Some Things I Learned This Year
or
Truth before Happiness, and Remember to Stretch Out
plus

A Selection of Interesting Quotations
I must begin with an apology.  I suppose that this is poor form if one holds to traditional writing conventions, which would suggest a quotation or startling statement or thesis or something along those lines.  In any case, an apology is in order, and so I will start there: The following few pages are deeply personal and may or may not be uplifting, so I must ask for your patience and accommodation, as well as your forgiveness if I cause offense or boredom, or if my thoughts are not helpful.  I feel that I have been taught some things of value by the past year, and, to the best of my understanding, these things are true.  The trouble is that, being immersed in my thoughts rather than viewing them from outside, it is hard to tell which of them might be of use or interest to someone besides myself.  I will err in the direction of disclosure.  After all, if this is not profitable, it is easy for you to stop reading.  It would be more difficult to discern what I think but do not share, in the event that you do find something of use here.
In an attempt at partial compensation, I have included a section of quotations from various sources at the end.  These are bits and pieces that caught my ear or my interest, or which I found amusing.  Perhaps the bit of levity afforded will make amends somewhat if the first portion is unsatisfactory.  I should also mention here that both sections contain some rather strong language; I value honesty more than politeness, and so I have not held back with my words or my selections.

So then, apology accomplished, here are some things I have been taught by this year.  I think that they are true.  Of course, if I have learned anything this year,
 it is that I am often wrong.  Since you probably are often wrong as well, this is perhaps not a substantial problem.  Though there are three or four overall themes, each paragraph stands on its own.  Enough of a preamble:
One of the greatest challenges for a free nation is to correctly balance harms against one another, such as the harm of obscenity against the harm of censorship.  That is to say, I would like to delay having to explain to my (hypothetical) daughter what a nipple shield
 is for as long as possible while not losing the option to listen to Howard Stern
.  Ah, democracy.  At least we aren’t French.

I am a man now.  I cannot put my finger on when this happened, cannot find a day before which I was a boy and after which I was a boy no longer.  I cannot tell you what it is to be a man, how it comes about, what separates the men from the boys.  There are elements that I can identify that a man or woman must possess:  Responsibility.  Age.  Experience.  Pain.  But it is more than this.  Let’s see—what is true now that was not before?  If I play sports now without stretching first, I pull a muscle.  Whether or not I stretch, I am sore the next day.  And the next.  That is new.  My hairline is headed south, and the gray is beginning to put up a respectable fight against the black.  That is new.  I have an idea what the start of my career may look like: working as an attorney in Dallas.  I have an idea what will happen to me if my career plans derail: getting crushed under the debt I am accumulating learning how to be an attorney.  Both of these things are new.  I have good friends my age who have been married for a long time.  This is new.  I have begun to see why single people panic when we see married people our own age: fear that it will happen to us and fear that it will not happen to us.  This is new.  I have single friends who have fucked married women.  I have met married women who I think I could fuck, were I so inclined.  These two things are new, and unwelcome.  I have married friends who have acquired dogs as a temporary substitute for children.  I have single friends who have acquired dogs as a temporary substitute for both children and a spouse.  This is new, and makes me thankful for the lack of fur in my apartment, if not for the lack of love and offspring.  The other day, at a birthday party full of people about my age, I struck up a conversation with the very attractive girl next to me at the table.  I introduced myself and asked, “What do you do?” because this is how I begin conversations now when I am at parties with people I do not know.  This is a new way of starting conversations, and an unfortunate result of spending hundreds of hours at recruiting events last semester.  She said, “Uh, I don’t do anything.”  I thought to myself: Ah, she is in grad school.  Then she said, “Well, I go to school.”  I thought to myself: Ah, I got that one right.  It is remotely possible that I subsequently thought: Damn, I’m good.  I asked, “So what are you studying?”  The distinct feeling of being a perverted old man, which washed over me as she informed me that she was a high school senior, was new.  (For the record, I maintain that this incident was not my fault, but rather the fault of the guy that brought his hot, older-looking younger sister.  One expects a word of warning, at the least.)  I am at severe risk of becoming crotchety about many things (politics, leaf-blowers, the IRS, etc.).  I hope that this is new.  I understand most—and identify with some—of the reasons why my father left my mother, and I understand why he was a great fool to do so.  This is new.  I find myself considering a woman’s views on personal finances when I am thinking about dating her.  This is new, frightening, and wise all at the same time.  In any case, I am not alone in this transition, for it seems that many of us are dealing with the new (or imminent) onslaught of adulthood.  I am sorry to say that I do not have anything to share with you yet about how to deal with this, but I have realized this: it is here and must be dealt with.  I do think that it is a good thing on the whole (pulled muscles and nubile, yet forbidden, eighteen-year-olds notwithstanding).

Truth is better than happiness.  I struggled a long time with how to present this idea, and I have decided to say less here rather than more because my explanations fell so far short of the mark.
  I do know that no happiness is worth having if it is not based on truth, if for no other reason than that the truth will eventually reduce any false happiness to ash.

Rap music is gritty, vital poetry.
  And, it embraces and demonstrates nearly everything that is wrong with our nation.  You don’t have to like it,
 but you should not completely ignore that which resonates strongly with the downtrodden.

We, as a society, don’t know who we are.  I wrote a paper this spring that took a great deal out of me.  The paper was a discussion of how we should go about deciding who is and what is not a person.  As an example of the type of thing that is happening in our society which provided an impetus for the paper, let me relate the following anecdote:  A British doctor (a member of the ethics committee of the British Medical Association) recently made a public statement to the effect that there is no difference between killing a newborn infant and aborting a fetus at forty weeks.  The chairman of the ethics committee replied, in an effort to soothe the infuriated portion of the public, that there was a difference: abortion is legal, but killing an infant is murder.  What frightens me on the deepest level about these statements is not the view of the first man, but the ineptness and shallowness of the reply by the second.  If an infant is a person, why can an ethicist make no better argument in her defense?  If she is not a person, why should our law pretend that she is?  As a people, we cannot continue to ignore the foundations of who we are as people.  Whatever our views, we must no longer pretend that the very fabric of our society is not being frayed by our failure to make a reasonable, supportable, defensible distinction between persons and things.  Our Congress just passed a bill which makes it two crimes to assault or murder a pregnant woman (thus, saying the fetus is a person) while making an explicit exception for abortion (thus, saying that the fetus is not a person).  Both things cannot be true, yet the bill passed easily.  Our sick, our lame, our young, our old, our defenseless are in jeopardy of being denied personhood.  Or, we need to stop pretending that a defective or incomplete homo sapiens is really a person.  As a people, we don’t know what we think, and this must be remedied.  Think deeply and discuss passionately.  Our society is at stake.
I am not a very good person.

It is better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all, but this only feels true later, not right after the loss.  I grieved this year, and I watched people grieve.  As I looked on those whose loss was the deepest, I saw that one day the things gained from the love might outshine the pain of the loss.  I saw, too, that this day would not come soon, and that nothing on Earth would make it come faster.
My relationship with Christ is the only reason I am still alive.  Over the last few years I lost my father, I lost my first love, and I lost my best friend.
  This year, this third loss, I ran out of steam.  Some time last fall, I came to see that I was simply tired of being here; I did not enjoy life anymore.  Today, after dark months, I am still worn out but I have gained something of an understanding of what Christ meant when he said, “My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.”  The daily grace, the daily bread, that he provides is a sufficient grace.
  Not in the sense of a ration, but of a portion; not in the sense of a full cup, but of an overflowing one.  He has brought me through, sustained me each day, so that now I can begin to feel the shadow of death recede.  It is good to be taught how to endure, how to hope.
We are not as far from the crazy man on the street corner as we would like to think.  A few months ago, I accidentally overdosed on cough medication.
  I went to bed oblivious of my mistake, and woke up about an hour later when it had really kicked in.  I sat bolt upright in bed and thought:  This feels strange.  I don’t feel drunk, exactly, but I don’t seem to have any fine motor control.  And the world is rotating.  I am glad that it is going slowly.  This train of thought went on uninterrupted for the next three hours, and reached some very odd places.  Well, at one point it was briefly interrupted by the realization that I was saying every single word of this out loud in my room.
  This realization, of course, was also spoken aloud, in what must have been a very funny section of the “conversation.”  Hearing one’s every thought vocalized without your say-so leads to two basic revelations:  1.  I think a lot of very strange things.  2.  If, for some reason, the switch that the dextramethorphan had flipped had not flipped back when I sobered up, I would have fit in pretty well with the homeless guy on the corner, who is also thinking out loud.
Some of the most brilliant people I know have faced the hardest struggles with depression.  I do not know if one causes the other or if they merely accompany one another often.
A sequence of embarrassing and frightening doctor’s visits provides an excellent opportunity for reflection on the fragility of life and our illusions of dignity, while also tending to distract and to interfere with other things that you need to focus on.  Or, there’s nothing like having to take a couple of trips to the ass doctor to really shake you up.
  For whatever reason, I started periodically shitting blood this year.  A trip to a general M.D. resulted in the encouraging news that, as a 25-year-old, I am basically “bulletproof” against this being any serious problem.  It also resulted in the discovery of a strange mole where you really shouldn’t have one (hint: this is, quite literally, the last place you would check for a mole, as the sun does not shine here), which undermined the truth of the first piece of news to a certain degree and provided the need for further investigation.  For those of my readers who intend a career in medicine, please note that the following is not the preferred phrasing for introducing a potentially serious problem to your patient: “The really scary thing would be if…”  The subsequent trips to the colorectal surgeon brought further new experiences and revelations.  Five points of note:  1.  After you drop your pants for a stranger who intends a really thorough investigation for about the third time, the awkwardness pretty much goes away.  2.  It is strange to be the only person in a waiting room under the age of 65, especially where everyone knows the type of problem that everyone else has.  3.  Not being able to sit down for a week (after, say, having a uniquely-placed mole removed) complicates your life to a pretty surprising extent.  4.  I have a “very nice colon.”  5.  Finding out that there is nothing wrong with you, when the possibilities range from nothing to life-threatening, is quite a lift to the spirits.  I suppose the main thing here is that we should appreciate our youth and health, while also trying to shed the notion that we will live forever.  And, dignity has nothing to do with our circumstances (which, I learned, may be quite undignified), and everything to do with our response to them.
Insomnia is a bitch.

Christianity is preposterous.  Here is the basic thesis:  1. God made man.  2.  Man fucked up.  3.  God became a man who was put to death to pay for our fuck-ups.  4.  God raised that man back to life.  5.  If you believe this, you are put right with God.  If it wasn’t true, it would be a very silly thing to believe.

There is nothing more important in this world than people.  I mean this quite literally: there is no thing in this world that is more important than a person.  Though most of us claim this as a principle, this year I gained a fuller understanding, a more real understanding, of what this means.  And then, I forgot it.  Here is what happened:  Nick died.  Nick’s friends came together as a result, and we were connected more deeply than we had been before.  In those first days, we knew what was important (each other) and what was not (everything else).  Some of us told each other “I love you” for the first time, even though it had been true for years.  I think that we all told ourselves that here was something to be remembered, here was something important, here was something that would change us.  And then, as our lives went on, shit got in the way.  Because, when you strip yourself (or, rather, are stripped) of the illusions with which you clothe the world, you see that there are only two kinds of things in our everyday experience: people and shit.  And when you lose someone you love in a way that you cannot undo, you realize that you regret every single time when you let something else come before your friend, because you would trade all those other things, those other experiences, for your friend without blinking.  And you understand, and then forget, and understand and forget: that whatever you do, if it is not for people, then it’s for shit.

A Selection of Interesting Quotations
Long ashes to you, General.


-the traditional greeting of callers to Cigar Dave (“the General”) on his radio show

How you ain’t gonna fuck?  Bitch, I’m me.


-Ludacris

I cannot speak for other selves; I will not be satisfied with anything less than the best Phaethon I can Phaethon.

My dear boy, are you using yourself as a verb?

I’m feeling fairly intransitive at the moment, Rhadamanthus.

-The Golden Age (by John C. Wright)

I’m milk and you’re plastic.


-Underworld

The enemy’s vital point is your vital point.


-ancient Go proverb


“Listen, Nobby,” I said.


She didn’t, of course.  I’ve never met a girl yet who did.  Say “Listen” to any member of the delicately nurtured sex, and she takes it as a cue to start talking herself.  However, as the subject she introduced proved to be the very one I had been planning to ventilate, the desire to beat her brains out with a brick was not so pronounced as it would otherwise have been.


-Jeeves in the Morning (by P. G. Wodehouse)

These men died for their country.  Send flowers to their bitches and hos.


-Scary Movie 3

Two gods in the cosmos is one too many.


-Walker Percy, on the rivalry between Freud and Jung

If you got no love and you’re with the wrong man,

Its time to move your body,

If you can’t get a girl but your best friend can,

Its time to move your body.


-Robbie Williams

Let me think…

Think about what?
about girls…

And what else?
and money, and new clothes.

And what do I get?
The nights…

Uh huh…

of violence…

Yeah?
and sugar, too.

-Deftones

For with much wisdom comes much sorrow;

the more knowledge, the more grief.


-Ecclesiastes 1:18

Strikes and gutters.


-The Big Lebowski

I’m straight off the block

Like a running back 
Get it, man?  

Straight off the block.


-Jay Z

It is difficult for gods to walk the earth without taking the form of beasts.


-Walker Percy

You were given the choice between war and dishonour.  You chose dishonour, and you will have war.


-Winston Churchill, to Neville Chamberlain on the appeasement of Nazi Germany

Every impulse urged me to give the little snurge six of the best with a bludgeon.  But you can’t very well slosh a child who has just lost his eyebrows.  Besides, I hadn’t a bludgeon.

-Jeeves in the Morning (by P. G. Wodehouse)
Capture the rapture

The black disaster

I’m fuckin’ goin’ to raise hell

And make the white man call me master.


-Onyx

Your girl keeps beggin’ me to hit it raw

So she got my kids and say they was yours.

How foul is she?  And you wifed her.

Shit, I put the rubber on tighter.


-Jay Z

Don’t hate me because I’m beautiful.  Hate me because I fucked your dad.


-www.tshirthell.com

Fear is the mindkiller.


-Dune (by Frank Herbert)

This whole business of jacking up the soul is one that varies according to what Jeeves calls the psychology of the individual, some being all for it, others not.  You take me, for instance.  I don’t say I’ve got much of a soul, but, such as it is, I’m perfectly satisfied with the little chap.  I don’t want people fooling about with it.  “Leave it alone,” I say.  “Don’t touch it.  I like it the way it is.”


-Jeeves in the Morning (by P. G. Wodehouse)
I’m a bad motherfucker,

Everywhere I go, I get a ho
Sayin’ Tech N9ne you fine

Bitch, I know


-Tech N9ne


“Have you lost the girl you love?”


“That’s what I’m trying to figure out.  I can’t make up my mind.  It all depends what construction you place on the words ‘I never want to see or speak to you again in this world or the next, you miserable fathead.’”


“Did she say that?”


“Among other things.”


I saw that the time had come to soothe and encourage.


-Jeeves in the Morning (by P. G. Wodehouse)

One prefers, of course, on all occasions to be stainless and above reproach, but, failing that, the next best thing is unquestionably to have got rid of the body.


-Jeeves in the Morning (by P. G. Wodehouse)
Evidence?  No.  

Never leave a shredda’.


-D12

All things have been committed to me by my Father.  No one knows the Son except the Father, and no one knows the Father except the Son and those to whom the Son chooses to reveal him.

Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give you rest.  Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls.  For my yoke is easy and my burden is light.

-Christ, as recorded in Mathew 11:27-30

I poor a sip on the concrete, for the deceased.


-Fugees

I’m trying to clean up my fuckin’ image,

So I promised the fuckin’ critics I wouldn’t say fuckin’ for six minutes

[pause, click] Six minutes, Slim Shady, you’re on
My baby’s mom


-Eminem

Fuck the poor.


-History of the World, Part I


“His lordship, you gather, sir, is incensed?”


I could answer that one.


“Yes, Jeeves.  His remarks, as far as I was able to catch them, were unquestionably those of a man a good deal steamed up.  What is the Death of a Thousand Cuts?”


“It is a penal sentence in vogue in Chinese police courts for minor offences.  Roughly equivalent to our fourteen days with the option of a fine.  Why do you ask, sir?”


-Jeeves in the Morning (by P. G. Wodehouse)

Liberate your mind, you motherfucker

You’re so narrow-minded, so narrow-minded 

So liberate your mind

You motherfucker, won’t you liberate your mind


-Disturbed

War is better than Tuesday morning.


-Walker Percy, on man’s secret love of disaster

The graves are not yet full.

-Hutu Power radio broadcast
, during the Rwandan genocide
Blood, guts, guns, cuts

Knives, lives, wives, nuns, sluts

Bitch, I’m ‘a kill you.


-Eminem

Rock and roll must give birth to orgasm and revolution.


-DJ Shadow

I look at the cross,

Then I look away


-Deftones

In the positive assets column, he added, grimly, with no trace of a smile: ‘And I alone, out of a whole world of deluded and forgetful men, know and recall the truth about this matter.  I love truth more than I love happiness; I will not rest.’


-The Golden Age

My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness.


-Christ, as recorded in Corinthians 12:9
� I should probably also warn you about my addiction to footnotes.  One of the hazards of law school—you come to really love these little buggers.  Speaking of the hazards of law school: Copyright 2004 by C. Luke Nelson.  All rights are reserved.  No wonder people don’t like lawyers.


� Much of what I relate in this essay I already understood to some extent prior to this year.  To imply otherwise would give you the incorrect idea that I have been walking around with my eyes and ears and heart shut tight.  Rather, this year brought both new truths and a new level of clarity, truth, pain, or hope to those truths which were not entirely new.


� Thanks, Janet.


� Thanks, FCC.


� Perhaps the problem is that this is not a universal maxim, but only my preference.  I do not think that this is the case, however.


� One may say that both the truth and the edge of a sword are “bitter” with equal veracity.  I do not think that this is coincidence.


� “Discon. . . certing, unnerving let’s try something new this time/ I’ll play the part of the hard-torn rapper trying to reveal his real feelings/ with lack of devices/ priceless paradigm I’m” –Anti-Pop Consortium


� I like it, but there are a lot of things wrong with me.


� Obviously, there is a good deal of explanation which could follow here, but I will hold it to myself for now.  If you are really interested in the specific details of this truth as it relates to me, then call me up, buy me a beer, and I will give you the full run-down.  If you are really interested in the specific details of this truth as it relates to everyone, read the book of Romans in the New Testament, especially chapter 7 verses 21 through 25 (“So I find this law at work: when I want to do good, evil is right there with me.  For in my inner being I delight in God’s law; but I see another law at work in the members of my body, waging war against the law of my mind and making me a prisoner of the law of sin at work within my members.  What a wretched man I am.  Who will rescue me from this body of death?  Thanks be to God—through Jesus Christ our Lord.”).


� I lost my father to what you might call a grand mal mid-life crisis.  He eventually declared bankruptcy and moved to Alaska, where he still resides.  I lost my first love to incompatible personalities and my being an asshole.  That is to say, we lost our love because of incompatibility and our friendship because I was an asshole.  I lost Nick to a car accident, or to a couple of drunk-driving motherfuckers, depending on how you look at it.  Calling him my best friend is putting a simple label on a complex thing and may not do justice to some other close friends, but, at the time he died, he was my closest friend in the world.


� In the event that these terms are less than clear, what I mean is that I feel that God helps me and gives me what I need to get through my day.  The scripture speaks of “peace that passes understanding.”  This is what I mean, but it really is beyond what I can fully understand, so it is hard to explain.  It is a thing worth having, though.


� A word to the wise: use the “measure the dose” method rather than the “take a few sips” method.


� I was also staring at the backs of my hands, for whatever reason.


� Ok, ok, so this is going to be too much information.  However, the story, and what I learned from it, don’t really come across without full disclosure, so you will just have to deal with it, like I did.  Well, hopefully you’ll bitch less about reading it than I did about living it.


� It is currently 4:29 a.m.


� Lest I offend my believing readers, let me say that I acquired this view, at least in part, based on the writings of C. S. Lewis.  For a fuller discussion, read Lewis’s Mere Christianity.  Lest I offend my nonbelieving readers, let me say that I believe that Christianity is based on truth, despite its being preposterous, so I would be a pretty big asshole not to at least mention it.  Actually, as our world is fairly preposterous as well (e.g. quantum physics, duck-billed platypuses, the French), I don’t think that this is much of a criticism of the faith.  For a fuller discussion, read Lewis’s Mere Christianity.  On my choice of terminology here: I think that if the rejection of God, as posited by Genesis, does not count as a “fuck-up,” then we need to invent some fouler and more creative language.


� I put this one in here for Nick.  We discovered Cigar Dave’s show while driving through the middle of West Texas, and the memory always brings a smile to my face.  Think of a cross between the Discovery Channel, Cigar Aficionado, and Dear Abby, only on the radio.  For those of you who don’t smoke the occasional stogie, one does not ash a cigar (as one would do with a cigarette), and a long, even ash is a sign of a fine cigar smoked at the correct pace.


� Go is one of the oldest games on the planet.  It is a game of territory, played with black and white stones on a 19 by 19 grid.  If you are interested, there is an excellent tutorial at: http://playgo.to/interactive/


� For those who are interested, I feel that this passage makes a really interesting direct comparison between predestination and free will.  I feel that Christ here demonstrates the fundamental truth of both, though they are difficult to reconcile from our perspective.


� One such show was called Radio Machete.  The producers of the show have been sentenced to life in prison on the basis of their having incited the people to genocide.  This marks a truly astounding, though supportable, punishment for speech.  The horrors of what happens when people stop treating other people as people are why I feel so strongly about the question of personhood.  When you accept that a human being may not be a person, you begin traveling on the path that leads to genocide and the justification of genocide.





