The Sacred & The Dead
A street evangelist caught my attention recently with his excerpting and exhorting of John 15:13 that “greater love has no one than this, that he lay down his life for his friends” (NIV).  What I heard was an echo of the Christianity in which I was raised, a Christianity that espoused sacrifice and martyrdom.  I remembered the top of my dresser strewn with tiny, tarnished medals emblazoned with the faces of various Saints and all the half-believed prayers offered to these figures to intercede on my behalf to make Mrs. Walberg cancel the math test, help our baseball team to victory over Brother Rice, or make Joanie Harkins notice me. Martyrs, all of them, burned at the stake, crucified, or drawn and quartered so that a fifteen year old boy can lust after some girl who did not know he existed. 

In the post-9-11 world, there is often much discussion and ignorance regarding sacrifice and martyrdom, especially when confronting the specter of a faith that so many do not understand and acts committed supposedly in the essence of that faith. The common mythology is that the Prophet Mohammad believed that it was an honor to martyr oneself for the Lord, which draws validity from Islamic holy texts; however, Mohammad expanded upon this rhetoric offering, “the ink of the scholar is more sacred than the blood of the martyr” (Hadith, book 20, #4706 ).  When I heard that street evangelist’s bellowing, these were the words that filled my head as an answer to his witnessing. 

Yet, is the pen really mightier than the sword? Are the fallen heroes of war or terror remembered if there is no one to document their story? Do I deserve to be deemed more sacred because I will write about a conflict but am less likely to take a bullet for it?  As a writer, these questions form the basis for my approach to the Prophet’s intriguing proverb; each query becomes a sharpening of my resolve to continue, as Joan Didion aptly characterizes the act of writing, “telling…stories in order to live” (3).


As I write this, family, friends, students, and neighbors are still serving overseas for the United States Military and my eighteen year old stepson, despite my vehement arguments, is contemplating a career with the Air Force.  Most of them will come home, but some of them will never return. Some who do step foot back in this country will do so with prosthetic feet.  For some the maiming is not of the physical kind; rather, their scars and wounds manifest in night sweats, waking up screaming, staring into empty space, feeling the hairs on the back of their necks rise at the slightest of movements, and forever feeling jumpy at loud noises or in public places. Let’s be clear: these ARE heroes.  These ARE true martyrs.


In fact, to date, the current War on Terror has produced nearly 12,000 United States martyrs (including the fallen from 9-11) and close to a 250,000, a quarter million, Muslim martyrs (“War on Terror”). This deserves a pause.  It deserves tears.  Certainly, these men, women and children are sacred.  Each life that was lost or the ones forever altered did not need to fall, should not have fallen.  When I think of their blood pooled in the sand, congealing in the blazing sun, bodies covered in lime that they look in death like newborns covered in vernix, I think the words that I am typing are such hollow offerings.  Who am I to comment upon their passing and the why behind it? Me, who would run from the shelling and rocket fire, who would do everything possible EXCEPT serve in the military.


Standing in arctic blast cold, the evangelist, sans gloves, held that Book open to John and let fly with a passion.  Greater love has no one than this, that he lay down his life for his friends. I have been taught four kinds of Love: eros, storge, phileo, and agape. Eros involves romantic love and sexual intimacy.  Storge is the love between a parent and child.  Phileo is devoted friendship.  Agape is the most elevated form of Love; this is Christ-like Love, Love that will sacrifice for others, even if that sacrifice involves laying down one’s life (Lewis, xii & 5-17). 


As a writer, I know that there is a narcissism inherent in creating an essay, poem or novel.  We pour our egos into this creation, live with it for months or years, and the work, itself, becomes like a child to us, a child that we hope we have adequately prepared to release into the world. Yet, there is no love to describe this attachment and endeavor of the self, except narcissism.  In the end, it is a product of work, of feeling, of thought, but it is a product, an object a thing. Sure, we may feel worthy of a pat on the back, but the hours hunched over a keyboard and staring into a computer screen do not make us more sacred or more deserving honor than the soldiers blown away without notice by an I.E.D. or the civilians ripped through to the bone by bullets in a crossfire.


Perhaps, instead of narcissism, the focus should be on aesthetics, love of art.  After all, writers and scholars who put pen to paper are creating works of art, statements of their creative and inner visions that resonate personally and publicly.  If an object is imbued with one’s essence, then does it cease to be just an object? Does that object, henceforth, become the bearer of this small piece of the writer’s soul/self?


In the end, we all do what each must, what each can.  “From each according to his ability, to each according to his need” (Marx 110).  While communist vision might lack pragmatism as an economic reality, it does offer an ideal of how a society could be built.  Gandhi said something similar, “whatever you do might seem insignificant but it is essential that you do it” (“Gandhi Quotes”).  When I become self-deprecating and guilt ridden over my lack of direct participation and unwillingness to become a martyr, I recall these ideals because they are truisms.  My grandfather used to proclaim that someone had to be a ditch digger as a justification for his high school dropout status and life of factory labor, and he was correct.  The soldier donning his flak vest and bearing the weight of gear and fear in desert heat is doing what he can, what he should.  The preacher on the boulevard is doing what he can, what he must.  And I am doing the same thing.


No, my ink is not more sacred than my step son’s blood.  My ink is what I stain this page with so that his blood doesn’t need to stain the sand.  When the Prophet says, “the ink of the scholar is more sacred than the blood of the martyr,” he is envisioning a world of peace, a world of love, a world where there is no need for martyrs.  


The key word here is scholar.  What is a scholar but a learned, educated individual?  Scholarship begins with inquiry, with questioning.  Scholars are the people who refuse to take things at face value.  They utilize their God-given ability to reason to sort through issues, gather information, and make informed decisions.  Scholarship is the very reason that Plato, in the Republic, deemed the philosopher as the most fit to hold the reigns of leadership in a society.  


Yet, one does not need degree status or to become a philosopher to become informed. In fact, in reading this essay, one may have been unfamiliar with the sheer number of casualties from the war on terror; in addition, they may not realize that of the nearly quarter million Muslim casualties of the war, 116,657 of these are civilian deaths (“War on Terror”).  These numbers make my skin crawl, especially when I think the war was launched in retaliation for 9-11 but now the civilian casualties in Iraq and Afghanistan have outdone 9-11’s numbers by almost FORTY times.  


This is not a polemic on the War on Terror or on war, in general; rather, this is an illustration that to become informed stirs action.  My action is to write, and my words might inform another.  So on and so on.  The result may be that the scholarship might become pervasive, might extend to every corner of society, and if enough people learn, the fighting and killing might finally cease.  Not this war but all war.  In that sense Mohammad’s words are some of the wisest I have heard.  The ink of the scholar is what spreads the word and knowledge, and, in turn, might be what saves our children from becoming martyrs when they do not need to die.  My shivering Christian friend with his scripture was shouting out the same wisdom: proclaim the good news and help build God’s kingdom here on Earth.


Sacred does not mean that my words or the proclamations of the street evangelist are more special than the aforementioned TRUE heroes, but what it does mean is that these words should be regarded more.  The words of the scholar in Mohammad’s context are words that promote love and peace, the very things a martyr dies for.  In Mohammad’s time, as in ours, people tend to be reactive rather than proactive.  That is they wait for something bad to happen before taking a stand, despite plenty of knowledge and warning.  9-11 was not the first we found out about extremist groups being incensed by global economic disparity and Middle Eastern struggles for autonomy, no more than a stalker finally murdering his victim is the first instance that law enforcement knows of the threat to the victim’s life.  When Mohammad speaks of scholars, he is bestowing a high honor upon the learned writers; he is equating them with prophets, like him, because a prophet recognizes the warning signs, sees to proverbial writing on the wall.  How often do we ignore those who try to tell us, try to inform us?  Then something happens and it’s too late.  This is a historical and personal pattern.  The sacred in the words of warning and wisdom is that if we heeded them, we might not find ourselves mired in conflict and loss, and as stated above, we might not need martyrs to bleed for us.


There will be blood, however.  Our loved ones, someone’s loved ones will fall in martyr fashion to war, crime, hatred, racism, terror, or any number of reactionary ways that man’s inhumanity finds to desecrate life.  When they do fall, who will remember them?  Who will write their stories? A variation on a philosophical puzzler:  If a martyr falls and no one is there to record it, is he a martyr after all?  The statistics given earlier all have faces, names, and families.  Each one has a story.  Each one loved someone or was loved by someone, and each will never, in this life, be able to express or feel that love again. The least that can be done is to remember who they were and what they died for.  In remembering, in writing the epitaphs for the fallen, we  ensure that they will never be forgotten, that, at least, the ground where they fell will be marked by “a person stood here, flesh and blood lived here, smelled the air here, tasted the coolness of water here…” or something akin.  Anything to demark the existence.  After all, what good was Christ’s crucifixion if that man does not venture into the cold January weather and stand in the flow of people telling them Christ’s story.  


One man lives and one man dies, but if his name is on lips and resides in memories, he endures in millions and will for as long as they speak his name and tell his story.  The ink of the scholar is more sacred than the blood of the martyr because that blood empties out and that life ceases to be, but the ink can continue to flow.  I may not be stained by the blood of the fallen but my hands can be stained by the ink from the newsprint.  I may not have what it takes to serve or die for something, but I can utilize my eyes and ears to record it and my voice to share it.  I can step out and be buffeted by snow and wind and I can turn my collar up, bear the cold for a while, clear my throat, and speak.
