Call me Ishmael

I


Call me Ishmael.  


You know my story.  


I am the son of Abraham and his servant, Hagar.  


I am the first-born son.   But when late in life Abraham and Sarah had a son, Isaac, my mother and I were sent away. 


You might think with your modern minds that I would be resentful.   With your Freudian notions of the unconscious mind, you might think that I harbor jealousies that I am not aware of.   But if you think that, you are forgetting that I too received the blessing of the Lord, and so did all my people.  


It is said that history is not just a leap in time, it is a whole different world.  I sometimes wonder if you in far off centuries can imagine the lives we led more than 4000 years ago, when gods spoke to us directly, and the one true god, Allah, spoke directly to my father, Ibrahim.  


I know it has become fashionable to speak of Abraham as the father of three faiths.  In your time when religion tends more to divide people than unite us, it is useful to remember that we have a common ancestry.  Muslims, Jews and Christians have a common heritage, believe in the same god though called by different names.   Jews and Christians claim decent from my half-brother, Isaac, and perhaps think themselves special because of his favored status, but I sometimes wonder too much is made of the promise of land and being “a chosen people” rather than the specialness of the relationship with God.  Land, the mundane, the material.  Has worldly preoccupation blinded future generations to what is truly precious, what is spiritual?


The Hebrew Bible, the Old Testament, tells of God’s covenant with Abraham as a reward for Abraham’s obedience.  His faith was tested.  In the account in Genesis (Chapter 22), God spoke Abraham’s name and said to him, “Take your son, your only son Issac, whom you love, and go to the land of Moriah, and offer him there as a burnt offering upon of the mountains of which I shall tell you.”  And Abraham did as he was instructed, and when they came to the mountain, Isaac spoke to his father, and said, “Behold, the fire and the wood; but where is the lamb for a burnt offering?”  (22:7) And Abraham said, “God will provide himself the lamb for a burnt offering, my son.”  


Abraham took, his son, Isaac, to the mountain, and he built the alter and laid out the wood, and he bound Isaac his son and laid him upon the alter, upon the wood, and took the knife to slay his son.  

But just then the voices returned, an Angel of the Lord, “Abraham, Abraham.”  And he said, “Here am I.”  The angel said, “Do not lay your hand on the lad; for now I know that you fear God, seeing you have not withheld your son, your only son, form me.”   


Muslims tell this story slightly differently.  The will of Allah is made known to Ibrahim in a series of dreams.  Allah tells him to sacrifice that which is most precious to him.  First he slaughters a lamb.  The dream recurs.  Then he slaughters a camel.  The dream recurs.  “Sacrifice that which is most precious to you.”  Then he realizes that Isaac is what is most precious to him.


So at this time of the year when Christians celebrate the birth of Jesus, Jews celebrate the defeat of the Macabees with Chanukah, Muslims celebrate Eid-al Adha, the festival of sacrifice in which is understood that animals may be sacrificed (not wantonly slaughtered) only if the name of Allah is spoken at the time of the sacrifice.   

II


Call me Ismael.


This, one of the most famous lines in literature, opens Herman Melville’s novel, Moby Dick.  His story helps us understand our own:  


Call me Ishmael. Some years ago - never mind how long precisely - having little or no money in my purse, and nothing particular to interest me on shore, I thought I would sail about a little and see the watery part of the world . . . . Whenever I find myself growing grim about the mouth; whenever it is a damp, drizzly November in my soul; whenever I find myself involuntarily pausing before coffin warehouses, and bringing up the rear of every funeral I meet; and especially whenever my hypos get such an upper hand of me, that it requires a strong moral principle to prevent me from deliberately stepping into the street, and methodically knocking people's hats off - then, I account it high time to get to sea as soon as I can. This is my substitute for pistol and ball. With a philosophical flourish Cato throws himself upon his sword; I quietly take to the ship. 

Should you ever be athirst in the great American desert, try this experiment . . .  Yes, as every one knows, meditation and water are wedded forever.

 . . . When I go to sea, I go as a simple sailor, right before the mast, True, they rather order me about some, and make me jump from spar to spar, like a grasshopper in a May meadow. And at first, this sort of thing is unpleasant enough. It touches one's sense of honor . . . 

And, doubtless, my going on this whaling voyage, formed part of the grand programme of Providence that was drawn up a long time ago. It came in as a sort of brief interlude and solo between more extensive performances. I take it that this part of the bill must have run something like this:
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(Remember Moby Dick was published in 1851, not 2001.)

Though I cannot tell why it was exactly that those stage managers, the Fates, put me down for this shabby part of a whaling voyage, when others were set down for magnificent parts in high tragedies, and short and easy parts in genteel comedies, and jolly parts in farces.

Chief among these motives was the overwhelming idea of the great whale himself. Such a portentous and mysterious monster roused all my curiosity. Then the wild and distant seas where he rolled his island bulk; the undeliverable, nameless perils of the whale; these, with all the attending marvels of a thousand Patagonian sights and sounds, helped to sway me to my wish. With other men, perhaps, such things would not have been inducements; but as for me, I am tormented with an everlasting itch for things remote. I love to sail forbidden seas, and land on barbarous coasts. Not ignoring what is good, I am quick to perceive a horror, and could still be social with it - would they let me - since it is but well to be on friendly terms with all the inmates of the place one lodges in.

By reason of these things, then, the whaling voyage was welcome; the great flood-gates of the wonder-world swung open, and in the wild conceits that swayed me to my purpose, two and two there floated into my inmost soul, endless processions of the whale, and, mid most of them all, one grand hooded phantom, like a snow hill in the air, the leviathan, the great white whale, Moby Dick.  


The first chapter of Melville’s book is called “Loomings”.  Looking back, he seems astonishingly prescient. Melville invites us to consider many metaphors: the journey in search of the soul,  life as an odyssey,  fatalism in face of forces we cannot control, the geographical cure for depression, the struggle between good and evil, the paradoxical contradictions of the Christian faith, the monomanical chief executive, commander-in-chief, pursuing his obsession without consideration of consequence, the Pequod as ship of state, the American ship of state, destroyed in the end by hubris, pride, narcissism, a watery grave in lieu of the thirsty and unfulling American desert, the flag being the last thing to sink.
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But I suspect Melville’s purposes were not to predict the future, but to see present conflicts as metaphor for larger human struggles, the great themes that we must work to understand and master.  

III


Call me Ishmael.  As the name has come down to us, helped along by Melville’s sea story, it has come to connote orphans, exiles, and social outcasts.  It has come to be associated with wonderers who travel the globe to seek understanding.  While Melville’s Ishmael went to sea out of a feeling of alienation from human society, he also went to see in a visual and a metaphorical sense.  He traveled to better understand.  His salvation was his willingness to look at things others preferred not to see.  He alone lived to tell the story.  His lifeboat was a coffin.   His obsession with death was ironically his salvation.  


I have come to believe that the new millennium makes new demands for global understanding.  I have come to believe that 180 nation-states pursuing their own interests like ships cast on the sea or islands onto themselves are obsolete.   I believe we are called to be citizens of the world and stewards of the planet.  


So when I received an e-mail last spring inviting me to go to Iraq to deliver a series of medical lectures, I hesitated about five minutes before deciding to accept the invitation.  Several of us at ETSU had been working with Kurdish colleagues in northern Iraq to help develop a medical infrastructure.  We have made many wonderful friends there, many of whom have visited us in Tennessee, and several of my colleagues had already traveled to northern Iraq, Iraqi Kurdistan.  I was aware of the security issues and concerned, of course, but also aware that security was very tight in Kurdistan.  What was I going to say, “Sorry about your war; I’ll stay home?”


Iraq, What shall we call this place with its 1917 artificial boundaries, never really a state, a nation in any coherent sense?  Northern Iraq, home of the Kurds, whom we know from the Bible as Meeds, the worlds largest nation without a state, Iraqi Kurdistan, a name that doesn’t satisfy everyone.  Let’s call it Mesopotamia to locate the story I want to tell, that land between the Tigris and Euphrates rivers, cradle of the worlds oldest civilizations, its great religions.  

Kurdistan is home to many Ishmaels.  With its impressive security and its own regional government,  Kurdistan has become a refuge to Iraqi Sunnis and Shi’ia, displaced Palestinians and Lebanese, Asian guest workers.  It is where you will today find new skyscrapers, a Nas Daq [sic.] stock exchange, medical schools and universities.  If you were a General Motors dealer from Singapore as one man I met, Kurdistan is the likely the place in Iraq where you would find a ready market for Cadillacs.  


In one sense the medical education program that I delivered with four Iraqi-British colleagues from the Royal College of Psychiatry (UK) was far from war.  But in another sense it was not far from war.  Everyone I met had been affected in some profound way by the ravages that have befallen that place.  


One psychiatrist I met had lost her brother.  He was murdered.  No one knows by whom or why.  Having professional skills, she was able to move her family to the north.  


Another professional family, a professor and a dentist and their children, had been forced to abandon the family’s beautiful house in Baghdad upon threat of death.  It was near a highway.  They sometimes found body parts from the explosions.  An arm in the garden; a spine on the roof.  Their daughter had seen a schoolmate kidnapped.  One night American soldiers shot off the locks and burst into the house.  The children thought it was a dream, the soldiers faces horrifically painted with grease paint – like ghosts.  When they realized it wasn’t a dream, they were unable to sleep.  


A Swedish couple, working for a Swiss NGO (Non-government organization), were kidnapped and held hostage.  They lived for three days expecting to die before the community they were helping arranged for their release. They moved to the north, but life never returned to normal.  


These people all suffered from PTSD, post-traumatic stress disorder, but it was an on-going stress, which inspires me to make up a new word for this phenomenon, OTSD, On-going Traumatic Stress Disorder, not just psychological symptoms, dreams, flashbacks, but psychophysiological correlates:  high blood pressure, headaches, metabolic disturbances, skin rashes, and premature cardiac death.  


The dominant image of my trip, which inspires these musings, occurred while visiting the Erbil citadel, also mentioned in the Bible.  It is between 7000 and 8000 years old, according to the United Nations World Heritage website, continuously inhabited for over 7 millennia.   It has seen a lot of history.  The citadel, which covers about 20 acres, rises 30 meters, a hundred feet, above the Mesopotamian plane.  Standing there with my Muslim colleagues, we realized that it had been there where we were standing at the time of Moses and Abraham.  Abraham may well have slept there.  Alexander the Great defeated the Persian king Darius just outside its walls.  Genghis Kahn did not succeed in conquering this Citadel, though he did capture Baghdad; it was one of twenty-one times Baghdad was invaded.  

IV


Several years ago I became interested in what life might have been like 5000 years ago.  History is not just a lepa in time; it is a different world.  My brother-in-law found a spear point on our family property in Maine, which archeologists estimated to be about 5000 years old.  Several years before that a fish weir had been discovered in a stream that fed the lake.  The wood of that fish-weir was carbon-dated at 5000 years old.  One imagines that the spear point might have been used for spearing fish or perhaps for hunting game.  


At a time when the pyramids were being built in Egypt and ziggurats in Mesopotamia, Native Americans were bundling in firs to keep warm through the long Nordic winters.  Also social organization was changing from largely nomadic families and bands to organized tribes and villages.  Hunter-gatherer societies were being replaced by agricultural and urban social organizations.  


Also these more complex societies demanded new forms of religious organization.  The gods rarely spoke directly to men.  Religious life was organized around rituals, texts, and community life, supplanting the more individual relationships with the gods of the previous era.  

Princeton psychologist Julian Jaynes sees the origin of individual consciousness (the awareness of self) in the breakdown of the bicameral mind, the two part mind in which one part processed sensations from the environment, the other part processed the inner voices. We have come to see as either the voices of gods, angels, oracles, and demons on the one hand or possibly the raging of lunatics on the other.  In our own time, people who have these hallucinatory experiences are marginalized as ill.  In the time of Moses and Abraham and Hammurabi, such men were revered.  The Trojan warriors Homer describes in the Iliad did not debate the merits of war, they were pushed around like pawns in a chess match by voices from above.  


The other thing that happened about five thousand years ago was the beginning of constant warfare in every generation.   Being in ancient Mesopotamia at a time of war in Iraq was for me a time of perplexity and wonderment.  It makes me wonder it the new consciousness that Professor Jaynes speaks about is breaking down the way the way the bicameral mind once broke down.   The old new consciousness I am thinking of is a consciousness of individualism and nationalism.    It is an awareness of self that pursues self-interest and national interest.   The awareness of the self and self-interest has served us well in many ways, but it also tends to divide us one from another and be too aware – too conscious -- of those who are different, the Others.  


Perhaps the strife of our current situation will inspire a new New Consciousness in which we will come to appreciate our common threats, the vulnerability of the social order and the vulnerability of the environment.   Perhaps the new New Consciousness will help us to get beyond self-awareness and national identities and to become more aware of humanity’s common concerns and our common needs.  

