 

long enough for me to grow up floating in chaos the 

whole time with nobody to grab on to except 

grownups who were severed and doomed sure as I 

was.  I lay awake on my bed with my face to the wall. 

I never thought the horror would leave me but after a 

week it did. I suppose one of my parents recited a 

prayer at dinner or said something that tipped me off 

to the fact that nothing had changed.251 

 

When Rebecca’s soul crashed down at the loss of God in adult life, she was stuck 

by how similar to her childhood experience were the fears and emotions that 

beset her.  The sense of loneliness, doom, and chaos was profound.  After twenty 

years of adult life without God, these feelings have not fully subsided and no 

parent’s prayer has brought God back.  At several points in her memoir Rebecca 

writes, “I miss God.” 

 It is striking how many of the memoirists in this study use this very 

personal language of “missing God.”  Collette Burgess confesses, “to this day, 

when I write of Him, I cry silently ‘I miss God.’”  Jeanie Cowell says, “at this 

point in my life, I’ve come to accept the fact that nothing can stop me from 

wanting God back.  I loved Him.  I live, and I think I will always live, in a 

perpetual state of bereavement.  But it’s livable.”  The lifelong staying power of 

                                                        
251 Rebecca Winters, Oregon Extension alumnus, (Memoir: ‘My Soul Crashed Down,’ 1‐2) 
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this loss is attested to by John Dewey, who toward the end of his life, said that to 

lose the God of his mother’s faith left a permanent “fissure in his spirit,” "an 

inward laceration."  He could feel the splintery fingers of division drawn in his 

chest even at age 90.252   

Throughout her memoir Rebecca Winters insists that her loss of God “has 

a happy ending.”   

My life is very good.  It was rough at first and I still 

miss God, but not as much.  Sometimes, especially 

when someone dies, I really envy the people who 

have a list of solid answers and a heaven in which to 

hope. I still hope that someday God returns to me, but 

it’s not looking likely… I’m 20 years out and no sign.  

But I have downgraded from atheist to agnostic (if I 

didn’t know THEN, who’s to say that I know 

anything NOW?) and I’ve gradually gone from 

bitterly anti-Christian to respectful and open minded.  

(Which is good, because my husband of 21 years, Jon 

Simpson, Oregon Extension‘85, is a believer.) 

 

The feeling of having lost a beloved and personal figure—a Heavenly Father, an 

abiding presence—is underscored by the recurrent language of bereavement in 

these memoirs.   But Rebecca’s statement reminds us that the loss of a personal 

God is difficult in part because it entails the loss of certain reassuring, life-

structuring, beliefs, “solid answers,” as Rebecca puts it, “and a heaven in which 

                                                        
252 Dewey suggested as much in a late in life conversation with Sidney Hook.  See Michael Eldridge, 
Transforming Experience (Nashville: Vanderbilt University Press, 1998) 134, fn 13. 
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to hope.”253 As another Oregon Extension memoirist recounts, “Fifteen years 

after the Oregon Extension, I am hourly haunted by the loss of the crystalline (if 

narrow and misguided) schema I possessed before the Oregon Extension, when I 

was, to paraphrase C.S. Lewis, ‘a child playing in a mud-puddle who has never 

seen the ocean.’”254   

The blessed assurance that these memoirists found in God and these 

beliefs about God, beliefs subsequently lost, is inseparable from the loss of the 

communities of shared belief—the churches, the families, the circle of friends—in 

which they once dwelt and from which they later departed.  In other words, for 

these memoirists the loss of God entailed a series of losses, inclusive of beliefs, 

rituals, and relationships. “With this transition I lost friends. I lost community.  I 

lost the security of answers,” Oregon Extension alumnus Betty Hanley recalls.255 

“Family and friends were never the same afterwards, and I no longer had a 

readily available community.  The magnitude of the reconstruction only dawned 

on me some ten years later,” explains Marlene Winnell.256 

 

                                                        
 
253 Rebecca Winters, Oregon Extension alumnus (Memoir, 3). 
 
254 John Morris, Oregon Extension alumnus (Memoir, 6). 
 
255 Betty Hanley, Oregon Extension alumnus (Memoir, 5).  
 
256 Marlene Winnell, Leaving the Fold, 4. On the impact of the loss of God on one’s relationships see 
also Betty Hanley’s memoir: “I was angry on behalf of my fellow students who returned home to 
overt rejection, and saddened by those in my life who seemed to have lost all trust in me since my 
return from the OE. I began to realize that, although I did not miss the pedestal that I had once been 
placed (or placed myself) on, I did grieve the loss of others’ trust in me as a reputably wise person. In 
short, I felt that my transformation, although exhilarating in the honesty and openness that it allowed 
me to revel in, only seemed to disappoint those around me who had once viewed me as an upholder 
of a particular kind of virtuosity” (6).   
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Losing What We Never Had 

The testimonies of these memoirists seem to confirm the idea that the loss 

of God is that which no greater loss can be conceived.  But there is another strain 

in these memoirs that strangely and powerfully undercuts this suggestion.  This 

is the claim that the loss of God is, in fact, the loss of nothing at all.  The loss of 

God, that is to say, is the least of all losses, for, as several of our memoirists 

observe, there was never anything there to be lost in the first place.   

As noted, a cluster of memoirists in this study, compare the loss of God to 

the loss of a very important person, a parent or a friend.  But with the loss of a 

person, a death and burial, one does not cease to believe that the lost person 

existed.  Indeed the premise of mourning is that they emphatically did once exist 

and no longer do.  The loss of God, however, is for these memoirists conjoined to 

their loss of belief in a God who exists or ever existed.  In the loss of God, they 

discover that they cannot mourn the passing into non-existence of a once-existent 

being.  They mourn rather the realization that a being once passionately desired 

may never have existed in the first place.  They find themselves mourning the 

loss of a relationship that was not an I-Thou relationship at all: “It was all just in 

my head, the loving arms, the judgmental heavenly father, the loving forgiving 

father in the sky,” exclaims Tom Carver at one point in his memoir.  A paragraph 

later he wonders, “was it all just in my head?  How could that be?  What does 

that say about me, about human beings in general?  Its crazy.”  The loss of God is 

a confusing loss to mourn.  The well-known author Karen Armstrong recalls that 
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after she left the convent, renounced her vows, and lost her belief in God, she 

found herself nonetheless “plead[ing] with the absent, nonexistent God” to 

console her in the midst of the loss of God.257  

At one point in her memoir, Rebecca Winters reflects on the fact that she 

mourns the loss of a God that never existed.  This fact does not lessen for her the 

sense of loss, or the desire for the return of the beloved.  

I often think that if I'd stayed [at North Central Bible 

and not gone to the Oregon Extension], this never 

would have happened.  I would still Believe.  North 

Central would have reaffirmed my limited icon of 

God again and again and held me up when I wavered 

toward apostasy. That, you say, would be merely 

maintaining a progressing deception. Well, I already 

know that.  Knowing doesn't make me stop wanting 

my God back.  I seldom care whether He was a 

fragment, a figment.  I loved Him.  I still write of Him 

often; He was the Spirit with the windy voice.  If I 

could have kept my naïveté, I never would have lost 

Him.258 

 

For Rebecca, the loss of God is paired with the loss of naïveté.  It is the 

impossibility of returning to a naïve state that makes the retrieval of God seem 

completely out of reach.  Autumn Lee, a fellow Oregon Extension alumnus, 

expresses a similar sense of mourning the loss of something she never had. 

                                                        
257 Karen Armstrong, Spiral Staircase: My Climb Out of Spiritual Darkness (New York: Random House, 
2005) 193.   
 
258 Rebecca Winters, Oregon Extension alumnus (Memoir, 3). 
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When I left the Oregon Extension and returned to 

Gordon I knew what had happened—at least in the 

eyes of those who had warned me. I had lost my faith. 

The only problem was that I now felt that I hadn’t 

really had any to begin with, I hadn’t lost anything.  If 

there was no God how could I lose Him.  I felt like I 

had found something—what that was I didn’t know 

yet. Unfortunately, this “something” that I found did 

not provide the peace, security and joy that 

“knowing” Christ does. In fact, it was even more 

lonely, even more isolated, and even more of a 

struggle because no one gives you any real answers. 

You have to figure those out for yourself. The fake 

answers supplied by those who didn’t understand my 

struggle felt like wet laundry, limp and heavy.259 

 

For Autumn Lee, there was a disjunction between the language of her 

community (“you have lost your faith.”) and her own experience (“I hadn’t really 

had [faith] to begin with.”).  Jamie Nelson expresses a related sense of 

bewilderment in the face of losing something that she never had. 

With this transition I lost God.  I lost friends. I lost 

community. I lost the security of answers to nagging 

questions and an assured eternity, but then, I realized, 

I never really believed that anyway. My mother 

eventually came to accept this new me, but not 

without responding with all the shock a mother can 

muster when her daughter calls her at 6:30 in the 

                                                        
259 Autumn Lee, Oregon Extension alumnus (Memoir 5). 
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morning to tell her she doesn’t want the ready-made 

religion she gave to her. 260 

 

The odd kind of mourning that these memoirists describe gives us a sense 

of what it is like to process the loss of an object that one comes to realize has 

never existed.  For some of these individuals the loss entails a denial of loss.  

Jamie Nelson loses her belief in eternity, but in the experience of this loss 

declares that she never really believed.  In the loss of her faith, Autumn Lee 

comes to feel that she had never had faith to begin with.  Rebecca Winters, on the 

other hand, continues self-consciously to mourn the loss of God even if it was but 

a ‘figment’ or a ‘fragment.’   

Finding What We Thought Was Lost 
 

Thus far I have discussed two contradictory strains in the accounts of the 

Bob Jones and Oregon Extension alumni.  The loss of God is incomparably great.  

The loss of God is the loss of nothing at all.  It may be precisely this pull in 

opposite directions that makes the work of mourning the loss of God and the loss 

of belief so difficult.  This may be one reason that the process of mourning these 

lost objects is never complete, and perhaps also a reason that these objects never 

quite let go of their grip on the former believer and keep them fixated on the 

past.  Frank Zito, an artist, bike mechanic and alumnus of the Bob Jones School of 

Fine Art, summarized this phenomenon aptly in a face to face conversation: 

                                                        
260 Jamie Nelson, Oregon Extension alumnus (Memoir, 5) 
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“religious beliefs are like viruses,” he says, “If you’ve played host to them once, 

you’ll host them for a lifetime.  They stay in your bloodstream.”261   

Zito claims that twenty years after a self-proclaimed moratorium on 

religious belief and practice, and with no conscious desire to return, he finds 

himself still entertaining religious beliefs as live options.  In an almost day-dream 

like state he will find himself “playing host,” in his mind, “to an intricate debate 

between Catholic and Protestant theologies of justification by faith”—when in 

fact he no longer even consciously believes in God.  On these occasions, he feels 

his heart pumping with the same theological intensity he once brought to such 

debates at a time in his life when these were matters of ultimate significance.  He 

feels again the emotional rush of absolute certainty as his mind—honed by years 

of Bible memorization—leads him to the perfect scripture verse—the proof text—

from which to mount his doctrinal blitzkrieg.  All this, when in fact he no longer 

believes the Bible to be authoritative, or relevant to modern life.  During times of 

moral failure, and despite an abiding conviction that the place is the stuff of 

“wicked fairy tales,” Zito still occasionally wonders, “will I spend eternity in 

Hell?”   

This incongruous interplay between current and long-renounced beliefs 

may be attributable to the fact that, as William James says, “[o]ur knowledge 

grows in spots.”  

The spots may be large or small, but the knowledge 

never grows all over: some old knowledge always 

                                                        
261 Frank Zito, Bob Jones University alumnus (memoir, 23). 
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remains what it was….while these special (new) ideas 

are being added, the rest of your knowledge stands 

still, and only gradually will you ‘line up’ your 

previous opinions with the novelties I am trying to 

instill, and modify to some slight degree their 

mass…Your mind in such processes is strained, and 

sometimes painfully so, between its older beliefs and 

the novelties which experience brings along.262  

 

Following James’ line of thought we might interpret the coexistence of Zito’s 

more recent “disbelief in Hell” and his former “belief in Hell” as the mind’s slow 

moving adjustment process, its not-yet-finished process of “lining up” his new 

beliefs with his old.  But the fact that these beliefs are so obviously mutually 

exclusive and yet have remained in play for Zito for over ten years might lead us 

to believe that there are other processes going on which hinder the mind’s ability 

to line-up these beliefs by crossing one of them out.  

As a way of theorizing these “other processes” I would like to draw a 

parallel between the loss of God and the loss of other deeply cherished objects of 

belief that turn out to be phantasms from the perspective of the bereaved.  

Despite the fact that Freud’s theory has been rightly maligned, I would like to 

make a rough but useful analogy between the loss of God and Freudian 

castration complex.  Like the loss of God, the castration complex too is 

occasioned by the loss of something “extremely important in early childhood” 

                                                        
262 William James, ‘Pragmatism,’ Writings 19021910, 559. 
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that never actually existed.263 We need not accept Freud’s theory, or hold it to be 

universally valid, to see his essays as a rare site of reflection and insight into the 

processes of mourning the immense loss of nothing at all.264 What I find most 

insightful in Freud’s reflection on this kind of loss is his suggestion that human 

beings are capable of retaining beliefs while also giving them up: 

                 

He retains [the] belief but he also gives it up; during 

the conflict between the deadweight of the 

unwelcome perception and the force of the opposite 

wish, a compromise is constructed such as is only 

possible in the realm of unconscious modes of 

thought—by the primary processes.265 

  

With regard to Frank Zito’s ability to both cast off and hold on to his belief 

in God, I would argue that in Freudian terms the ‘deadweight’ of his perception 

of God’s non-existence has reached a compromise with his strong desire for God 

                                                        
263 ‘Fetishism’ (1927): “That is to say: it should normally have been given up, but the purpose of the 
fetish precisely is to preserve it from being lost.  To put it plainly: the fetish is a substitute for [that] 
which the little boy once believed in and does not wish to forego—we know why.” (Collected Paper, 
Vol. 5, p. 199) 
 
264 For a critique of Freud on fetish see Luce Irigaray, Speculum of the Other Woman.  For a critique of 
Freud and of the enduring presence of Freudian fetishism in Irigaray see Amy Hollywood, Sensible 
Ecstasy.  With Lacan, Hollywood reminds us that “fetishism precedes the so‐called castration complex 
and emerges first around the bodily ego itself, which, as Lacan allows us to see, is itself a fetish” (271‐
2). 
 
265 Collected Paper, vol. 5. 200. “But this interest undergoes yet another very strong reinforcement, 
because the horror of castration sets up a sort of permanent memorial to itself by creating this 
substitute. […] In the case of the fetish, too, interest is held up at a certain point—what is possibly the 
last impression received before the uncanny traumatic one is preserved as a fetish.” Collected Paper 
vol. 5, p. 200, 201. 
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and God’s justice as hellfire to exist.  Somewhere in his psychic life these ancient 

beliefs persist, despite his conscious and experiential evidence to the contrary.  

Zito is not alone in this strained relationship to the residuum of forsaken 

religious beliefs.  Many of the memoirs under study here describe similar 

experiences: the continuing, if shadowy and unwelcome, presence of beliefs 

long-renounced, which keep one in part living in the past.  For many (and here 

Zito is an exception), the apologetics, or the intellectual defenses of the belief—

often represented by their father figure in the faith (a biological father or a male 

pastor) and closely allied to the perception of God as judge—are easier to leave 

behind than the simplicity of a lived faith, often embodied by their ‘mother’ in 

the faith (a biological mother or a female Sunday school teacher), which is often 

aligned with the perception of God as forgiving. Indeed it may be that the 

ambivalence produced by the admixture of these constituent parts of the forsaken 

beliefs about forsaken gods—of forgiveness and love mixed with punishment 

and resentment—is another factor contributing to the difficult mourning 

process—and the inability to move out of the past—entailed therein.266     

                                                        
266 In Freud’s essay ‘Mourning and Melancholy’ (Written: 1914/Published: 1917), it is ambivalence 
toward the lost object—a mixture of love and hatred—that interrupts the mourning process and 
leads to potentially dangerous melancholic states.  In Freud’s rendering, mourning is the healthy 
acceptance of loss, while melancholy is a pathological and debilitating attachment and identification 
with the lost object.  The melancholic, argues Freud, is one who has failed to translate his or her 
libidinal object‐attachment onto another object.  He or she allows the libido to withdraw into the ego.  
The shadow of the lost object is cast over the ego, which now looks like—“makes itself to look like”—
the abandoned object.  In this way, “an object‐loss [is] transformed into an ego‐loss,” says Freud, for 
the ego comes to be regarded as if it were the lost desired‐object.  It thus receives the treatment 
reserved for this lost object—which involves the dangerous admixture of love and hatred, which has 
been built up over time and heightened in the process of the loss.  This scenario, argues Freud, puts 
the individual in the odd position of practicing sadism‐as‐masochism: “The individual strikes with 
one blow at both his ego and the object of hatred” (“Ego and the Id”, 1923). The person enacts on him 
or her self the punishment it wants to enact on the lost object, thus experiencing the satisfactions of 
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Evidence of these difficult mourning processes are found in the frequency 

with which our memoirists fell into melancholic, depressed and even suicidal 

states.  Jeanie Cowell claims to live in a  perpetual state of mourning the loss of 

God.  She tells me that this state has become “liveable,” but that it was not 

always so.  Jeanie tells me that she “lost God during [her] senior year at Bob 

Jones University.”  She was a studio art major in the Bob Jones School of Fine 

Art.  She never felt like she fit in at the school, but she “put up with it,” and 

“clung dearly onto God for help” in getting through.  She cannot pinpoint an 

exact moment when she began to waver in her faith; it fell as gradually as 

hourglass sand.  But she is quite sure that much of the leaving and losing 

happened late at night in the art studio.  She developed a very intense bond with 

a fellow female student.  “It was quite innocent and by all appearance just a 

special friendship but in retrospect I can see that there was a sexual component 

to my attraction to her.” Jeanie and her friend would work endless hours in the 

studio, “doing art work, discussing their faith, being close.”  Jeanie’s friend was 

more of a doubter than Jeanie, and she influenced her to question the faith.  “I 

was quite under her sway and eventually her doubts became mine, and right 

around the time of graduation it dawned on me that I was no longer a believer.  

[…] I no longer believed all the doctrines, or the whole story of it.”  It wasn’t 

until months later that a strange feeling settled into Jeanie’s stomach.   

                                                        
sadism while receiving the brutal reproach.  In certain cases, this is experienced as a self‐critical and 
debilitating interior monologue.  In other cases it results in even more dangerous forms of self‐harm.  
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I realized that not only did I not believe the doctrines 

but I actually didn’t even believe God existed.  This 

hit me hard as a punch in the gut. […] This feeling is 

still with me.  It’s the feeling that something that I 

loved and needed was there and now is gone.  C.S. 

Lewis talks about ‘the God-shaped hole in every 

person’s heart.’  That’s how I feel more or less 

everyday.   

 

In the months that followed the realization that she had lost God, Jeanie suffered 

greatly.  She slipped into a depression (“for a month I couldn’t get out of bed”) 

and felt a constant feedback loop of self-criticism: “You are a sinner,” “You are 

an evil, impure person,” “you have killed God, like they killed Jesus,” “You’ll 

never amount to anything,” “you are going to Hell.”  

Jeanie Cowell’s response to the loss of God is difficult to hear, and sadly 

her account is not dissimilar to those of other memoirists in this study.  Several 

memoirists fell so far into a depressive state that they contemplated suicide after 

the loss of God.  Ned Curry, an Oregon Extension alumnus, felt as though the 

world had fallen out from underneath him. 

 
Any security I'd had was erased, any foot-

hold…crumbled.  Nights were…for tossing and 

turning, days…tortured blunderings through reason 

and the unknown.  Suicide presented itself as a 

surprisingly real option. I had no idea how deeply 

entrenched I was in my old belief system…how much 

I ‘needed’ God. I began to see why so many accounts 
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are written of madness descending on seekers of 

truth.  All things were open to question.  Life refused 

to be constrained by Meaning.  But for me, life 

without ‘ultimate’ God-authored meaning felt like no 

life at all, like un-life.  This may have been why 

suicide seemed but a small step from where I stood.267  

 
 Ned Curry’s account reminds us of the fact that the loss of God is tied up 

with other high caliber losses: the meaning of life, the desire to live, and one’s 

very sanity.  Ken Polito, an alumnus of the Bob Jones School of Fine Art, speaks 

of an experience that is similar to Ned’s account and also reminiscent of Frank 

Zito’s conception of religious beliefs remaining in the “bloodstream.”    

I thought my religious beliefs were my possession, 

that I was master of my beliefs, that they were under 

my control.  Who doesn’t think this—until they try to 

cast them away?  They would not go away.  I made 

every effort to repudiate them, but they stuck to me, 

showed themselves to be a part of me I could not 

abandon without abandoning a part of me—a literal 

piece of who I was.  This was a terrible thought.  I 

wanted to get rid of a part of me, but I couldn’t part 

with it. Somehow suicide seemed easier.  I 

contemplated it, but never attempted it.268  

            

Ken Polito’s memoir is a powerful account of the state of the melancholic in the 

face of loss.  In losing his beliefs, in losing his God, Ken finds that these lost 

                                                        
267 Ned Curry, Oregon Extension alumnus (Memoir: ‘Exposing the Tyranny of the Nice and Kind,’ 5) 
268 Ken Polito, Bob Jones School alumnus (Memoir, 3).   
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objects have not been lost but have become a part of himself.  This is not unlike 

the bodily images used by Frank Zito—“religion in the bloodstream”—and 

Jeanie Cowell—“the God-shaped hole in my heart.”  In each case the implication 

is that the loss has left its mark on the person, and in the absent space created by 

this marking the lost object continues to dwell within the bereaved, directing 

their attention to the past.269 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
 
269 In ‘The Ego and the Id’ (1923), Freud suggests that the melancholic process is happening in us all 
the time in relation to losses small and great, and from a very early age.  At one point Freud suggests 
that perhaps no object of the id’s desire is ever relinquished without some form of personality‐
alternation by way of identification of the object with the ego.  As in the case of Ben Polito, the ego 
becomes like the object, says Freud, in order to attract the love of the id, loosing the latter’s grip on 
the object.  Freud comes close to saying (and leaves open the possibility) that the entire Oedipal 
complex and the resultant superego emerge from this process of melancholic incorporation and 
identification.  At the very least, Freud claims, the first ego‐identification is with the father or the two 
parents as a unit, and this identification then informs, effects and looms large over all future 
melancholic identifications.  One can see why Jon Zito, or anyone whose parents have played a vital 
role in the formation of their religious beliefs or conception of God, feels caught in a double bind 
when these religious objects are lost.  Not only does Zito experience the magnitude and complexity 
entailed in the loss of a religious object, but the sense of ambivalence and the level of melancholia are 
heightened by inextricable ties between the lost object and the parental figures. Freud offers little 
hope for escaping the trials of the melancholic.  
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Art and Loss 
 

Even if the tone of the works was bitter, the mode 
ironic, and the ethical stance one of an isolated person 
facing a dehumanized void, the very process of 
creating beauty and order out of pain and suffering 
reinvested the world with human meanings.  In this 
sense, these artistic and ethical creations rebuilt the 
world.270  

--Arthur Kleinman 
 

 Our memoirists speak of the arts as offering comfort and healing in the 

face of depression, sadness and loss.  Oregon Extension alumnus Collette 

Burgess remembers trying to reconstruct meaning through art when she had lost 

a sense of “the God-authored meaning in the universe.” Fellow Oregon 

Extension alumnus Cora Faye Tomlinson explains that she “turned to the arts 

when I felt the pain of my parents’ divorce and the gnawing sadness of God’s 

absence.” Bob Jones University alumnus, Jeannie Cowell, recalls that during the 

worst phase of her depression, she listened to music from sun up to sun down: 

“It comforted me,” she says.  She credits music with helping her to emerge from 

a depressive state and to resume her own artwork; this artwork, in turn, was an 

important part of her process of “learning to live with the loss of God.”  

Karen Armstrong recalls how her religious superiors in the convent had 

considered poetry and novels to be superfluous, but once she returned to “the 

world” she took comfort in them: “[during] the first confusing weeks of my 

return to secular life [the arts were] a source of delight and consolation for all 

                                                        
 
270 Arthur Kleinman, What Really Matters: Living a Moral Life Amidst Uncertainty and Danger (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2006) 15. 
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that I had lost.”271  In a moving passage, Armstrong recalls that one of her first 

purchases after leaving the convent was a record player: “[A friend] introduced 

me to the late quartets of Beethoven and I would play these almost nightly.  This, 

I was aware, was probably the kind of experience I had sought in religion.  While 

I listened, I felt my spirit knitting together.”   

Several memoirists go beyond the claim that art comforted them in their 

loss and suggest that their own artistic production was both a symptom of and a 

cure for their religious losses.  Ivis Zimmerman claims that in the loss of his 

religious vocation, he discovered his artistic vocation.  This discovery happened 

at the Tate Modern in London in a room full of Rothkos.  Cora Faye Tomlinson 

lost her childhood religion at the Oregon Extension but discovered through this 

loss “the gift to create in words and in visual forms.”272 Oregon Extension 

alumnus Tara Friedrich tells me that the loss of her faith was bound up with the 

death of her mother, father, and husband in three tragic incidents: a heart attack, 

a drowning, and a suicide.  These losses led to a period of “desperate artistic 

production.”  Tara enrolled in an MFA in poetry composition, and her “grief 

flung itself onto the page.”  She used this forum, she says, to “work through her 

                                                        
271 Karen Armstrong, Spiral Staircase, 4 
 
272 Cora Faye Tomlinson, Oregon Extension alumnus (Memoir, 4).  Recall Auden’s suggestion that 
‘mad Ireland hurt Yeats into poetry.’  See also, Sally Williams, a subject in Arthur Kleinman’s What 
Really Matters, who loses family, career and dignity to heroin addiction: “After getting out of rehab…I 
poured myself into the [art]work. I spent all day absorbed in painting.  I woke in the middle of the 
night and felt a pressure to paint.  At first, my work was simply raw energy, emotional hurt, exposed, 
but after a while it got more mature.  I could work things through, difficult things, horrible things. My 
landscape got darker, rougher…lots of clotted space, dense, viscous space.  The colors seemed to 
come out of some hidden place in me” (150).  
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grief.”  But why should it be the case that for Tara Friedrich the mourning 

process took the form of the creation of poems—the careful selection of words, 

line-endings and rhythms?   

The memoir of Oregon Extension alumnus Collette Burgess poses further 

questions.  When Collette returned from Oregon to her home college she slipped 

into a depressed state.  She had lost so much—her belief in God, the faith of her 

mother, her sense of a God-authored meaning of life—and now, without the 

support of the Oregon Extension community, she was thrown back upon her 

own resources to sort this out, and her own resources were exhausted to the 

point that she contemplated suicide.  In the midst of this struggle, she felt an 

irrepressible urge to “stay alive through works of art,” to “represent and 

reproduce” the overwhelming emotional, philosophical, and spiritual confusion.         

I struggled with concepts of structure and meaning. I 

remember making this one painting, an abstract 

rendering of a planner. Because I’d have these lists, 

people around me would have these lists, and they’d 

be organized by columns in our planners, according 

to date, time, and type of activity.  And I just couldn’t 

come up with a “why” behind it all. I didn’t want to 

stop living, but I couldn’t find a reason or philosophy 

that would make enough sense, create enough 

meaning to create a sense of purpose, to validate 

these lists we continually made, on paper or in our 

heads.  I got stuck in a sort of philosophical quandary 

and I thought about it in terms of a game. I painted 

the lines of a tennis court on masonite board. The 
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rules seemed arbitrary but necessary.  I could imagine 

a freedom in breaking these rules, in hitting the ball 

outside the court on purpose, or in refusing to react 

with my racket at all, but I quickly imagined an 

oppressive boredom following such an act.  I painted 

the lines and structures of the games and courts I 

played growing up.  I just wanted to see the lines on 

paper: the rules depended on the lines.  I started 

painting music scores then.  The fact that people 

could agree on a sound, name it, and develop chords 

and scales, all of which depended upon agreement on 

a certain sound fascinated me.  There is a range of 

sounds between the C and D on a piano – I could hear 

them in my voice. I thought about the notion of being 

“off-key” and how in a different world off could be 

on. I still don’t think I really know what I’m talking 

about, but the ideas fascinated and perplexed me.  I’d 

paint the lines of a music score by using tape. I’d 

fasten the tape in rows and then paint the board, 

covering the tape - the places where the tape was 

ripped off functioned as the representations of the 

musical scores.  Underneath the coat of paint I’d leave 

remnants of old paintings.  I started to play with the 

idea of narratives functioning behind, in spite of, or 

because of the structures by which we made meaning.  

I then placed lines of tape on a board and painted a 

narrative-like scene of a man on a bench. Removing 

the tape then created spaces in this scene.  I wasn’t 

necessarily sure that this would be aesthetically 

appealing to anyone else, but I wanted to force the 
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scene to deal with the lines and structure.  I suppose I 

was just trying to represent and reproduce the 

difficulties I was having mentally. And this wasn’t 

simply an intellectual problem – I felt torn up inside.  

But painting, and reading (I fell for Toni Morrison 

somewhere around this time), made me feel alive.  

 

Collette’s story is an important example of the role of aesthetic experience 

in the processing of loss.  At the Oregon Extension, Collette loses God and loses a 

sense of the God-authored meaning of life.  Given her complex relationship to 

these once-desired lost religious objects, she mourns their disappearance with 

deep ambivalence.  She hates and loves their absence as she hated and loved 

their presence, and she gathers this ambivalence up into herself, melancholically, 

punishing herself with the hard-knotted tangle of desire and loss.  This complex 

is heightened as she leaves the Oregon Extension and returns to her home 

college, where the demand for God-authored meaning is acutely present.  In the 

midst of this struggle, she experiences a burst of artistic creativity, a need to 

‘represent and reproduce’ external to herself the emotional, philosophical, and 

spiritual confusion that wracks her being.  

Collette’s ability to sort through—or begin to sort through—these live 

philosophical and emotional quandaries is due in part to the work of art, but the 

arts also allowed her to see that she needed other forms of assistance.  “[Making 

art] gave me space,” she says, “and I started to find other resources for dealing 

with the spiritual upheaval I had been through.  I started seeing a councilor and 
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seeking out friends with similar struggles.” This period was not the last time that 

Collette struggled with depression or was pushed to the brink by the loss of 

spiritual moorings.  But it marked a definitive moment in her struggle, a moment 

in which she discovered the power of art to provide an external sketch of both 

her losses and her inner conflicts, while also providing a space for their solution 

to emerge.  Art allowed her to move out of a fixation on the past and into a state 

of being that balanced the simultaneous demands of the past, present, and 

future. 

With the stories of Collette in mind, I would like to return to our initial 

question about the role of the arts in helping people undo their fixation on the 

past.  In doing so, I take up the theories of Freud and Ricoeur.273 For Freud, one 

cannot understand loss without also understanding desire.  With desire comes 

loss and with loss desire.  In Freud’s model, when the reality principle or 

superego deny the id of its desired object, a showdown ensues.  The id will not 

let go of its desire, and the superego will not relax its prohibition.  In this case, 

says Freud, the ego assumes a mediatory role.  Its tactic is often to placate these 

warring aspects of the personality by obeying the superego and deceiving the id 

into thinking that the desired object has not been lost.  According to Freud, the 

ego accomplishes this mediation by transforming itself into the appearance of the 

                                                        
273 We do not need to accept Freud’s model or his conclusions in their details in order to see that 
melancholic states derived from ambivalence in the mourning process are common among our 
memoirists in the wake of losing God.  Nor do we need to accept Freud’s tripartite framework for 
the personality (ego, id, superego) to see that our memoirist’s often feel divided within their own 
being, one part of themselves seeming to exact punishment on another part as a way of exercising 
the conflicting tangle of emotions that they feel in the face of such losses.   
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lost object—playacting—and hence becoming the lost object for the id.  The 

problem with this tactic is that the ego must then bear the brunt of the person’s 

ambivalent emotions, the love and the hatred, that would otherwise be directed 

to the lost object.  These emotions can pull the person down into a depressive 

state.  

The artist, however, is a different case, according to Freud.  The artist is 

able to satisfy the warring parts of the personality without destroying the self 

because he or she is able to externalize the ego’s playacting.  In the same way that 

the experience of loss spurs the ego to creatively and internally playact for the id, 

the experience of loss can set the artist to work on a new, imaginative externalized 

play (artwork), which liberates the ego from the need to play this role.  This leads 

artists to have very complex relationships to their works of arts, but it also 

circumvents the drive toward melancholic incorporation.  The artwork satisfies 

the id’s desire for the lost object by functioning as an approximation of the lost 

object, one which stands in its place and offers the promise of the return of the 

lost object in the future.  The artwork satisfies the demands of the superego by 

transmuting the previously forbidden object into an object that is accepted into 

the publically available storehouse of culture.274  

                                                        
274 See also Freud’s ‘Future of an Illusion’ (1927): “As we discovered long since, art offers substitutive 
satisfactions for the oldest and still most deeply felt cultural renunciations, and for that reason it 
serves as nothing else does to reconcile a man to the sacrifices he has made on behalf of civilization.  
On the other hand, the creations of art heighten his feelings of identification, of which every cultural 
unit stands in so much need, by providing an occasion for sharing highly valued emotional 
experiences.  And when those creations picture the achievements of his particular culture and bring 
to this mind its ideals in an impressive manner, they also minister to his narcissistic satisfaction” 
(17). 
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Freud does not elaborate on exactly how this works itself out.  But his 

theories are suggestive.  Arguing within the Freudian framework, I would 

propose that the reason the artwork can find the gap between the demands of the 

id and the superego is that it neither violates nor accepts the reality principle.  It 

rather expands a society’s (or a subculture’s)—and with it, a superego’s—

conception of reality as acceptability.  The artwork must entail the satisfaction of 

the desired and lost object (something old, previous, infantile) vis-à-vis the id. 

But it must be more than the previous object in order to avoid violating the 

reality principle which has already denied this previous object to the id, causing 

its loss.  The artwork must be at once old and new, previous and unprecedented.  

It must be recognizable enough to satisfy the id, unrecognizable enough to 

satisfy the superego.  It must preserve the outlines of lost objects, but be 

unidentifiable as an original thing.   

The work of art is then definitively not a repetition, and while it may 

harness the power of the uncanny—dredging up dead beliefs about dead 

objects—it does not leave the artist stranded in the past.  Unlike repetition, 

fetishism, and the uncanny, art does not confine the artist to any single temporal 

zone.  On the contrary, the artistic act demands the artist’s simultaneous 

relationship to past, present and future.  As Paul Ricoeur argues in his Freud and 

Philosophy, “Unlike pure unconscious fantasying, imaginative activity has the 

power of stringing together the present of a current impression, the past of 
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infancy, and the future of a situation to be realized.”275 The artwork roots one in 

the present, dependant as it is on the immediacy of the sensory moment.  The 

artwork gathers up the past, “mobilizing old energies initially invested in archaic 

figures,” rolling up in its contours a long trail of desire and loss.276  The artwork 

orients one toward the future—as a site of resolution.  For as Ricoeur suggests, 

artworks “are not simply the projections of the artist’s conflicts, but the sketch of 

their solution.  Dreams look backward, toward infancy, the past; the work of art 

goes ahead of the artist; it is a prospective symbol of his personal synthesis and 

of man’s future.”277  The artwork is progression, not regression.   

As I have noted, the effect of aesthetic experience on one’s relationship to 

the past is particularly important in the context of a study of fundamentalism—

                                                        
275 Paul Ricoeur, Freud and Philosophy: An Essay on Interpretation, Trans. Denis Savage (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1970) 166. 
 
276 Ibid. 175.   
 
277 Ibid., 175. Ricoeur writes at length on the idea of Mona Lisa’s smile in Freud’s ‘Leonardo Da Vinci: 
A Memory From His Childhood’ (1910): “Does it not point to something more than the idea that art is 
the expression of a repressed desire. Lost like a memory, the mother’s smile is an empty place where 
the abolished confines one to fantasy.  It is not therefore a thing that is better known and that would 
explain the riddle of the work of art; it is an intended absence which, far from dissipating the initial 
riddle, increases it” (174).  For we never have access to the instincts in themselves, but only to their 
psychical expressions.  As Ricoeur says, “Works of art are a prominent form of what Freud himself 
called the “psychical derivatives of instinctual representatives.”  Properly speaking, they are created 
derivatives.  By that I mean that the fantasy, which was only signified absence…finds expression as an 
existing work in the storehouse of culture.  The mother and her kisses exist for the first time among 
works offered to the contemplation of men.  Leonardo’s brush does not recreate the memory of the 
mother, it creates it as a work of art…[as Freud say] ‘in these figures Leonardo denied the 
unhappiness of his erotic life and has triumphed over it in his art’.  The work of art is thus both 
symptom and cure” (174).  Ricoeur adds: “Psychoanalysis thus invites us to move from a first and 
purely reductive reading to a second reading of cultural phenomena.  The task of that second reading 
is not so much to unmask the repressed and the agency of repression in order to show what lies 
behind the masks, as to set free the interplay of references between signs: having set out to find the 
absent reality signified by desire—the smile of the lost mother—we are referred back by this very 
absence to another absence, to the unreal smile of the Gioconda.  The only thing that gives a presence 
to the artist’s fantasies is the work of art; and the reality thus conferred upon them is the reality of 
the work of art itself within a world of culture” (177). 
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because one of the defining features of fundamentalist communities is their 

fixation on the past.  In these fundamentalist communities an orientation toward 

the past is evident in more than just the idealization of a previous era.  This study 

began with a discussion of what William James and C.S. Peirce refer to as “the 

inherent conservatism of mind,” its tendency to give preference to the previous 

stock of ideas, beliefs and concepts.  I suggested that in reading the memoirists of 

this study I had found it useful to think of fundamentalism as playing upon and 

magnifying the conservative tendencies of mind, orienting the believer toward 

the past, and cultivating a subculture of suspicion toward novelty, innovation 

and change.  In Chapter 1 we saw how the desperate need for certainty in these 

communities was both a byproduct and a mainstay of this orientation toward the 

past.  In Chapter 2 we saw how an orientation to the past, manifesting itself as a 

deep need for certainty, can underwrite the hard line of division between 

insiders and outsider in these communities.  In Chapter 3, we established a 

broader version of the model of James and Peirce: the idea that the mind gives 

preference to the previous stock of beliefs was expanded to suggest that “wit and 

will” likewise give preference to the status quo in matters of self and identity, a 

preference that is heightened in these fundamentalist communities by their 

orientation toward the past.  There is a cumulative force to this litany of the 

many ways that our memoirists’ lives were oriented toward the past because of 

their formation in these fundamentalist communities.  

We have seen how the complex and unique processes of mourning 



  201 

entailed in the loss of religious objects is yet another way that Bob Jones and 

Oregon Extension alumni become fixated on the past.  If the fixation on the past 

is both the plight of the bereaved and the common practice of the fundamentalist 

community, then it is understandable why the memoirists in this study describe 

the process of breaking this fixation as doubly intense.  The community’s 

collective attachment to the past lingers on in the lives of our memoirist and 

informs their mourning process.  At the same time, the mourning process itself 

constantly re-associates our memoirist with the community’s attachment to the 

past.  This dual fixation makes the intervention of the arts—as a redistribution of 

temporal orientations and loyalties—all the more crucial and complex.     

*** 
The memoirists in this study, give cause for considering the explanatory 

value in thinking of fundamentalism itself as a form of collective melancholic 

incorporation of a past which has been lost.  Svetlana Boym’s concept of 

“restorative nostalgia” would be an apt direction to take this consideration.278 

“Unlike melancholia, which confines itself to the planes of individual 

consciousness,” says Boym, “nostalgia is about the relationship between 

individual biography and the biography of groups or nations, between personal 

and collective memory.  Restorative nostalgia attempts a transhistorical 

reconstruction of the lost home.”279  The practice in the communities of our 

memoirists was indeed to subordinate personal biography and memory to a 

                                                        
278 Svetlana Boym, The Future of Nostalgia (New York: Basic Books, 2001). 
 
279 Ibid., xvi 
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well-defined and preconceived collective biography, which, as Boym observes, 

itself functions as a reconstruction of the lost, ideal community of faith.  It may 

be that part of the effect of the arts in redistributing the temporal loyalties—and 

weakening the restorative nostalgia—of our memoirists occurs when aesthetic 

experience resists the subordination of the individual to the collective, as it 

resists the reduction of the particular to the universal.280  

Of course, these fundamentalist communities did not think of themselves 

as reducing individuality or being nostalgic; they thought of themselves “rather 

as [sites of] truth and tradition”—and the preservation of belief.281  And yet, the 

memoirs under study here bear witness to the fact that formation in these 

communities entailed for them a virtually inescapable experience of restorative 

nostalgia, an experience which in turn caused—and indeed still causes—them to 

carry traces of these “truths and traditions” in their bloodstream.  Living in the 

past, nothing is ever lost. 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

                                                        
280 See the discussion of Kant and Adorno in Chapter 2. 
 
281 Ibid., xviii:  “Restorative nostalgia does not think of itself as nostalgia, but rather as truth and 
tradition.” 



  203 

Conclusion: Transitional Surfaces 

Convert, convert, convert…to convert and convert. 

                          --Henry James Sr. 

 
This study has been motivated in part by the observation that there is a 

great deal of theory concerning the ways in which works of art effect human 

beings, but relatively few studies apply these theories to the lived experience and 

self-accounts of ethnographic subjects.  Here I have attempted to create a 

conversation between ethnographic material and certain aesthetic theorists.  I use 

these theorists to open up multiple ways of interpreting the self-accounts of my 

participants.  As I have cautioned, my argument should not be read as a general 

theory that posits a necessary link between aesthetic experience and the undoing 

of fundamentalism.  Such an approach, I believe, would not do justice to the 

complexity and unpredictability of aesthetic experience and it would contradict 

the experience of those within conservative religious communities for whom 

aesthetic experience and religious belief are mutually supportive.  I have tried, 

rather, to understand how, in what manner, and under what conditions, 

aesthetic experience plays a role in the process of upending fundamentalism. 

At the outset of this study I suggested that all communities—

fundamentalist and otherwise—have methods of belief preservation.  These methods 

of belief preservation are ways of securing beliefs, of rendering them steadfast by 

cultivating certain mindsets, relationships, and practices.  James and Peirce teach 

us that it is inadequate flatly to condemn fundamentalists—or anyone else—for 



  204 

refusing to revise their beliefs in the face of an experience that apparently 

challenges them.  Neither is it adequate, James and Peirce suggest, to criticize 

someone for actively developing ways in which to preserve beliefs from the 

mind’s or society’s instability; all communities cultivate these practices.  I 

suggested that a more adequate way to think about fundamentalism is to 

undertake a ground-level analysis of the effects of specific methods of belief 

preservation on the lives of particular human beings.   

Each chapter in this dissertation contributes to such an analysis.  Chapter 

1 considers the effects of cultivating a deep need for absolute certainty.  Chapter 

2 explores the effects of cultivating a hard line of division between outsiders and 

insiders.  Chapter 3 looks at the effects of cultivating the need for an all or 

nothing commitment to the faith, a commitment in which one’s questioning of 

any single aspect of the system sets one in opposition to the whole.  Chapter 4 

considers the effects of an overvaluation of the past and an urge for 

repristinization.   

One of the central, and unexpected, findings of this study has been the 

realization that the most common methods of belief preservation practiced in 

these fundamentalist communities are also the most commonly cited reasons 

memoirists give for abandoning their beliefs.  The very practices that were 

cultivated to protect the beliefs of the fundamentalist community also planted 

the seeds of disavowal.   
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In the case of those who wrote for me and to whom I spoke, these 

methods of belief preservation became suspect, and ultimately came undone, in 

part through the intervention of the arts.  In Chapter 1, the arts were agents of 

uncertainty, instructors in the ways of uncertainty, and offered  comfort in the 

face of the Jamesian ‘more.’ In Chapter 2, the arts rendered untenable—in part 

through their resistance to conceptualization, and in part through breaking down 

the repulsion toward the desires of the other—rigid distinctions between insiders 

and outsiders.  In Chapter 3, the arts helped these memoirists assume a posture 

of generative passivity that allowed them to overcome the demand for an all-or-

nothing commitment to the faith.  In Chapter 4, the arts helped memoirists 

through the process of mourning their lost faith and helped them to break from a 

fundamentalist overvaluation of the past.  In a more general way, for all of our 

memoirists the arts engendered the initial desire for transition or conversion away 

from the fundamentalist community, and provided a ready companion for the 

journey itself. 

***      

Conversion and transition are metaphors that have preoccupied the 

imagination of many American thinkers.282  This study is an example of such 

preoccupation.  It stands in the tradition of Ralph Waldo Emerson, William 

James, and John Dewey, in their conviction that “in the moment of transition 

from a past to a new state, in the shooting of the gulf, in the darting to an aim” 

                                                        
282 Jonathan Levin, The Poetics of Transition: Emerson, Pragmatism, and American Literary Modernism 
(Durham: Duke University Press, 1999).  This book informs the following reflection on transition.   
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human beings seize upon an extraordinary relationship to their own creative 

powers, and that in these moments something of the dynamism at the heart of 

the species, at the center of all life, is glimpsed, something that cannot be found 

elsewhere.283  “Life is in the transitions,” holds James. “Often, indeed, it seems to 

be there more emphatically, as if our spurts and sallies forward were the real 

firing-line of the battle, were like the thin line of flame advancing across the 

autumnal field which the farmer proceeds to burn.”284  James learns transition 

from the burning field because all things under the sun, as Emerson says, “teach 

transition, transference, metamorphosis: therein is human power, in 

transference…We dive and reappear in new places.”285   

Emerson has been in the background of this study in as much as he was a 

central figure in the American preoccupation with the experience of transition.  

He was vital to the philosophies of Peirce, James, and Dewey.  Emerson is 

particularly germane to this study in that for him the experience of transition is 

closely aligned with the potentialities of human creativity, poetry, and the arts. 

“The experience of poetic creativeness,” he says, “[is] not found in staying at 

home, nor yet in traveling, but in transitions from one to the other, which must 

therefore be adroitly managed to present as much transitional surface as 

                                                        
283 Ralph Waldo Emerson, Essays and Lectures, ed. Joel Porte (Ne York: Library of America, 1983), 
271. 
 
284 William James, Writings19021910, ed. Bruce Kuklick (New York: Library of America, 1987), 1181.  
 
285 Ralph Waldo Emerson, The Journals and Miscellaneous Notebooks of Ralph Waldo Emerson, ed. 
William h. Gilman (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1960‐82), 10:76. 
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possible.”286 In this analogy, “staying at home” refers to a state of familiarity and 

the cold grip of habit, while “traveling” refers to the exoticism of the unfamiliar.  

Both states, Emerson argues, have in common the desire to keep the world at 

arms length.  Transition, on the contrary, is that state of motion toward new sets 

of relations, and intimate dealings, with all things.  It involves familiarizing the 

strange as much as it involves “estranging the familiar.”287 In Emerson’s thought, 

human beings approach life with a posture that either minimizes or maximizes 

their transitional surface. It is the fundamentalist, for purposes of this study, who 

presents a minimum of transitional surface, and bears his methods of belief 

preservation as a shield.  It is the poet, according to Emerson, who adroitly 

manages to present a maximum of transitional surface—and invites others to do 

the same.  

                                                        
286 Ralph Waldo Emerson, Essays and Lectures, ed. Joel Porte (Ne York: Library of America, 1983),  
641. 
 
287 Jonathan Levin, The Poetics of Transition: Emerson, Pragmatism, and American Literary Modernism 
(Durham: Duke University Press, 1999), 3.    
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