MEETING AT THE RIVER
(An Autobiographical Fiction)

(annotated version)"

by David L. Hatton

Part 1 - Surprise

"This moral universe is not something that we create
out of our taboos and rules—it is something we discover;
it is a "given." — E. Stanley Jones, in Abundant Living

Call it a dream, if you wish, or an invention of my imagination. To me it was as real as life,
and that's why I recall the details so vividly. Whenever I return to swim there, the scene pops up like
a photographic slide show in my mind. I'm still amazed by it, and still grateful.

It was a fabulous day for swimming. Only a few fluffy clouds dotted the sky, and just enough
breeze for comfort on the strenuous hike to where it all took place. The length and difficulty of the
trail leading to it made this location especially secluded. So, I was very surprised to hear the sound of
so many voices, which became louder the closer I got. After the last rise on the path, just before it
descended to the tall brush that hid my destination, I realized that the noise was from more than just
a few people. But, how could a large group get there? When I parked my own car, no others were in
sight.

Then I remembered. When pulling over for gasoline, two buses from the Bible college passed
by. Each could have dropped off a load of college kids and parked farther up the road, or driven
away. But how? This trail was several miles from the main highway on a narrow dirt road that even
my car had trouble managing. Also, the trailhead to the swimming hole was unmarked and easy to
miss. That's exactly why I enjoyed this hideaway. Its seclusion provided an escape from the clatter
and commotion of the city. It was a haven for quiet times of reflection. Surrounded there by the
natural beauty of God's creation, on every visit I soaked up peace like a sponge. As a bivocational
pastor, if it was my turn to preach on Sunday, I especially enjoyed the solitude for undistracted
meditation on my sermon. In all my years of coming here, I'd encountered maybe four or five other
swimmers. If some blabbermouth knew about this wonderful secret and had led two busloads of
students to it, the publicity would destroy the privacy. I was distraught, but also curious as I pushed
my way through the tall brush.

Arriving at the end of the path, my curiosity turned into amazement. Covering the large sandy
area along the riverbank was a huge crowd, and they were not college students. Less than fifty yards
from me was a strange-looking group of men, women, and children, maybe two hundred or more,
some standing, others sitting on the sand or smooth boulders scattered along the riverbank.
Everybody, except for the children, had on either robe-like smocks or thin tunics, as if in costume for
an ancient Greek play. Some of these loosely hanging wraps looked like two sheets of fabric tied
together at both shoulders. Others seemed to be a single piece of material bundled in a loop over just
one shoulder, leaving the opposite half of the chest exposed. On women and adolescent girls draped
in these, it left one of their breasts in full view.

In maternity nursing, my other vocation, I saw women's breasts routinely. Of course, that was
in a hospital situation. This outdoor display of several female breasts was an eye-catcher, to say the
least. But their exposure drew no special attention from the males in the group. No men were staring,
as I found myself doing.
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As immodest as these garments were, nothing was more revealing than the state of the little
ones in the crowd. All the infants, toddlers, and young children were in their birthday suits. The
babies and toddlers looked cute, but the sight of slightly older boys and girls running around nude
together was a little disturbing.

"Who in the world are these people?" I wondered to myself. Because of the naked breasts and
youngsters, the answer that first came to mind was, "Nudists!" Or perhaps, I surmised, a group of
die-hard "hippies." "Flower children" was the original name during the "Hippy-Movement" back in
the '70s. They had often flaunted society's dress codes. Some even allowed their children to do as
these were—playing outdoors as naked as jay birds. I had personally witnessed this at a hippie
commune one hot summer in Northern California. But my final suspicion was more realistic. This
appeared to be a drama scene set up for shooting some sort of epic film. How naked children fit into
it, I could not imagine, but the sight of bare breasts would be typical for Hollywood. So, where was
the film crew? Where was the director? I turned from side to side, expecting to see them. No
cameras, no normally dressed stage hands—just this bizarre crowd who had taken over my favorite
swimming spot, which now was evidently no longer a big secret.

Then someone started singing. Two or three others joined in immediately. In a few seconds
the whole group, even most of the children, were following the melody. After trying briefly to make
out the words, I realized they were singing in a foreign language. When that song ended, another one
began, then another. I just stood listening, no longer trying to catch any familiar words or phrases.
Then, as [ was beginning to enjoy the unique harmony in their voices, I suddenly found I could make
out the last line of their song: "For His mercy endures forever."

When the singing ended, an elderly man stood up and waved his hand to gain the crowd's
attention. Although thin and frail-looking, he had no problem making himself heard. His speaking
was crisp and clear, yet I understood nothing he said. Apparently his subject deeply excited him. As
he gestured passionately, his voice rose and fell for emphasis. This energetic speech captured the
attention of all but the smaller children, who continued playing quietly in scattered huddles.

During his address, I noticed a young mother seated near the center of the group. She was
obviously trying to calm her fussy baby. After various pacifying efforts, she held the infant up to her
bosom to nurse. This was easily done, since she wore a tunic that already exposed one of her breasts.
But I was not ready for what she did minutes later. To switch her baby to the other breast, she merely
slipped the tunic off her other shoulder and let it drop. I was shocked. She was now entirely topless
in the middle of this large group of people!

Again, topless breastfeeding was something I both watched and helped teach in my job. Our
perinatal unit encouraged the "skin-to-skin" nursing of newborns, which means "bare baby against
mom's bare chest." This we did in the privacy of a hospital setting. We never taught topless feeding
in public. But again, no one except me took special notice of her half-naked body.

After the aged speaker ended his talk, everyone rose to their feet. Another man, who had been
standing next to him, suddenly called out a few words, and the whole crowd, including most of the
children, began reciting in unison something from memory. Although I couldn't understand their
words, it somehow seemed familiar. Then, in the same way it happened during their singing, just
before they ended, I understood the very last part of it: ". . . the fellowship of the holy ones, God's
pardon for sins, the resurrection of our bodies, and life into ages upon ages."

"The Creed,’ or something like it," I thought to myself. "Maybe this is a church group."

As I made that silent speculation, my eyes again fell upon the topless mother who was still
nursing her baby. Now that she was standing up with the others, her tunic had slid down from her
waist, revealing the top half of her buttocks and hanging there precariously. She seemed totally
unconcerned. But [ was concerned. I remember feeling guilty for fixing my eyes on it, expecting it to
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drop off completely at any moment.

"No, this is definitely not a church group!" I assured myself, watching the mother's tunic slip
down even further. "This has to be a bunch of religious hippies . . . or some kind of spiritualized
"'Woodstock,' or maybe even some sort of weird Christian cult."

While contemplating those possibilities, I noticed the crowd was moving closer together and
closer to the riverside. The man who had initiated the reciting of the Creed was at the water's edge.
He signaled to a woman who came to him carrying several white robes over her arm. He then
motioned for another man and woman to join him. As the couple approached, he started immediately
pulling his robe off over his head. I gulped. Just like the half-naked nursing mother, who wore no bra
or panties under her tunic, he had no underwear. With his robe off, the man stood there stark naked
in the crowd. He handed his garment to a teenage girl standing nearby. She calmly took it, as if what
he had just done was perfectly normal. No one anywhere seemed alarmed at his behavior. Nor were
there any signs of surprise when the couple he had summoned also took off their clothes. They
waded out with him into the river, all three of them totally nude. I kept looking from face to face in
this large crowd of men, women, teens and children. Not a snicker, not a blush, not the slightest
indication that these three naked people were causing any concern or disturbance in what otherwise
seemed to be a strongly religious meeting.

"These must be nudists, after all," [ whispered to myself conclusively.

What happened next seemed to confirm it. Along the riverbank, eleven other individuals
immediately disrobed and handed their outfits to bystanders. The other three naked people were now
up to their waists in water, and these new ones had lined up to follow them there. First was an elderly
lady, wading very carefully and slowly. She was accompanied by a middled-aged woman who
supported her by the arm. Their facial features, and similarity in the build of their bodies, made me
think they might be a mother and daughter. A middle-aged man followed the two women. His body
was almost entirely covered with thick dark hair, a feature that not only distinguished him from the
others, but also made him appear less nude. Behind him came five adolescents, two of them girls and
three young men, all without a stitch of clothing. Not one of these teens showed the least bit of
shyness about their developing signs of adulthood. After them was an especially attractive young
woman whose shape was hard to keep from staring at. She could have been a model on the cover of a
women's fitness magazine, but without the bikini. I felt compelled to look away, but had to do it
several times, because my gaze kept gravitating back to her. Each time I did look away, I tried to
notice if other men in the crowd were admiring her beauty in a similar way. As before, no one
seemed to pay particular attention to her.

The last two in the group were a man and woman who appeared to be a married couple. With
his arm around her, the fellow had kissed her on the cheek. Hand-in-hand, they kissed once more,
this time on the lips and with tears in their eyes, right before entering the water together to join the
others.

I was stunned, hardly able to believe what I was seeing. Yet I vacillated between a sense of
moral indignity and a feeling that the scene in front of me was strangely innocent and beautiful. To
be honest, my main uneasiness at this point was the fear of having intruded upon a very exclusive
gathering involving some very private practices. My anxiety showed up in my feet. They were
involuntarily inching me back toward the wall of brush that I had just come through. If my
suspicions were correct, that this was some sort of cult, my uninvited presence might be not only
intrusive to them but dangerous for me. Yet my brief, inadvertent eye-contact with a few of them
gave no nonverbal warning that my presence was unwelcome. But why allow an outsider to witness
such intimate activities? First, there was the frank nudity of their children— now, this full body
exposure of adults and teens. They had picked a secluded spot for what they were doing. Why gather
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in secret, unless they wanted to be by themselves for this?

What these naked people were actually doing soon became apparent, and it confused me even
more. The leader, assisted by the couple with him, immediately began to baptize all the others,
except for the middle-aged woman who had helped the older lady into the water. In spite of the open
nudity, the ceremony seemed to follow the basic pattern of legitimate Christian baptism. Fortunately
at this point, I was now somehow picking up everything they were saying, just as if I heard it in
English. The leader questioned each one about their personal faith, using phrases from the Creed,
and each responded with an affirmative confession. Then, the leader baptized them with the help of
his male or female assistant, respective to the gender of the one being baptized. The leader used the
words, "in the name of the Father . . . and of the Son . . . and of the Holy Spirit," pausing after each
phrase to plunge the person into the water a total of three times. I had read about this three-fold-
immersion form of the baptismal ritual, but didn't realize it was still practiced.’

As each of them emerged from the water, still dripping wet, another part of the ceremony
took place. On the bank they were met by the old man who had been the speaker. In his hand he had
a clay flask from which he poured out a small amount of liquid on the head of each of them as they
reached the dry sand. As he poured it out, he whispered some words that were too low for my
hearing. Then the woman who had been carrying the white robes handed them one by one to another
woman who put them on each person who had just been anointed. After the last one was dressed, the
whole group began to sing again joyously. I understood everything and immediately recognized that
the words of the song were from the Book of Revelation:

"Now we sing the song of Moses

the servant of God and the song of the Lamb,

Saying, 'Awesome and marvelous

Are your acts, Lord God Almighty.

Just and true are your ways, O King of eternity.

Who will not tremble before you, O Lord,

Who will not bring glory to your name?

For you alone are holy, holy, holy.

All nations will come and bow down to you,

for your righteous works have been revealed."

The singing was almost deafening! It seemed louder than even such a large number of people could
make it. From every direction, even from under my feet, the sound reverberated. I was both thrilled
and frightened. Shivering inside, I thought, "This must be how angels sound when they sing!"

The song was followed by everyone clapping or raising their hands toward the sky and
shouting various exclamations of praise, the most common one being "Alleluia!" The ten who had
been baptized were receiving hugs and kisses from those who were standing around them. While all
this was going on, the leader waded in a little closer to shore, but neither he nor the couple left the
water. As the shouting died down, he gained the crowd's attention and said a prayer of blessing,
thanking God for those who had been baptized.

As soon as the "amen" left his lips, several of the children gave screams of delight as they
rushed toward the water. All the teens, most of the young adults, and several of the older ones,
headed in the same direction. Again I was aghast as these adults and teens were removing their
clothing before running and jumping into the river naked, just as the children were. As soon as robes
or tunics were off, it was clear that no one wore underwear. All frolicked about in the water
completely bare: children, teenagers, men, women. They were splashing each other, jumping off
rocks into the water, making all the familiar sounds of squealing heard at a public swimming pool.
But there were no swimsuits anywhere. They were skinny-dipping, and whether from the hilarity of it
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all, or from my nervous dismay at seeing it, I started to giggle. It was hard to keep the giggling from
becoming laughter.

I gave up trying not to stare. This had to be one of the most astonishing things I'd ever seen in
my life. But my eyes were taking in more than the naked swimmers. A few women had gathered
along a rocky part of the riverbank, and here they also disrobed, not to go swimming, but to wash
their outfits. The scene of them working with nothing on, however, was not what you'd imagine. It
was so mundane . . . or, to describe it more accurately, so nonsexual.

While watching them wash their robes and tunics, I recalled back in my early teens reading a
magazine article about women who cleaned their homes in the nude. Those interviewed gave various
reasons for doing so, all related to comfort. When I asked my mom if the article was a joke, she said
she actually knew a woman who did it. Then I remembered how my adolescent mind's-eye went off
picturing what a sight it would be to see ladies doing housework naked. If back then I could have
watched this very realistic scene in front of me, it would have cancelled out my imaginary one.

It was like clockwork. After plunging their garments into the water and thrashing them about
vigorously, they pounded them against the surface of smooth rocks. After a second rinse, in groups
of two, they helped each other wring them out by each holding one end and twisting in opposite
directions. It was obvious that they were experts at this.

As I got used to the nudity, I began to realize that more than half the adults still had their
clothes on. Although all the children and youth were swimming or playing near the shore, many of
the adults sat in small groups, caught up in conversation. But I did see one man get up from a group
of other men, walk over to a woman who was washing, and after an exchange of words, take off his
robe and toss it to her. She then began washing what I assumed to be her husband's outfit, while he
walked back to rejoin his clothed companions. They seemed to ignore his unclad state. I also noticed
that a few of the teenage girls interrupted their swimming to join the women in the chore of washing.
When finished, they immediately returned to their fun in the river.

The group's elderly did not join in the playful enjoyment of the water. But among them, too,
some removed their clothing and waded out into the river just up to their knees. Then, in a squatting
position, they began to bathe. Others as well were evidently in the river to take a bath rather than
swim. With their laundry done, most of the women went farther into the river to bathe. No soap was
used, and only a few had anything that looked like a washcloth. They rubbed themselves with their
wet hands and rinsed, repeating the process again and again. Everyone helped wash each others
backs, as if it was an expected courtesy. When bathers finished, they would wade back to the shore
to find a rock or fallen tree log to sit on. Others stood on the sand rubbing themselves all over with
their hands. I thought this was a rather strange kind of self-massage, until I realized that no one had
towels to dry off with. This alternative seemed to use the same principle behind blown-air hand-
driers in public restrooms, only a slower process.

I stood watching this for maybe twenty minutes. Soon robes and tunics, still wet from
washing, were everywhere spread out on large flat rocks, hanging from tree branches, or laid across
small bushes. The sight of so many bare bodies was unbelievable. Yet, despite their lack of clothing,
everyone's behavior was above reproach. Guys did not ogle girls, nor vice versa. Nothing of a
questionable nature took place anywhere. And it was not the actual nakedness that bothered me. I
had seen males and females of all ages without their attire for healthcare reasons. But never had |
seen anything like this: so many people of both sexes totally exposing their bodies to everyone's
view. The sight was overwhelming, but also very confusing. Yes, this meeting was by no means a
public gathering. It seemed intentionally private and even appeared to have some kind of religious
significance behind it. So why did these strange people have no social inhibitions about mixed-
gender nudity? None of them seemed to care, and no one seemed to stare, except me!
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Part 2 - Antiquity

"One of the great sorrows which came to human beings
when Adam and Eve left the Garden was the loss of memory,
memory of all that God's children were meant to be."

— Madeleine L'Engle, in Walking on Water

"Any field of life where Christians withdraw simply goes to hell." — Calvin Seerveld

In spite of the seemingly innocent atmosphere, I could not suppress what was building up
inside of me. This scene didn't fit remotely into any imaginable idea I could ever have of Christian
behavior. I had no clue who these folks were, but if they claimed to be Christians, their manner of
openly divesting themselves of clothing seemed far from an acceptable platform for godly spiritual
fellowship. Finally I decided that was it. I had seen enough. I had slowly been moving backwards
almost to the edge of the thicket of brush that opened on the path that had brought me here. Now I
was ready to leave. But even as I turned to step in that direction, I felt compelled to take in one more
look at this strange panorama, the likes of which I would surely never see again. As I turned my
head, I noticed that the aged man, who had preached to the crowd, was making his way toward me.

"Why do you run away, brother?" he called in perfect English. His voice was authoritative,
just as it had been when I first heard him preaching. It stopped me from taking another step. When I
fully wheeled myself about to face him, he was staring at me with eyes that were both smiling and
penetrating. "And do you know your way back?"

"Excuse me, sir," I blurted awkwardly. "I'm not with your group. I'm here by mistake."

"No, no, my brother," he replied. "We all make many mistakes. This is not one of yours."

I was glad he was one of them who still had on a robe. He kept approaching until I clearly
saw how old he looked. His skin was leathery and tremendously wrinkled. When he spoke again, 1
felt that antiquity was addressing me.

"Mistakes need only correction, if merely the fruit of ignorance. What is done against truth,
with eyes wide open, requires both correction and forgiveness."

Now that I had turned back toward the scene at the river, I kept glancing at the crowd. He
noticed this, and turning his head, he waved his hand at the widespread display of naked people in
and all around the river.

"You think this is what sends you away from us?" he smiled, shaking his head. "No, my son,
this nakedness is not why you want to leave. Your eyes know it only too well. Yet today you are
offended at just a little of what you have known night after night, year after year. I speak not of
beholding the familiar body of your dear wife, but of your work in midwifery. There you have seen
many thousands of unclad women."

I inspected this fellow's face more carefully. Did I recognize him? Had I seen him before? He
evidently knew me, or knew about me. I had been a nurse for almost twenty-five years. For the last
fifteen my work was in either labor and delivery or postpartum. I still worked those units, exclusively
on the night shift. Perhaps he had seen me while visiting a patient. Indeed, in a nursing role where
female nurses are usually expected, or sometimes more accepted, a male nurse does stand out. People
will remember you and sometimes recognize and greet you outside the hospital, even though you
may have no recollection of where you met them.

"Excuse me, but did we meet in the hospital?"

His stare was even more penetrating as he answered, "You have met me more often. These
brothers and sisters are some of the saints with whom you have spiritual fellowship, or so you claim
to believe. Today that 'communion of saints' is manifested, and only for a representation, or 'play,' as
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you call it. But for us, it is more than drama. We are here on both a pleasant outing and a task of
business. We came to correct your thoughts in a certain matter, to heal you of double-mindedness,
and perhaps to convince you to help others who need this healing even more than you do."

In an instant that phrase in the Creed, "I believe in . . . the communion of saints," flashed
through my mind as if [ were saying it out loud. I thought again about the presence of such a large
crowd of people in such a remote place, with no sign of any transportation to bring them here. And
then there was that ancient garb they wore, or had been wearing when I found them. Who were these
people, really? Or were they people at all? Could they be ghosts? Could I be losing my sanity? As
my breathing became rapid, my legs felt weak, and I thought about using any strength left in them to
turn and hightail it out of there as fast as I could.

"I must be hallucinating this," I said to myself. I had spent a year working part-time on a
psychiatric unit where I did watch people talk to their hallucinations. Was I talking to one now? Or
was this all a bizarre dream? It seemed so physically real. I shut my eyes tightly for a few seconds
and thought, "Wake up! I've got to wake up!" Nothing had changed when I reopened them.

"You are not dreaming," said the ancient man calmly. "We are all very real, even more real
than the earth you stand on. It will pass away, as will the old heaven. But we will not pass away, and
neither will you."

"You just read my thoughts!" I blurted out.

"I only overheard them," he replied. "But you cannot hear mine, not yet anyway. So I shall
speak to you plainly. But first, let's be seated. Your face is so pale that if you don't sit down now, you
may soon be falling down."

He was right, and I let him lead me by the hand to a weathered log in the shade. Feeling very
light-headed and a little nauseated, I was glad to take a seat. It immediately made me feel better. The
old man sat down on a rock facing me, and this time, with my back to them, I was not distracted by
the sight of the naked people behind me.

"You do belong to us, and we belong to you," he told me, "otherwise, we would have no
purpose here. The Body of Christ, His Bride, is not divided. It remains one, despite man-made
separations, despite time itself. The Church is a unity throughout all the ages, regardless of the
changing customs and traditions of men."

He paused, glancing at the crowd in back of me.

"We sometimes met like this beside streams, at the seaside, near lakes . . . never in such
numbers or with such boldness as here today, but certainly with as much freedom. More often we
met in smaller groups in homes. But with the rapid multiplication of believers, fair weather drew us
out to worship under the heavens, especially near flowing water, like this river, where we could also
baptize. Baptism is a matter more serious and sacred than you think. We followed the pattern of
John, as Jesus did, baptizing in the way of the Jews, who gave their new converts the ritual mikveh
washing. In his preaching, John's baptism was a sign of repentance. After our Lord's resurrection, it
took on even deeper meaning.’ But both John's practice and ours followed the Jewish custom of
removing all clothing. To the Jews, it represented a return to the innocence of Adam and Eve, but to
us it signified a purifying death. We removed the rags of our own righteousness and symbolically
stripped off the clinging habits of worldliness.” It showed our need to be washed completely in
Christ's blood and buried with Him in death. We rose from the water fully cleansed, raised in
newness of life, as naked as newborns coming into a new world. The consecrating oil represented the
anointing of the Holy Spirit, who set us apart to serve the Lord. The white robe was a symbol of
being dressed forever afterwards in the righteousness of Christ alone. If you search diligently, you
will find all of this in what is written. But many of your scribes never report their knowledge of how
we baptized. They fail to tell the truth about our adoption and practice of the ancient mikveh. To their
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own shame they were ashamed of the beautiful symbols in the nakedness of baptism. They have
forsaken the meaning of the word itself. Who is so foolish as to bathe themselves while keeping a
garment wrapped about them? Baptism has forever been a full and true bath intended to cleanse the
whole body. Only thus does it signify a complete washing away of sins.® This symbol in baptism was
not erased without squandering its edifying purpose for believers."

Sitting down not only helped me feel better physically but calmed me emotionally. Somehow,
as the old man spoke, I became more relaxed. My anxieties about this whole strange affair were
subsiding. I no longer tried to analyze whether this was some sort of intense dream, or a vivid vision,
or what. Yet with this calmness and peace came a heightened alertness. I found myself listening
carefully and intently to what he was saying. Somehow I knew I had to remember it. Even the issue
of the mixed-gender skinny-dipping going on behind me was pushed to the back-burner of my mind.

"We often used these outings of worship and baptism," he continued, "for domestic duties as
well, such as washing clothes or bathing. This is where you felt divided from us, where you felt
offended. It is also where you are out of touch with your ancestors in the faith. You live in a time still
under the spell of the Gnostic heresy that crept into the Gentile churches.” The Gnostics were false
teachers, despising the world of God's creation, calling it the defiled work of a demon. They boasted
in their secret knowledge, their hidden realms of gnosis that would save them from this material
world. After infiltrating our flocks, they beguiled the weak into believing that Jesus Himself was
only spirit and not flesh, that He made Himself seem to be like one of us by condescending to our
human weakness. They taught that the Son of God was the Son of Man in appearance only. Such a
damnable heresy! So, we fought those falsehoods, as you well know."’

"However, some of your unwary celibate sages, who sought to be 'wrestlers of the Spirit' in
the desert, began to drink in this Gnostic poison. While they were quick to condemn Gnosticism in
creed, they were blind to its influence in deed. They did not deny the fleshly nature of our Lord, nor
did they deny the sanctity of our bodies. But, in an effort to control the carnal nature, they began to
dishonor the fleshly body, whose goodness the Creator had pronounced and our Lord's Incarnation
had affirmed. They supposed that a denial of our fleshly dust could liberate our spirits from carnal
lust. But such neglect of the body, wrote the Apostle Paul, is of no value against a sinful indulgence
of the flesh."' Freedom from sin is the work of the Holy Spirit who dwells within us. But this dust,
this flesh . . ."

Here the old man stretched out his arm to me and pinched some of the dry, darkly tanned skin
of his forearm.

". .. this is to be raised up, this is to be renewed, this is to be resurrected and glorified," he
said, pounding his fist on his own chest and waving his other arm at those behind me. "This body,
your body, and all these beautiful bodies, will be restored to life, just like the body of our Lord and
Savior, Jesus Christ! 'In this hope,' said Brother Paul, 'we have been saved.‘"f

He paused, almost as a preacher would pause before making the next point in a sermon, then
added, "Many converts entering the church in the early days held to Greek ways and Greek ideas.
Gnosticism appealed to the Greeks. The Gnostic philosophers believed and taught that the physical
body was separate and foreign to the spiritual nature of man. To them, the human spirit alone was
valuable. They saw the material realm and the physical body as worthless and evil. This concept led
to two different practices. It made some Greeks bold to live in lust, thinking that nothing done with
their bodies mattered to God or effected their spirits. Others treated the body and its needs with
disdain, using harsh forms of neglect and denial, in order to deepen the division between the body
and spirit. So, the very same Gnostic view of the body produced two ways of misusing it, two kinds
of behavior that appeared to be opposite, but which had an identical root."* This same thinking
prevails in your world today—a view of the body that disgraces it through sexual lust and another
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that disgraces it through unnatural shame. They seem to be in opposition, but they are twins born
from the same womb, and each thrives upon the other's existence."

I was trying to follow his reasoning and having a mental block. Suddenly, two terms flashed
though my mind as clearly as if they had been spoken. One was "pornography" and the other was
"prudery." It struck me as an odd pair of words to be together in the same thought. I noticed a very
serious look in the old man's eyes. He had briefly paused, and his head was nodding as if to affirm
either what he had just stated or what he must have read in my thoughts.

"From the beginning," he continued, "God told us what we are. Man is earthly soil, shaped by
His own hand into His likeness, and made a living soul by the very breath of His Spirit.'* The image
of our Creator is stamped into the dusty clay of our material being. In that same dust we will rise and
live again. When our spirits, souls, and bodies are reunited in their true human oneness, we will
display that image again and for all eternity in the full glory of Christ's redemption. This, and only
this, is our true 'adoption as sons.' As He is now, a resurrected human with a real and eternal body, so
shall we be on that day. The freedom and manifestation of the children of God can only be completed
in resurrection."

This time, when he paused, I used the opportunity to interject a question, "These nude
baptisms you did in the river and the ones you spoke of—honestly, I've never heard of such a thing.
That way of baptizing people would be totally unacceptable today."

"Where people still bathe themselves under the open sky, I think you would still find the old
way of baptism a welcome practice," he replied. Then, with a concerned look, he leaned forward
slightly, making sure he had eye contact and my full attention. "What made our manner of baptism
slowly diminish from the church? The early bishops sought their spiritual training in the desert. They
brought back to the churches the 'wisdom' they learned at the feet of the monks. They spread an idea
of spiritual life that disparaged the physical body in which spiritual life has its true meaning. The
mere flesh in which we live became the source of a Christian's troubles and temptations. The beauty
shining from bodies created by God was no longer to be celebrated, but feared and avoided. To them,
even marriage lost its godly value. Many a monk left the city for the wilderness not just for prayer.
They wished to distance themselves from the presence of women, whose bodies they feared as
temptations. They forgot that in her flesh a woman bears the divine image of our Maker no less than
a man. The bodies of both share the honor of being sacred temples for the Holy Spirit, as the Word
of God teaches."” If the monks had weighed their vain imaginings against the truth of God's Word,
they might have avoided the sway of Gnostic thinking on their teachings about the body."

Although I had enjoyed reading from some of the desert fathers in a course on early church
history at Berkeley, I knew that some of their practices had no precedent in Scripture. The hermits
and the monastic communities did have a high view of the spiritual life, but often their way of
treating marriage and the body sometimes bordered on what I felt was psychologically unhealthy.
Still, I liked reading them.

"Study this well," he said emphatically. "You will find that, as the influence of the monks
increased, what you saw here today diminished from the churches. These ten beautiful baptisms
should not have been strange to you but familiar. All your life, this is what your eyes might have
known of baptism, if the churches had not sipped from a Gnostic cup, carelessly held to their lips by
the monks. But, tell me, did your heart not feel a rich symbolism in the ceremony today?"

"[ felt there was a kind of innocent beauty," I replied hesitantly. I hesitated because of also
remembering how immodest I thought it seemed. How could I describe it to any of my peers in the
pastorate? In fact, if I tried telling what I'd seen to any Christian friends, most would probably
condemn it as disgusting and disgraceful to God. The old man must have overheard my thinking
beyond my verbal answer.
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"So, I need labor no further to convince you that most believers today unknowingly carry this
Gnostic view of the body," he proceeded. "To them it is a holy trust, almost as sacred as the Gospel
itself, for they defend it with the same vigor shown in defending the message of Christ. What was in
our day seen as normal and commonplace, they now deem as shameful and lustful. How could they
think otherwise, if this is what the church has always taught them? Yet, just as represented here in
your presence, we always baptized our converts naked, just as naked as all of us were whenever
taking a bath. No one took a full bath inside houses, as you do. Whenever the whole body needed
cleansing, everyone bathed under open skies wherever water was available. From infancy to old age,
boys and girls grew up seeing the appearance of the male and female body. This was wholesome
knowledge, and very sobering, especially to the maturing minds of our young people. If a man was
Jewish, all knew it, because a man's circumcision was often Visible.ﬁ No one thought it a shame for
the sign of the Old Covenant, or for the retained foreskin of the Gentiles, to be seen at the common
latrine, or at the river,i or in the public baths of the Romans,f or at the public contests, where
athletes competed naked in the Grecian style.""”

"But today we live in a clothed society," I argued. "Clothing is the common standard."

"Do you think that ours was not a clothed society as well?" he questioned, raising his
profusely wrinkled brow. "Since mankind was cast out of Eden, almost every tribe and nation have
used clothing in various forms and for various purposes, but not always to hide the body. And for us,
its common use did not make its removal an uncommon sight. When we came across a garment
folded on a rock or hung on a bush, we were never surprised to find its owner nearby working in a
field or bathing openly at a stream. Yes, we too grew up with clothing as an expectation. But mere
nakedness itself was not unusual. A scene like ours here was perhaps exceptional, even in our day,
but not extraordinary. It could never have shocked us, as it did you. By learning to use clothing as a
moral covering, you cover up the body out of shame, considering its natural state shameful without
that covering."

I gave him a puzzled look, and he changed his approach.

"Let me ask you, brother," he said, pointing in the direction of the river. "Could you convince
any of these believers here, young or old, that the naked body of a mother or father, or of a sister or
brother, is a shameful thing to look upon? Could you persuade them to believe that they are defiled
by beholding their friends and relatives in the very state in which the Lord of heaven and earth
created them?"

"Well, certain parts of the body . . . ," I began, but stopped abruptly. I was thinking
specifically about the genital area and was going to say 'should always be covered up.' But that was
the very part of a woman's body I normally uncovered at my job, without any moral qualms
whatsoever. It would be hypocritical to finish my sentence.

"Search the Scriptures diligently," he went on. "Within those sacred pages, no part of the
body brings shame to a person unless exposed by oppression or by poverty or by lasciviousness. Try
as you may, you could never persuade the older believers here to see it otherwise. But, what if you
did somehow succeed in convincing these innocent children here that their nakedness and the bare
bodies of those around them are indeed indecent and obscene? It would bring corruption into their
young minds where presently there is only purity."

He paused briefly, continuing to stare at me with penetrating eyes.

"Think this through carefully, brother," he continued, speaking more slowly, I think, so I
would fully comprehend what he was saying. "If you kept certain parts of the body always hidden
from their sight, calling them evil to look upon, then any normal curiosity or innocent desire they
might have to see those hidden parts would itself become a temptation. Whenever those forbidden
areas did become visible, as they are here today, then even the act of seeing them would wound the



Page 11

conscience. Also, thereafter, wicked men could occasionally make those same hidden parts visible
for truly corrupt purposes, even for enslaving their souls in wicked thoughts. Think of it, then. By
taking that which God called good, and calling it evil,”" you have fashioned a stumbling block over
which people can trip and fall into sin and bondage. Does this sound familiar to you, my brother? It
should sound all too familiar, because this is what your religious leaders have done with their
unnatural shame for the body. And those other sinful scoundrels, whose minds inhabit brothels, have
used that same shame to turn the body into an unnatural pathway for lustful pollution. Both of these
corrupters of truth drink from the same stream. Both of them malign the work of their Maker by the
heresy that flows from Gnosticism."

Prudery and pornography were again the two words that popped in and out of my thoughts.

"Yes, both are wretched—not only that cursed business of selling lascivious thoughts as
merchandise, but its twin, from which it draws its power," proclaimed the old man, raising his voice
and sounding like a fiery prophet. "The marketing of lewd images finds no home in the mind unless a
foundation is built for it there by distorting the goodness of the body through shame. How ungodly
that young minds are taught by precept to think of the naked body only as an invitation to fornication
and adultery. Such instruction, for which your religious leaders are famous, lays the cornerstone for
this prostitution of God's image. When leaders and teachers, yes, even respected elders, forbid the
common sight of the body in such simple activities as these you see here in front of you—when they
call God's temple obscene or indecent to look upon— then at their feet lies the guilt for opening
youthful hearts to this damning trade! Only when such unclean thinking is healed by true repentance
will the unclean houses of these merchants of filth collapse!"
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Part 3 - Education

"The tree of the knowledge of good and evil gave our first parents
a taste for knowing things outside God, in a way in which they are not known truly,
instead of knowing them in Him, in Whom alone we are able to find them
and know them and love them as they are." — Thomas Merton, in No Man Is an Island

"Yet could it be possible, in the long run, to wear clothes without learning modesty,
and through modesty lasciviousness?" — C. S. Lewis, in Perelandra

When the old man gave this explanation about the strength behind pornography, my heart
shuddered. His powerful, in-your-face logic was convincing and convicting. Why hadn't Christian
thinkers, including myself, considered this before? It had never crossed my mind that our shameful
attitude toward the naked body might actually be empowering the stranglehold that pornography held
on our culture. It was an extremely painful thought.

"Gnostic contempt for the physical flesh is blinding. It stains the mind!" he insisted. "You
questioned why you never heard of the early church's nude baptisms. What you saw here today was
to many of your scribes an incredible scandal that deserved to be passed over silently and unreported.
And believers today, who read their books of Bible history, have no opportunity to learn how
naturally we regarded the unclad state of the body. It is as though a veil covers their eyes. They
cannot see how ordinary the sight of nakedness was, not just in our time, but through all the centuries
wherein the whole of Scripture was written."

"The whole of Scripture?" I questioned. "I don't know what you mean."

"I mean you see no naked gardeners, as Mary mistook our resurrected Lord for, when He left
His grave wrappings behind in the tomb.?' You see no naked fishermen, as was Peter working on his
boat when the Lord called to him from the shore.** You cannot envision Jesus speaking about naked
farmers when He said, 'let him who is in the field not go back to get his clothes' on that coming Day
of Desolation.”” You do not see a naked debtor working all day with his garment held in pledge,
whose holder was told by God's Law to return it at sunset. Why? Because it was 'his only covering . .
. his garment for his skin. What would he sleep in?”* You see no household slaves serving without
clothing, even as our Lord did when He, like a slave, knelt to wash our feet.f You fail to see in the
Song of Songs how the body of the Shulamite was so thoroughly tanned, because her angry brothers
forced her work in the sunshine of the vineyards.?® Why do you see none of this? Because you do not
see what clothing meant to people of our time.”” We treated clothing with great care, since most of
us owned only a simple robe or cloak. During manual work, we avoided soiling that one piece of
apparel by taking it off. Dirty sweat and frequent washing quickly wore out even the best linen. Our
skin outlasted our garments, and it always dried faster when we washed it. 'Easier to bathe your body
than your cloak' was the old saying."

"I've never seen any of these things in the Bible," I broke in, still trying to maintain a
respectful attitude, "and I've been studying God's Word for years."

"Yes, you have, and only very recently," he reminded me with a challenging look, "you read
again, for what?—the fifteenth time or more!—how God commanded Isaiah to strip himself barefoot
and naked for three years as he went about preaching God's message.”® Did this not startle you,
brother? No, because you hurried past it quickly. It was too foreign and did not fit into your thinking.
So, you never stopped to contemplate what it would mean for you as a preacher, if God gave you
yourself such a command. If you had taken the time, you could have imagined the public outcry such
a scene would cause in your own day, an outcry that was absent in Isaiah's. Did you ever wonder why
that was so, why his neighbors were not offended by his nakedness. Why should they have been? A
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naked prophet was not a strange sight to them, whether Isaiah, or Micah,”’ or others. Even King Saul
was taken to be among the prophets in the minds of those who saw him naked and prophesying for a
whole night under the stars.”” Normally prophets were seen unclad only for practical reasons, such as
working in a garden or washing at the river. But when preaching naked, Isaiah made himself into a
living sign of his own task to unveil the truth. This Hebrew custom of preaching with such openness
is not far from the idea of the Romans with their fable of 'The Naked Truth.'"f

"The naked truth?" I asked, for though I knew the phrase, I never heard the fable.

"How Falsehood stole the clothes of Truth, while Truth was bathing in a river, and how Truth
went about naked thereafter, instead of taking up the clothes Falsehood left behind. It is an ancient
and worthy parable, one that your own world needs to hear again and to heed."

"But if what you're saying is true," I asked, "why hasn't this all come out before? The Bible is
the most important book in my life. Yet, I haven't seen what you're describing. Of all the Bible
teachers I've heard or read, not one of them has ever mentioned anything like this."

"That is the very heart of what I have been telling you!" he persisted. "You have seen all these
things without seeing them, seeing only what your own customs insist that you must see. Your books
written about the Scriptures, and the pulpits from which your people hear the Bible taught, are under
the same influence. What you have seen here, how we baptized, how we bathed our bodies, how we
did the simple task of washing our garments—these your scholars might easily have seen, but they
did not. It is not that they lack intelligence. They just cannot bring themselves to think beyond what
their own customs allow. I tell you, a Gnostic view of the body laid the foundation for those customs.
Indeed it has spread like leaven completely throughout the whole lump of dough. Although so distant
in time from the roots of this heresy, you still feed on its fruit today. No, it's true. You have not really
seen. You cannot see, unless the veil is lifted from the eyes of your mind."

He turned his own eyes heavenward and closed them.

"O God, if even this brother's eyes are still shut, with all that he already knows, with all that
he has already seen in his work of midwifery, what then of the others?"

I could see that he was frustrated, and I think, even a bit irritated. As he paused for a moment,
I remained silent. His gaze briefly left me, returning to the crowd of his companions. He took a deep
breath just before resuming his effort to lift from my mind the veil he mentioned.

"Brother, can you not see how David appeared on the day he danced before the Lord dressed
only in a small ephod, the little vest worn over priestly robes? His wife Michal despised him for
disrobing in the sight of his slave-girls, but he was expressing a heart filled with praise to God.** Or
do you not see how Lazarus became naked when the Lord told them to unbind him from his
graveclothes and let him go free.”” Without those wrappings, his body's only covering was the joyous
embrace of his two sisters, followed by the many hugs from relatives and friends who had been his
mourners only moments before. He greeted and kept talking with them that way, until someone
thought to bring him his robe. And can you not see how Peter prayed over the dead body of Dorcas,
still lying naked after being ceremonially washed in preparation for her burial wrapping.®* When she
came back to life, he immediately presented her to a houseful of grieving friends. Were they shocked
by her nakedness? No, but by the sight of their dead loved one standing before them alive. Why
should they be ashamed of her unclad body? They had seen it so frequently at the seaside where she
bathed—where they all bathed, where she and other Christian believers had been baptized. This was
the way the Lord had made her, the way He had made them—naked—the way we all enter this life,
the way we all leave it!"

At this he rose to his feet with excitement. He had the same passionate look on his face as
when [ first heard him speaking to the crowd. An enthusiastic smile lit up his profusely wrinkled
countenance.
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"O my brother," he continued, staring down with sparkling eyes into my own, "when you read
Scripture, how can you fail to see what we all saw the day the Lord rode into Jerusalem on a donkey?
Crowds were throwing their garments down on the road before him.”® What a beautiful sight that
was! And why so beautiful? Because the men and women were acting just like little children who
think nothing of leaving their clothes behind when pursuing something more delightful. This was
how the Lord said they were to receive His kingdom, like little children.

And will you not let your mind behold the sight we saw on the day the Holy Spirit fell? After
Peter's sermon, three thousand men and women, young and old, received baptism in the name of the
Lord.”® More than one hundred of us helped administer baptism in the flowing pools. All of us were
as bare as those who kept coming to us, until all that great multitude had washed away their sins,
calling on the name of the Lord. Yes, no doubt, the congregations of today's believers would have
called those baptisms an abomination. Oh, but to us, the sight was so marvelous, so wonderful, so
beautiful!"

He paused, lost for a moment in reflection. I myself was also lost in an imaginary vision of
what it might have looked like in downtown Jerusalem on the Day of Pentecost with a few thousand
people getting baptized nude in public. There was no way my Bible college professors would have
envisioned something like that ever happening.

"No, when reading through the Scriptures, they see none of these things," he repeated. "Not
how we bathed, or slept, or prepared our dead for burial, or how we baptized converts. If we owned
just one garment, then we washed it and our bodies together, allowing them both to dry in the sun.
During hot, sweaty toil, we wore nothing. When sleeping with our cloak as a blanket, we wore
nothing. If ever that cloak was lost or stolen, we went naked, as truly naked as a slave sold in the
marketplace. That loss brought shame not because of our naked body, but because of our poverty.
When our Lord said, 'l was naked and you clothed Me,' do you think He spoke in metaphor? He was
speaking plain words about a truly naked person who needed a warm cloak.”” He told those owning
two garments to give one to the brother or sister who had nothing at all.’® And have you forgotten
His command to us if we had two garments and lost one of them in a lawsuit. We were to give our
prosecutor our other piece of clothing as well, and to walk out of court as naked as a prophet.*” It
would not be a sign of shame, but of trust in the justice and provision of the Lord. All these things
are in the Scriptures, my brother, all of them, and more. But they are unnoticed by those charmed
with a lascivious understanding of the body. You have sat long under that spell and are blind to our
customs with simple nakedness. Our way of treating the body will remain invisible to you, as long as
you refuse to open your eyes."

I made no response. What he said was painting new mental pictures of Scriptural scenes. And
he was right. I had failed to see them in my Bible reading. My upbringing kept me from getting even
close to imagining that people back then could have lived without normal modesty.

"Modesty?" replied the old man, repeating my thoughts. "You call it modesty to make the
body a center for lustful attraction? In the beginning God fashioned these bodies with His very own
hands. He intended the glory of His image to shine from them as an awesome sight, not something to
be shamefully hidden, especially from the eyes of the young as they grow up. Self-made coverings to
hide in—that was the first fruits of Satan's deceit, and its constant use breeds deceitful practices. Fig
leaves draw both the eye and the mind to what is concealed beneath them. When what they hide is
never commonly displayed, garments, rather than preventing lust, become its invitation. Satan knew
this. If the flesh could be kept always hidden through false shame, it could be wantonly uncovered
for truly shameful ends."

"But God Himself gave Adam and Eve animal skins to cover up their nakedness," I argued.

"So it is taught," he replied. "But we must let the whole of Scripture tell why He gave them
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coats of leather. Innocent animals died that day in Eden instead of our first parents, whom God said
would die 'on the day they ate' the forbidden fruit. Those animal skins atoned for them, covering their
sins while reminding them of their guilt, which is all that atonement can do. That first sacrifice was
God's double kindness. It spared them from immediate death, while providing them a better shield
than 4fgg leaves could offer against cold weather and thorny fields in a world made harsh by their

sin."

I had read both these interpretations in various Bible commentaries, but I asked, "Why not a
third reason? To cover their nakedness for the sake of modesty?"

"Do you think their sin changed God's mind about their nakedness?" countered the old man.
"He had declared it 'very good' on the day He fashioned them in the image and likeness of His very
own spiritual form.*' From whom would He be hiding their bodies, if that was His intention for
those skins? Was it from the animals, which were all still naked themselves? Was it from each other,
a naked husband and wife? If that was His plan, then it is sinful today for spouses to see each other
so. Our public bathing, our practice of baptism, your work in midwifery, have all been transgressions
of His law, if that was His teaching by those animal skins. But think on this, my brother. If He meant
for their own skin to be hidden as a moral requirement—if He meant their nakedness to be covered
up as an act of righteousness—then He could have left them with their fig-leaf garments. That had
been the very purpose for which Adam and Eve had made them. They were trying to hide what they
felt was no longer worthy to be seen, no longer to be viewed with rejoicing. Such guilty fear and
shame came from eating fruit from the forbidden tree. It had the power to divide them from their
Maker, from each other, and from the goodness God had created in their own bodies."

"It was their sin that brought about this alienation" I reminded him. "They disobeyed God."

"Their sin of disobedience was in eating a fruit that God said would kill them," the man
insisted. "And it did kill them! There was a kind of knowledge in that forbidden fruit that made them
lethally independent from their Maker. Satan lured them to that knowledge, that gnosis. He knew it
would destroy their union with God and turn them away from moral dependence on His Word. He
knew it would bring an unholy separation between their minds and their bodies. It would make a
false division between their spirits and their flesh, which God had purposefully created as a union
between the spiritual and the physical worlds. Can you not recognize this as the false separation
between spirit and body taught by the Gnostics? Above all else, their reaction to their own naked
bodies, after they had sinned, shows the ancient, demonic origin of Gnosticism. It began in Eden."

"But after the Fall, humans down through history have naturally been ashamed of their
nakedness," I reasoned. "Doesn't that indicate that such shame was part of God's punishment?"

"If you truly think shame about nakedness is part of our nature, then you know neither human
nature nor human history," he contended. "Humans from infancy upward feel no natural shame about
their naked bodies. It must always be carefully taught. But even if well taught, it can also be
unlearned."

"Unlearned?"

"On a wedding night, for example, or at a river swimming with friends, or even as you have
unlearned it through your work with naked women."

He paused and watched as I pondered that.

"True shame comes when you sin against the truth, but false shame comes when you trespass
against a lie that you believe to be true."

He paused again, then returned to his argument.

"To say that our Creator caused this division, this false shame— to say He made our human
spirits alien to the dust into which He incarnated them—turns God into the champion of the
Gnostics. It makes a mockery of His glorious promise to resurrect these physical bodies. No, my son,
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you must not believe or teach or act as though God made clothing from skins to do what Adam and
Eve were trying to do—using fig leaves to hide their wonderful bodies. Satan told them of this need
to hide nakedness. Satan, the liar, always tries to cover up the truth. But God, Who is light, always
unveils the truth. His divine Word strips us even more nakedly than the removal of clothing. God did
not clothe Adam and Eve to hide their bodies from sight. He clothed them in sacrifice to protect their
souls from the justice of His holy wrath, and He clothed them in skins to protect their own skin from
the earthly consequences of that wrath."

"But where does modesty come in? It's also a Scriptural principle."

"First, you must know it's true meaning," he said. "It has nothing to do with the moral
sufficiency of fig leaves. Your world causes modesty to lift clothing from its use in meeting practical
needs to make it into a means of establishing righteousness. With clothes you feel yourself modest.
Without them you feel immodest. But these are not the concerns found in the words of either Paul or
Peter. Both apostles spoke against the use of clothing to attract attention, and both concluded by
instructing us to dress ourselves in godly virtues. The modesty they call for is a godly humility.*
That is why it is said, 'Modesty is in the mind.' [ say it is in the heart."

Here he pointed at the crowd behind me, and I turned around, looking again at the many
naked people still playing in the water or laying on the sand in the sun.

"Look at them. Have you seen here any men or women today trying to attract attention to
themselves?" he asked.

"No," I answered.

"And in your midwifery? Among the women you see naked, women who do not have any
clothing to sustain this kind of modesty you are talking about—do you notice among them any true
immodesty, as it is spoken of in God's Word?"

"I don't quite understand what you mean."

"I mean your women in childbirth, whose wombs are open to you, whose breasts are fully
exposed, do they try to attract your attention to themselves in the way they talk, or smile, or stare
with their eyes, or arrange the posture of their bodies?"

"No," I had to admit.

"Then both here and there, the nakedness has been as modest and as virtuous as it could ever
be, despite the removal of man's fig-leaf coverings."

This really nailed me. I knew that I had held a double-standard. On one hand, when watching
a topless mom nurse her baby, I saw nothing wrong in it. But if [ saw her breastfeeding that way at a
restaurant or in a public mall, I would think it immodest. Recently, however, a lactation instructor
pointed out to me how the breast visibility taboo in our culture was a big factor in America's
breastfeeding failure-rate, in comparison to countries where the sight of women's bare breasts is
socially accepted. In spite of my double-standard, my gut-level feeling was that people in our society
did need to see more open breastfeeding. Men in our culture needed weaning from a childish and
unhealthy sexual interest in the breast. Only by open breastfeeding could both men and women be
shown what God made breasts for in the first place.

"Exactly!" agreed the old man, smiling at my thoughts. "Earlier you saw a young nursing
mother exposing herself in a manner you have only before seen in private. But you yourself have
never been any less a male in private than all the men around her were in public. All of you find
women attractive. Rhoda, the young mother you were watching, is a very lovely lady. Yet neither
you, nor any of those men, were looking at her lustfully. She herself was as modest as an angel.
There was nothing she did with her eyes or face or limbs that even hinted at trying to draw attention
to herself."

Strangely, the image of this woman Rhoda came back into my thoughts. In my mind's eye, |
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saw her sitting on the sand near the river facing my direction. Again, she was nursing her baby, but
now she was wearing nothing at all. Suddenly she looked up at me and smiled, then the image in my
mind disappeared. I looked in the direction of the river, and there she was, as naked as I had seen her
in my mind. She looked up and smiled. I gasped and turned back to the old man.

He chuckled a little at my surprise, then resumed in a serious tone of voice, "In a world where
such scenes as you see here are forbidden, clothing can be easily used to call attention to the body in
lustful ways. Yours is just such a world, and it overflows with that kind of lust. In your midwifery,
your eyes have already been opened to see the sickness in your own country, a land where women's
breasts have become a lustful obsession. What God originally designed to reflect His own nurturing
nature, perfectly imaged in breastfeeding of women,* has been smothered by an unnatural use of
breasts to lure the eyes of men. Your women even wear tight belts that lift up their bosoms for that
very purpose, to capture men's eyes.”* Is not such an invention a clear example of true immodesty,
according to Paul and Peter? Yet your women have grown so accustomed to these immodest breast-
belts that they feel undressed when not wearing them. They even feel ashamed if they do not wear
them under their clothing as they enter the house of God to worship. And if ever they failed to do so,
even your elders would shame them into putting them back on. Tell me, brother, is that not absolute
confusion about the true meaning of modesty?"

He looked at me with those penetrating eyes, and I knew it was time for me to make some
kind of response to all that he had been saying.

"I guess you're right about the Bible's definition," I replied. "My own idea about modesty is
probably more cultural than biblical. And I've never thought through the implications of outdoor
bathing on a society's view of the body. I've never considered that people back in Bible times might
have had only one piece of clothing, and what that meant practically. But, I still have trouble with
some things you've mentioned. I think I can imagine Jesus leaving the tomb naked, but not the idea
of Mary meeting Him that way. It just seems wrong somehow."

"She and many other women had already seen Him stripped and nailed on the Cross naked,"
said the old manf

"I've never envisioned Him that way," I replied. "All the paintings show Him . . . you know,
with a loin cloth . . . something covering His genitals."

"The Romans cared little that His loins were showing," he answered. "In fact, Pilate used the
crowd's view of them as a mockery to the Jewish leaders. Circumcision was the sign the Jews
proudly bore, claiming that it set them above the Gentiles. When, against his will, they coerced him
to crucify Jesus, a frustrated and vengeful Pilate took advantage of our Lord's fully visible
circumcision to slap the face of Jewish pride. The words he placed above Christ's naked body made
the ridicule inescapable: 'Jesus of Nazareth, King of the Jews.' Few artists have ignored the wrath of
religious opinion to paint or sculpt the truth about the Crucifixion."

When I thought about it, I did remember seeing a sculpted crucifix displaying a totally nude
Savior, one done by Michelangelo. At the time, I thought it a terrible thing to be shown in the art
encyclopedia I was looking through.

"I guess you're right," I admitted. "We do have a hard time seeing things in any other way
than our culture tells us how we must see them."
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Part 4 - Decision

"Man's intelligence, however we may misuse it, is far too keen and
too sure to rest for long in error. It may embrace a lie and cling to it
stubbornly, believing it to be true: but it cannot find true rest in falsehood.
The mind that is in love with error wears itself out with anxiety,
lest its error be discovered for what it is. But the man who loves truth
can already find rest in the acknowledgment of his mistakes, for that
is the beginning of truth." — Thomas Merton, in No Man is an Island

My mind reeled with all that this ancient preacher had been throwing at me almost non-stop.
His words and reasoning clearly challenged what I'd grown up to consider as the "gospel truth" about
nakedness. It made me realize just how thoroughly I was "a child of my culture." Yet my choice
years ago to become a male nurse had been a giant step in a direction against the cultural current.
Especially, at that time, the issue of opposite-sex body exposure seemed to be the worrisome point
with certain of my family members. When I finally cross-trained into labor and delivery nursing, the
concerns raised about that decision made my direction even more counter-cultural.

"Memory is good, brother," the old man said to me. "Remembering a point of departure helps
you locate where you are in your journey, and perhaps where the journey was really meant to take
you in the first place. Those familiar voices that doubted the virtue of your decision still linger, don't
they? Yet you know that the Lord guided your steps. Yes, you know this even more so in your
present work of helping women deliver and nurse their children."

I did. I was not only absolutely certain that the Lord had led me into nursing, but I also had
multiple indications of His hand of blessing in this awesome realm of seeing babies born into the
world. Of course, most people had no problem with the idea of bona fide healthcare workers seeing
the nakedness of the opposite sex, even though it is normally a social taboo. Whenever the
inconsistency of such a double-standard became logically apparent, so did the stigma of my intimate
work with women's bodies. Even recently a pastor's wife made a comment to me about it, and after
so many years of experience, I still lacked a good answer to the question, "David, how can you work
with naked women without a problem?" I could only reply, "It's not like you think, not for me, and
not for the women I help."

"They suppose a problem," the old man went on, with his uncanny ability to read my
thoughts, "because their false view of the body fans the flame of vain imagination. That flame was
fueled by Gnosticism. It still burns in you, even after all you've seen and known in your care of
women. At every step of teaching you, I've had to fight against its hold on your thinking. Brother,
that heresy has no place in a Christian's mind. It defames the work of our Creator and makes His
temple a pathway for defilement. The defilement is real, but it resides in the carnal mind. It is not
resident in God's fleshly handiwork, which is to be received with dignity and thanksgiving."*

"Doesn't clothing maintain that dignity?" I reasoned. "Wearing clothes seems to prevent that
mental misuse of the body. I know I'm accustomed to nudity, but most men would be mentally
tempted by seeing all these naked women bathing here today. Even the Bible has the example of
King David lusting after Bathsheba, because she was bathing outside in public view."

"You blame his lust on a woman's bath?" asked the old man facetiously. "You think he lusted
because he saw Uriah's wife naked?"

"The Bible teaches it," I replied.

"You need to re-read the passage," he contended. "What teaches it are sermons that expound
the minds of preachers instead of the words of Scripture. Far from condemning Bathsheba, the
prophet Nathan used her as the innocent lamb in his parable to convict the king's heart!*” If she was
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wrong for bathing in her courtyard, so were all the rest of the women in Jerusalem. In those days as
in ours, everyone bathed outside, from the poorest beggar to the daughter of Pharaoh.*® For his entire
life, naked women were a common sight to David. What caused him to lust after and take his
neighbor's wife was not the sight of her beauty, but his own selfishness. Do you think God gives the
commandment not to covet, then makes it impossible to obey by creating beauty as an irresistible
temptation? You, better than many others, should know that by the lovely bodies He has created,
'God tempts no one."

As he slowly stated those last four words, I somehow knew he meant for me to recognize
them as a quote from the Bible. My mind completed the verse automatically: "but each one is
tempted when, by his own evil desire, he is dragged away and enticed."*’

"Brother James said it well," affirmed the old man. "But our Lord explained it even better by
saying that lust comes not by what enters from outside the body but by what arises from within the
heart.”” If Bathsheba sinned at all, it was not by her public bath, but by her failure to scream out and
resist the violation of her marriage by a selfish and lustful king."

Then his eyes looked beyond me to the riverside. He stepped over and, with an amazingly
strong grip, literally pulled me up to my feet. With his hand on my shoulder, he turned me to face the
crowd of his companions. Immediately my eyes met those of the girl whose shapely body had caught
my attention during the baptisms. Now that I could fully see her face, she looked even more like a
beauty queen. She was still wearing her white robe received after the baptism and was walking in our
direction. I was dismayed that she kept approaching us. Then I noticed that it was the old man
motioning for her to come.

"The Lord's beautiful creations," he said, pointing at her, "are a cause for thanksgiving, not
for lust. With or without clothing, the sight of the body's beauty should bring sincere delight, never
sinful desire. God's lovely handiwork and our ability to enjoy it are both gifts from Him. As an
Artist, He not only loves to display His artwork, but enjoys hearing it praised."

"The Lord be with you, Prisca," he greeted her as she reached us.

"The Lord bless you, father," she answered in return, kissing him on one cheek then the other.

He introduced me, "Prisca, this is a shepherd of the Church and a midwife by trade."

"A midwife!" she exclaimed with a giggle. The old man gave her a firm look, and she turned
back to me with a more subdued smile.

"A midwife, then, and the Lord's servant. Welcome to you!" she said politely. "I have never
met a brother who helps mothers in the pains of childbirth. If I had carried children, I would have felt
it an honor to have God's shepherd for midwife."

Then, before I knew what she was doing, she made a sudden lunge and had planted a kiss on
both my cheeks, as she had done with the old man.

"Prisca, find Jason for me," the old man requested. "Tell him not to concern himself with the
Table. There is no longer time. But the children may sport in the water a bit longer."

"Oh, father," she moaned with disappointment. "Not to have the Table of Thanksgiving?"

"Go, Prisca," he insisted. "You know the business of our visit."

He stared into her eyes, and though their lips were not moving, I felt I heard an unintelligible
whispering between them. Then she wheeled about and left.

"Prisca's faith is precious and deep. She is a lover of her Lord, and followed Him in the
footsteps of His suffering," he pondered, as his eyes followed her graceful form on her way back to
the others.

"She's really attractive, " I half-whispered, "It makes me glad she has something on now."

"A while ago you saw the full beauty of her body," he said bluntly, "yet you had no lust for
her. Is there another reason in your mind for clothing that goes beyond a false sense of modesty. Do
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you think it has a good purpose in maintaining interest in the opposite sex?"

"Maybe, in a way," I admitted, a little embarrassed by the apparent contradiction in what he
must have been reading in my thinking. I tried to explain it, "You see, without the normal use of
clothing, the ordinariness of nakedness, even in a marriage, might dull a person's attraction to the
opposite sex, and . . . well, I can't see how that could be God's intention either."

"Odd reasoning for a man like yourself," the old man contested. "But be honest. You have
seen the unclad bodies of thousands of young women, some as lovely as this dear sister. Have you
ever failed to appreciate their naked beauty, even after seeing so many? Has the repetition of such
sights dulled you to the loveliness God put within the feminine form?"

I hardly knew how to answer. I was not used to discussing that aspect of my nursing job with
anyone. In a way, it was embarrassing to talk about. Yes, I had assisted thousands of beautiful
women fully exposed from their waists down for labor and from their waists up for skin-to-skin
breastfeeding. Occasionally I helped them into and out of the shower. Less often, I worked with
those who, for comfort reasons, chose not to wear any clothing at all during labor and birth. It was a
constant source of personal relief and gratitude that my response to these familiar sights was always
calm and without lustful thoughts or sexual stimulation whatsoever. Yet one thing was consistent:
this ongoing experience never caused the slightest diminishing of a healthy enjoyment of what I was
seeing. I’ve often thought that only when God made Eve did He really finish with creation. He saved
for His last act the fashioning of His most spectacular piece of artwork. And personally, the sight of
naked pregnant women, with their expanding curves and their enlarged bellies and breasts, appealed
to me more now than when I first started seeing them so routinely as a labor and delivery nurse.

"What a shameful disgrace to think and talk of them otherwise," the old man broke into my
thoughts again. "As I said, their beauty and our attraction to them are a divine blessing from a
marvelous Creator. Of course, many women will say they admire the naked bodies of men in just the
same way. I think they say it to be polite. But who knows? In the resurrection, their words may
become more believable."

"So I guess you know what I've been thinking about. You knew that I could answer your
question by reviewing my own experiences."

He stared silently at me with a faint smile, then he turned his eyes again to the river and to the
naked bathers.

"You have no idea how strategically the Lord has placed you, brother. You actually know the
truth even better than I could ever explain it. But I will add my own honesty . . . I have watched more
scenes like the one before us than you have seen babies born, yet I still enjoy the sight of those
women bathing over there. Do we ever get tired of starry nights, or blazing sunsets, or delicately
fashioned flowers, or fluffy white clouds in a clear blue sky? Even if we did tire of those delights, the
sight of naked humanity— the pinnacle of God's creation, the image of His Godhead, the temple of
His presence— will always attract the eyes of other humans, unless they have become blindly
corrupted by evil. And even then, there is hope for healing."

Feeling now secure in trusting this ancient fellow, I didn't resist when he took my arm and
started leading me closer to the river. When near the middle of the large sandy beach, he made a
sweeping gesture with both his arms.

"Just look at these lovely families," he continued. "When your missionaries met this same
Eden-like beauty among certain tribes and clans, they ordered it to be hidden under clothing. Their
commandment was not for protection or decoration, and certainly not for comfort. No, they preached
it as a form of godliness, according to their 'knowledge of good and evil.' Such knowledge was the
same promised to Eve by Satan.’’ It was the same offered by the Gnostics to their disciples,
promising that their eyes would 'be opened.”” In the pride of this knowledge, your missionaries
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opened the eyes of those simple people to a law that closed their eyes to the goodness of their own
bodies, just as it did with our first parents. It brought those tribes into a new kind of lust, the same
lust that ravaged the lands from which the missionaries were sent.” Our Lord stripped Himself of
heavenly glory to become flesh and dwell among us. This wickedness could have been avoided, if
they had followed His example by stripping themselves of clothing to become like the naked people
they were sent to serve.”" Jesus had a bitter word for Pharisees and teachers who taught as laws of
God the commandments of men’": "Woe to you who journey over land and sea to win a single
convert, and when he becomes one, you make him twice as much a child of hell as you are."'i

"That saying cannot be applied to them!" I retorted with some emotion. "Many of them laid
down their lives to reach those lands with the Gospel. They were just trying to obey God's command
'to clothe the naked."

I felt compelled to say this in their defense, even though I knew how modern mission policies
had changed. Missiologists had learned from the mistakes described by the old man. In many cases,
along with the message of the Gospel, early missionaries brought into those cultures some of the
same social bondage that plagued the West. Today's missionaries are trained to avoid importing into
native cultures the customs of Western civilization,i even the West's scrupulous enforcement of
clothing.”®

"Legalism is hellish fruit," he replied. "It can make children of heaven look like those of hell.
Yet, when these brothers and sisters finally recognized the devastating fruits of their legalism, those
very words of 'woe' in our Lord's warning brought them tears, which He Himself had to wipe from
their eyes. They had not been trying 'to clothe the naked' poor, which was the goal of His
command.”” Those tribes lacked neither warmth for their bodies nor fig leaves to hide them. The
question God asked Adam and Eve is the same one their neighbors might have asked the first ones
who took garments from the missionaries: "Who told you that you were naked?"®’

I made mental notes of all these points, hoping to remember them. I was especially excited
about going back over the first three chapters of Genesis again very carefully. In fact, I wanted to
start re-reading the whole Bible in a new way— envisioning ancient life realistically, instead of
superimposing my own cultural assumptions, based on my experience of private bathrooms,
inexpensive clothing, and the body shame I had grown up with.

The old man remained silent for a few moments. His eyes were surveying all the activity in
the river and along its bank. Then he looked at me again.

"We came here today with a purpose, my son. It's to find if you are ready to be healed."

"Healed?"

"Healed of the wall that has divided your mind for so long," he explained. "On one side is a
'knowledge,' a gnosis taught to you all your life. It has told you that the naked body is an object of
indecency and lust. Ever since you arrived here, that part of your mind has tried to reject the truth
displayed before your eyes. You were raised to reject it. You were brought up with an obscene view
of the body, and your people have been passing it along to their children with a zeal that rivals their
devotion to God Himself. That falsehood is the womb from which even more defiling imaginations
about the body are conceived and born. However, on the other side of that wall, your mind saw these
naked families in the same way you have seen nakedness in your midwifery and care of the sick.
Your dismay, at first seeing us disrobe to baptize, came from the sordid side of your thinking. But
then, the side informed by your long years of working with nakedness began to wish this scene to be
just as it seemed, a time of innocent fellowship. Only one perception can be true, and you already
know which one it is."

"The side of my mind which sees nothing wrong with my work," I confessed very slowly. As
those words unloosened and were released from deep inside me, I felt a sudden dissipation of inner
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emotional tension. "If I, and other nurses like me, see nudity in the hospital without a problem, then
our experience explains why these people here have no problem with it."

He gazed into my eyes with a sober intensity, as he instructed me, "Never forget this. The
part of your thinking that hoped for this to be a wholesome gathering was true. This alone is the
answer you have long sought as a way to explain your work to others. This is why seeing and
working with nakedness has not caused you to lust. The answer is identical to our representation here
today, where believers were baptized and families bathed together without the problems spawned
and nurtured through a false view of the body. These, beautiful but ordinary bodies of your brothers
and sisters in Christ, are just what they are, and nothing more. Only deceitful imaginations paint
them otherwise, and such imaginations are demonic and hellish.

"The 'naked truth' of the Greek fable is a powerful liberator from falsehood, is it not? You
remember how it began to set you free the very first time you bathed a woman in her sickbed. It
continued to liberate you with every new occasion of seeing and working with women's bodies. Even
if we had not come today—even if you could forgot all I have told you from Scripture— your very
own experience was sufficient instruction in the truth. It had the power to bring down that wall in
your mind long ago, if you had allowed it to."

He gave me a few moments to consider this statement.

Finally he challenged, "How long did you really think you could waver between two
opinions? Were you waiting for God to answer with fire from heaven, as He did with Elijah?®' He
already spoke through your midwifery work. Now He has let you see a representation of your
heritage in the ancient church. Our drama today is our own joy, whether you respond to it or not. But
it will be our greater joy, if it enables your final cleansing from double-mindedness. It is up to you
whether that wall in your mind stays there or topples."

I felt I was on the brink of cataclysmic change. Early on in my listening to this ancient
preacher, there was something uncomfortable churning in the background of my mind. I was
realizing, with every point he made, that such thinking was a dynamic departure from the norms of
society. But I also knew that those norms were not always that healthy. Our culture's sexualized view
of the body is pervasive and self-perpetuating. It was true that everyone from pornographers to
church leaders spoke the same language about nakedness. The latter try to prevent its display as a
sexual sin, while the former sell the sight of it for sexual lust. Both of them, and almost everyone in
between, see it just as the old fellow described: indecent, obscene, lustful. | knew this was false, at
least, I knew it on one side of the wall in my mind. If the wall collapsed, and that side took over, I
would be left standing against thousands of voices that might misunderstand, contradict, perhaps
even harass and persecute me. My sole consolation would be that of standing on the side of the truth,
'the naked truth.'

"What matters in the end . . ." the old preacher broke into my thoughts, "the very end, when
we face our true Judge, is whether or not our stand was one that stood with God. You already know
His original opinion about our bodies. He has never changed it. You know that He makes our body
His sanctuary, whether dressed or undressed. You know that we are not to conform to the world's
pattern of thinking, as we present our bodies to the Lord.®* The world, its views, and its lusts will
pass away, but God's view about everything will endure forever. We came today, my brother, only
because the world's prevailing misrepresentation of the human body is an abomination to our Lord
and Savior Jesus Christ."

When he paused, I could visualize the wall in my mind. It seemed almost tangible.

"So, if I now fully adopt God's view, will the wall in my mind go down?" I asked.

"No, because you already have His view," he answered. "You have had it for years. You have
lived with it for years."
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"Then what?" I queried. "Is there more I need to know?"

"You will always need to know more," he grinned. "But for your double-mindedness to heal,
you must give that wall a strong, steadfast push from the side you are now standing on."

"How?"

"Simply by doing what you came here to do," he smiled broadly. "But do it by joining us in
the same way people have been swimming and bathing for most of this old world's history."

Skinny-dip with this group? That was my mental thought, and he overheard it.

"Not unless you can do so before the Lord in good faith. If you did so while still believing
that your nakedness was obscene and sinful, your conscience would be wounded. The wound would
be real because the faith would be real, even though misguided and weak.®® But I must tell you the
truth. If you feel morally unable to bare your body to bathe beside us, then the dividing wall in your
mind will stay where it is, despite your clear conscience while working in the midst of naked
women."

I was sure I had already made my decision mentally. Now I was being asked to prove it by
demonstrating it practically. I recalled the baptisms I'd watched earlier. There was a similarity
between them and what I had to do now. If I really believed my experiences in the hospital, if I really
saw the truth of the goodness of the human body, if I really knew that a shameful view of the body
was not God's will, then I would have to enter the river naked to demonstrate it. It was not good
enough merely to believe it in my mind, or even to verbally confess it with my mouth. If [ was truly
convinced, then, as if being baptized, I had to enter the waters of public testimony to proclaim my
belief. I looked around again one last time at the many naked people, whether ghosts or
hallucinations, or actors and actresses, it didn't matter to me anymore. The old man seemed
authentic, and I wanted to believe that what he said about them was true, too, that these really were
my Christian brothers and sisters. It would make it easier.

"If it helps," he said, then slowly pulled his robe off over his head. Before me now stood his
slender, bony, naked frame. "I was thinking about needing a bath today anyway."

Without another thought, I just did it. Off came my shoes and socks, then shirt and jeans. I
had on my swimsuit under them. After a pause of about five seconds, off came the swimming trunks
as well. I had to catch up with the old man who was already at the water's edge. As I followed him, I
kept glancing from side to side to see if anyone was staring at me. Everyone was still busy doing
what they had been doing. Apparently I was not the center of attraction. But someone did notice me.
A little boy ran up and addressed me in the language that I had been unable to understand. He was
holding up a crawfish he had caught. I thought he wanted me to take it, but I politely declined with
hand motions. He ran back to the water with it.

"He was asking you if it was good to eat," the old man smiled.

I laughed, and I realized how nervous my laughter was. I was not yet at ease, even though |
knew no one was staring at me. I took a deep breath, let it out with a sigh, and then really began
laughing. Although still self-conscious about how I looked to those around me, I became
immediately aware of the warmth of the sunshine on those areas of skin where, to my memory, the
sun had never before shone. It was also a strange sensation to have the occasional rise and fall of a
soft breeze on places the wind had never touched. After reaching the water and wading out, my
friend squatted to bathe, as several other older people had done. I knew I would feel more
comfortable if I became invisible, so, wading out as quickly as possible, I dived into the river. Again,
it gave me an unfamiliar sense of freedom to glide through the water without swimming trunks. Was
this, I wondered, what people in "naked cultures" got to enjoy every time they went swimming?

There were several reasons this was such a nice swimming location. One feature was the
broad sandy beach running for quite a distance on the side where we entered the water. Another was
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how wide and slow-moving the river became in this vicinity. A third attraction was the many large
rocks and deep spots in the water on the opposite bank.

Looking in that direction, I saw that a group of teens and young adults had discovered that
area and were jumping or diving from the rocks with glee. That was also my favorite activity here, so
I swam over to join in. Again, I understood nothing as these smiling young people spoke to me.
Assuming their words were a greeting, I just smiled back as I lingered a moment, intentionally
keeping my lower half under the water. I was still embarrassed about having them see my body the
same way | was seeing theirs. [ was also still a little skeptical. I carefully watched the eyes of both
guys and girls in the group, to see if they were taking advantage of this open nudity to check out each
others external anatomy. As far as I could tell, they weren't. They appeared to be acting normally and
merely having fun together. It just seemed strange to me that none of them were as shy as I was about
being without swimsuits. But the absence of "tan lines" on any of them was the obvious explanation.
As the old man had told me, these young people had grown up always swimming this way. The only
swimsuit they had ever seen was probably the one I had just left on the beach. If that was true, it
would mean that these teens had watched each others bodies change during all their years of growing
up, removing all the curiosity about the opposite sex that used to plague me during my own youth.
That thought dissipated my lingering shyness and gave me the courage to climb up out of the water.
When I did, they paid no more attention to my fully exposed body than they paid to each others.

Even if they weren't staring, I still felt somewhat self-conscious. But it was extremely helpful,
and sobering, to reflect on the fact that I was now in a situation similar to that of the women whose
bodies were exposed during my nursing care. Fortunately, if my patients had any shyness at all, it
usually disappeared within moments. This is what happened with me. In fact, after making several
"cannonball" jumps into the water, | had the strange feeling that somehow I was still really dressed. It
made me think about how the expression "wearing only your birthday suit " actually described a real
sense of having something on. I was, in fact, wearing a very substantial, very familiar, and very long-
lasting outfit: my bare skin. And the lack of interest paid to it by those around me, made it a very
pleasant fit. To tell the truth, I was starting to feel tremendously more comfortable dressed only "in
my skin."

I must confess something else. I felt a certain exuberance looking at all these youthful bodies.
Seeing their slender anatomy in motion was fascinating. With their external musculature totally
visible, I could see why artists down through the ages have been intrigued with the challenge of
capturing the nude form in sculptures and paintings.®* The idea suddenly popped into my head that
ought to do something about my long fascination with art. Within a year after this event, I did start
taking art courses to learn how to draw.®” I even took a figure drawing class where some of the nude
models reminded me of what I saw this day.

The sight of these naked young people also reminded me of my own adolescence. The
thought that my body had once been youthful like theirs stirred up a wistful, nostalgic longing. The
older I get, the more sincerely I hope that God's future resurrection will restore us to a state like that
of those young men and women. In fact, while looking at them, I was wondering about how we
would be raised on Resurrection Day—dressed, or as naked as these youths in front of me? The old
man described Christ exiting the tomb with His grave wrappings left behind. Not long after this, I
saw the movie called The Passion, which was filmed in such a way as to depict Jesus leaving the
tomb wearing nothing. If our Lord was really raised that way, as the Scriptures seem to indicate,
maybe we would be raised that way, too.



Page 25
Part S - Calling

"The hallmark of an authentic evangelicalism is not
the uncritical repetition of old traditions but the willingness
to submit every tradition, however ancient,
to fresh Biblical scrutiny and, if necessary, reform."

— John Stott, in a Christianity Today interview

After jumping several times into the water, [ decided to swim back again to find the old man.
He was no longer in the river. When I reached the other side, I saw him spreading his robe on the
sand and stretching out in the sun. My first thought, on leaving the water, was to find my pile of
things and put on my pants, but instead I took my towel, spread it out, and laid down next to my
elderly friend. My mind was racing with questions to ask him, but my formulation of them was
effectively cancelled by an overwhelming distraction. It was my exuberant enjoyment of being totally
naked and yet totally unashamed in the presence of all these other naked people. As usual, the old
fellow picked up on my dilemma.

"The reason you have so many questions," he said, "is that this one aspect of being a creature
of God, your physical embodiment, touches so many other aspects of what it means to be human. But
your mind is also caught up in the joy of experiencing your body in the way God meant for you to
know it, not with shame but with rejoicing."

It was true. [ was feeling good about having no shame in my nakedness. I felt I could worship
God that way, pray that way, sing praises to Him that way, and feel completely good about it.

"In a large measure," he explained, "the modern church, by an emphasis only on our spiritual
nature, has ignored the uniqueness of our humanity. It is essential for obedience to God's purposes
that the fleshly body participates in spirituality to the same degree that our human spirit does. God
never intended that they be separated, either mentally, as in Gnosticism, or literally, as in death. He
intended just the opposite, that body and spirit be so intimately wed together that human life is not
recognizable without them both. We cannot wait for Resurrection Day to demonstrate a humanity
that is whole and spiritually functional. God's presence in us sanctifies our bodies in exactly the same
way it sanctifies our spirits. This acceptance of the body is crucial. Indeed, only by fully accepting
our bodies do we even approach spiritual wholeness. Ignoring them, or worse, this Gnostic
slandering of our fleshly nature, not only maligns our Creator but discards His original purpose for
making us in His image as body-spirit beings. Elaborate efforts and disciplined energies expended to
groom our human spirits will not compensate for such a departure from God's will. This is why such
a simple act—taking off your clothes to bathe with us—has given this overwhelming joy to your
human spirit. It is the same joy a husband feels when his wife is publicly honored, for in reality, the
two have become one flesh. Acknowledging your true nature, your naked humanity, is a healing
experience that your soul longed for, even if you never knew it. Your earthly, spiritual walk is
crippled unless your soul stands in its full humanity, living out divine spirituality in your body as
fully as in your spirit."

The joy he described was indeed real. It seemed to come from somewhere within me, as if
from an ancient region buried deeply inside my soul. At the same time, there was in my thoughts an
unfriendly, intimidating shadow casting itself across that joy. It was like a haunting memory,
creeping out from that old familiar place on the other side of my mind, the place that had been a
stronghold for my double-mindedness. Like a ghostly presence, it gave me a chill."

"Evil spirits, once cast out, try to come back," he warned,” clearly describing what I was
sensing. "They seek their old home. That is why you must see this new experience of your body as a
spiritual reality, not just an exchange of a false gnosis for a new form of knowledge. If God does not
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fully indwell your discovery, then a pride of knowledge can easily usurp and control it. But shadows
of darkness would be no threat, if your healing was complete, which it's not. There's another question
you have. Your further healing lies within that area of your heart where an answer is needed. It's a
pride of knowledge itself that makes the question difficult to form and ask. Try starting back where
you began."

When he made this suggestion, I immediately recalled my original assumption, when I first
saw the nude baptisms. I had jumped to the conclusion that these people were nudists. All I had ever
heard about nudism was either in ridicule or denunciation. At one time or another I had participated
in both those attitudes. To me, the word itself sounded "dirty." I declined even to contemplate what
its practice fully entailed. Yet I was shuddering at the thought of its connection with what I was now
doing myself. I ended up describing my feelings, instead of asking him a question.

"I never imagined in my wildest dreams that I'd ever go skinny-dipping," I confessed, "or ever
be laying out nude like this in the sunshine. It's a great feeling, and there's no sense of guilt about
doing it, but I do have a worry. I'm thinking about my reputation. What if anyone found out? They'd
say [ was behaving like a nudist."

"You have harshly judged those people, haven't you?" he remarked with a serious look in his
eyes. "Without knowing them, you degraded them from the pulpit. While preaching the Word of
God, you publicly denounced their character and their actions without even investigating them or
their teachings."

Before he even said the word "pulpit" I was recalling a sermon where I had done exactly that,
condemning the nudists. Without reading anything about their actual behavior, without researching
their ideas or learning why they practiced them, I just knew that nudism was wrong. Even now I was
afraid and trembling inside at the thought that my own nude swimming and sunbathing might
associate me with such people.

"Who knows what they do at those resorts of theirs?" I responded, grabbing for some means
to defend my judgmental attitude. "I know for one thing, they have turned nakedness into a form of
recreation."

"Or perhaps," he suggested, "they have turned to recreation while in their state of nakedness,
even as you see it being done here."

Smiling, he waved his arm in the direction of those playing in the river. Then, with that
piercing gaze of his, he commented, "God knows very well exactly what they do or do not do in their
gatherings. But 'he who gives an answer before he hears, it is folly and shame to him."'

Nailed again by Scripture, I thought, from somewhere in the Proverbs.’

"More than a century before this experience of yours today," he explained, "these very
ordinary people rediscovered this same manner of enjoying God's blessings of sun and water and
fresh air. In the records, they have never been known for lasciviousness, nor for any instability of
mind, as you judged them to be. Indeed, they see and treat the body in the same way we did in the
past, with much more respect and appreciation than your churches do in the present. They have a
more godly view of the body, even with less reason for doing so than they could have had, if they
only understood God's ultimate will for human flesh. One of their number, who helped bring their
beliefs and practices to your own country, was a true brother in Christ.® He was as devoted to the
truth as you yourself claim to be. But without really knowing these people, you fear becoming like
them or being called one of them. Let me ask a question. Has your experience of swimming with us
changed you? Are you a different man, now that you are naked and unashamed before your brothers
and sisters?"

"I'm the same person," I answered, pausing a moment in reflection. "I guess there's a
difference, though. Maybe it's not a personality difference, but a feeling of rightness or normalness. I
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guess, it's like having a new sense of purity and freedom. I'm starting to feel like this is how things
always should have been, how things naturally ought to be."

"Truth," he whispered, as if giving me a hint.

"Yes," I agreed, "the same truth that's been in my face all these years in the hospital. But I
couldn't mentally accept it as a reality of life, because I've been living with that wall dividing my
mind. Until today, I had no theological peg on which to hang my experiences with nudity. What
you've shared has been like a hammer driving that peg in and making the whole thing collapse. With
that wall gone, the truth is clear. I knew the nude body wasn't indecent or obscene, but I still held on
to an attitude that it was, an attitude imbedded in my mind since childhood. I guess, without realizing
it, I already did have the truth. Today, the truth I knew for all those years was finally explained.
Nakedness had a meaning I didn't understand. Now I do."

"You're beginning to, anyway," smiled the old man.

Suddenly he turned his head and looked back toward the area in the brush where I had come
through on the trail. Then he said, "There's just a little time left, and you still have many questions.
One important thing you're wondering about is whether all of this was arranged just for you. You
should already know that nothing is arranged just for a single life. No man is an island,' as one of
your poets wrote."

"That was John Donne," I thought to myself, but the old man overheard it.

"Yes, and his words are true, even about his own life and poems, which are still speaking in
this world, long after his departure. That's how it must be with you. If your double-mindedness has
ended, if you now stand only with the truth, then this blessing is not yours alone. You must share it
with others. Multitudes of people have a greater need for healing than the need for deliverance from
double-mindedness, which you brought here today."

"The actual experience of skinny-dipping was itself very healing," I confessed. "But I'm
starting to see how this dualistic thinking of Gnosticism really has influenced the church. I grew up
with that thinking. I'm beginning to see how it has affected the way we think of heaven, the way we
do evangelism, the way we sing our songs and hymns about the Christian life. We've made leaving
the physical world, this material world of dust and flesh, one of the major goals of salvation. But
God is going to restore it to us in resurrection. Yes . . . even restoring His original creation with 'a
new heaven and new earth'. . ."

", .. in which righteousness dwells,
Peter's epistles.”’

"I don't know if [ would ever have seen this on my own," I admitted, "even though it's all
about the body, something we're so intimate with, such an ordinary part of us. Yet we see and talk
about the body as separate from us, almost as if it's foreign— just so much baggage to drop off at
death and leave behind."

"This is the confusion of Gnosticism," the old man interjected, "and a confusion of God's
purpose for making us body-spirit beings in the first place. Without our bodies we are like the angels,
in a spiritual state that God intended for cherubim and seraphim. But humans need earth's dust to
make us truly who we are. Our bodies define our humanness. Without them, we are merely ghosts.
Take a good look at your naked frame, my brother. Look at all these bodies of your family in Christ.
These fleshly vessels have always been our home. When they are resurrected and glorified, they will
be our permanent homes for all eternity. Shame about them, whether clad or naked, is a foreign idea
from a fallen angel, and though our first parents believed his lie, it has never stopped being false.
Humility, which is the true modesty we need, is the death of shame. It humbly and thankfully accepts
what we really are— not feeling less than we are when naked, nor trying to appear more than we are
when finely dressed. Bathing at a river like this, where nothing is hidden by apparel, can quickly

m

said my old friend, finishing my quote from one of
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unravel the immodesty of pride. At the same time, being accepted in your humble nakedness by
friends and family and others, is a simple cure for the bondage of an ungodly shame about the size or
shape or blemishes in the body God has especially given to you."

"I think I knew that already," I remarked, my mind racing with the implications of what he
was saying. "For years I watched how that works with patients having to expose themselves to nurses
and doctors, but I couldn't put it into words. Just knowing the truth from seeing the reality of
nakedness wasn't enough. It should have taught me all this, or could have taught it to me, if I had
really let myself think about it. But I truly was double-minded. Whenever I stepped outside the
hospital after work, I lived with another mindset. It was almost schizophrenic, like living in two
worlds."

"Truth knows only the real world," stated the old man. "Nakedness is simply the truth
unveiled—reality uncovered. When seen for what it really is, the body has unique power to unravel
vain imaginings and unwholesome illusions."

"I guess that's the central problem," I concluded, "a vain imagination."

"Deception, more accurately," he explained. "Ending yours was our first purpose in coming
to the river today, but only one of them. Your own peace of mind is a small matter, my brother, when
weighed against the larger need. It will be easy now to explain to doubters why your work with
nakedness causes you no stumbling. But to halt the delusions behind the doubts, you must confront
the Gnosticism that has warped a godly view of the body. As long as the churches embrace that view,
God's image will be maligned, no matter how often it is praised as 'fearfully and wonderfully
made."”” It is mockery to hear that phrase on the same lips of those who in their next breath call
God's temple a lustful enticement. This is why God withholds His hand of deliverance from believers
who get entangled with images of lascivious nakedness. He cannot liberate their minds when they
believe that the defilement itself resides in the beauty of His handiwork. "You shall know the truth,
and the truth will set you free.”" Tell me, how well has this falsehood preached about the body's
shamefulness delivered those trapped in this corruption?"

"You mean addiction to pornography?" I asked, and he nodded. It was true. Until [ became a
nurse, relief from pornography's attraction through prayer and confession was usually temporary. In
the hospital, observing the simplicity of actual nakedness destroyed the duplicity in its exploitation
by pornography. My ongoing double-mindedness allowed me to sympathize with Christian men who
confessed their struggles with porn. But my own realistic dealings with nudity itself had dealt
pornography's place in my mind a deep wound, although not a fatal blow. Porn could still be a
bother.

"This is why the modern church's struggle against this wicked trade is endless," affirmed the
old man. "God will never bless the deceit of body shame, nor ever cease to bless our flesh as a
sanctuary for His presence. He will never call what is good evil, nor ever sanction the lies taught
about the body, even though His own children preach them. Such preaching itself is the true
stumbling block. It has led multitudes to trip and fall into the very pit it warns everyone to avoid.
And since the church is guilty of adopting this perverted view of the body, spreading it as though it
were part of the Gospel itself, then it is the church's duty to repent of her sin, and to make
restitution."f

"But how?" I wondered to myself, then said aloud, "This is no small matter, attempting to
undo what's been held for centuries as a matter of Christian conscience."

"No small matter indeed," he exclaimed, "not when so many wrestle with a wounded
conscience because of it! Both believer and unbeliever labor under this heavy burden, laid on them
by teachers and elders who cannot lift a finger to remove it even from themselves.”” The conscience
echoes only its instruction. If taught the truth, it makes whoever transgresses the truth uncomfortable
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with guilt. But if fed with lies or half-truths, the conscience is pricked with a phantom guilt for
breaking laws that God never established. Study the history of the churches. You will find that a
deceived conscience is the fountainhead of legalism."

"I hate to sound pessimistic," I protested, "but what you're talking about is impossible.
Society, and I guess the church, too, is thoroughly immersed in this kind of thinking. Trying to
reverse it would be like trying to undo history."

"Tell the truth!" he challenged me emphatically. "We spoke the truth, and they accused us of
'turning the world upside down.”* By proclaiming the truth, we were turning a misled world right
side up! Our loyalty to the truth brought the whole Roman Empire under the message of the Gospel.
Truth is the only weapon that can succeed against deception. The light of truth is the death of
darkness. Speak forth the truth, brother! And when falsehood tries to silence you, shout the truth
more loudly!"

"Many good believers wouldn't call this the truth," I persisted in rebuttal. "They'd oppose any
message that could lead Christians to participate in a scene like this. Most people accept my work as
a nurse in the hospital. But as a pastor, if | shared what I've learned . . . no, let's put it this way . . . if
anyone found out what I've been doing here today, skinny-dipping with a crowd of naked people, I
might get myself defrocked."

"Whose servant do you claim to be?" the old man taunted. "Does your ministry belong to
God or to men? If you lost your station with men, would you lose your position with God?"

"In losing my position with men, I would lose my ministry to them."

"Would you?" retorted the ancient preacher. "What is your ministry other than to minister
truth to those who need it? You are happy today to be set free from false thinking. That is what the
truth does. What you have learned yourself has the power to liberate many more people, people who
live under this false Gnostic thinking, people who are bound in slavery to this damning trade of
lasciviousness. If you know the truth, but hide it from those who need its freedom, what ministry do
you really have?"

"But this is a minor truth," I pleaded insistently. "What people need is salvation. They need
the Gospel and a new life in Christ. That's what's important for us to preach."

"Supremely important," the old fellow agreed. "But must you bring Christ in and leave Him
standing just inside the threshold or lingering in the hallway. Every room in the whole house needs
His cleansing. This is a very large room of the heart where believers should be living abundant
lives,”” a place where they must learn to think and act with a pure mind.”® It is much bigger than you
realize. Those caught up in a false view of the body often feel its turmoil overflowing everywhere
else in their lives. The truth that has set you free today has the same power to deliver them. Preaching
manmade scruples may please men, but it delivers no one. 'Are you trying to win the approval of
men,' my brother, 'or of God? Or are you trying to please men? If you are still trying to please men,
you would not be a minister of Christ."”’

I recognized that he was quoting from Galatians, the epistle in which Paul was trying to
preserve the Gospel from the inroads of Jewish legalism. I saw the direct connection my aged friend
was making. The pornographic addictions in society, and in the church as well, were founded upon
this false view of the body. The church had adopted and enforced that error legalistically. Even with
my long history of dealing pure-mindedly with nudity in the hospital, I was occasionally susceptible
to pornography's allurement. As I propped myself up on my elbows and looked around at this scene
at the river, [ wondered if [ would ever again be led astray by this vile plague that ravages our world.
Now that the wall in my mind had fallen, maybe the last vestige of a pornographic view of the body
was gone. Would it or could it come back? Instantly, the thought came into my mind, "Only if you
return to it, 'as a dog returns to its vomit."' I somehow knew that I was hearing this graphic Scriptural
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phrase’® being quoted into my thoughts by the old man beside me. When I looked at him, he grinned
back knowingly.

The sunshine was so warm and relaxing that I kept lying there lazily soaking it up even after I
was dry from swimming. I stared straight up at the sky, thinking about the strangeness of this scene |
had walked into. I was also thinking about the past: how I had grown up with such a shyness about
my own nudity; how undressing for the doctor had been so hard to do when I was an early teen; how
stripping down for gym class in high school took some time to get used to. Then I remembered a few
other incidents of embarrassment, when I had been "walked in on" while dressing or undressing. I
wondered if those experiences would have been different, if I had been brought up without a
shameful view of my body.

During this relaxing reverie, I recalled two specific people I had callously judged when I
learned that they had become "nudists." With one of them I no longer had contact, and to the other I
started planning to write a letter asking for forgiveness. In another situation, as a leader over a
Christian ranch ministry, [ had dismissed a fellow from our community for skinny-dipping with two
naked girls he met on a nearby beach. That recollection was painful, now that I was "guilty" of an
identical transgression. For that, and for judging those others without knowing their reasons for
becoming nudists, [ whispered a short prayer, asking God's forgiveness. Then I thought about how,
on "clothing optional" European beaches, families were freely allowed to swim and sunbathe in the
nude. In the past I had verbally berated those countries for allowing that kind of thing. But now, here
I was, laying out in the sun just like those Europeans. Then there came to mind a web article I had
read some time ago. It was about "top-freedom" in the State of New York, where, back in the 1990s,
a court overruled a statute that kept women from going topless in places where men were allowed to.
At the time, I had mentally condemned that court, but now I pondered how breastfeeding-friendly it
would be for every state across the nation to adopt that policy. My mind's amalgamation of all these
wandering thoughts led me to close my eyes.

The last thing I recollect was thinking about a vivid dream I had years ago. I was on my way
to Heaven, flying through the sky naked with a large company of naked saints and holding hands
with my naked wife, who looked as young as when we were first married. After that dream, I had
written a very descriptive poem about it, called "Dreaming of You." That was the last thing I
remember thinking about before dropping off to sleep.
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Part 6 - Encounter

"In order to swim one takes off all one's clothes—in order to aspire

to the truth one must undress in a far more inward sense, divest oneself of
all one's inward clothes, of thoughts, conceptions, selfishness, etc.,
before one is sufficiently naked." — Sgren Kierkegaard, in Journals

It was the shouts of the swimmers, jumping off the rocks across the river that awakened me.
But what startled me was that they were the only ones left at the river. The rest of the group had
disappeared. I looked one way and the other. All the robes and tunics were gone from the tree limbs
and bushes. There was no sign of anyone except for two young couples on the rocks across the river.
I quickly looked back at them. They looked different than those I had been with earlier, maybe a little
older, but all four were just as naked and having just as much fun jumping into the water. I stood up.

"Hey! Where are the others?" I shouted loudly to them. "Where did everybody go?"

The four stopped their activity, blankly staring at me. Then they turned to each other in a
brief discussion. I'd forgotten that they didn't understand my language. Then one of the guys, who
was standing high up on one of the larger rocks, yelled back an answer.

"Wait there! We're coming over!" he cried out in perfect English, then all of them dived into
the water.

I was disoriented and bewildered about what had just transpired. Had it been a real
experience or only a vivid dream? If a dream, then how could four of the "dream phantoms" be left
behind? Looking down at my bare body, I asked myself the next obvious question. If it was just a
dream, how did I go to sleep on the beach naked with no memory of undressing? Had I done so in
my sleep? While pondering this, I suddenly noticed that in a spot not too far away from me there
were a few beach towels, backpacks and clothing on the sand. These surely belonged to the four who
were now swimming toward me. When they were near enough to shore to stand up and wade the rest
of the way in, I realized that these were not part of the group that had vanished. Both the girls had
short hair, and one of the guys was wearing a cross on a gold chain around his neck. Among those I
had just been with, all the women had long hair. No one wore any jewelry.

"Hello there. My name's Jason," said the young man wearing the cross, the one who had
called to me from the rock. "We'd seen you sunbathing, so we thought this might be a place for
skinny-dipping."

"Hi, I'm Rhoda," the first girl introduced herself, then stammered apologetically, "We hope
it's okay. We assumed it was, when we found you asleep in the sun."

"We thought you were alone," said the second girl. "My name's . . ."

"Hold it!" I interrupted her quickly, and asked, "It wouldn't be . . . Prisca, would it?"

"How'd you know that? I bet you weren't asleep at all," chided the girl. "Priscilla's my real
name, but I always go by Prisca. You probably overheard us talk about doing this."

"Doing what?" I asked, trying to piece this together. Those were the names the old man
mentioned in my dream, if it was a dream. I tried to recall any other names that had come up. Just
when I remembered how he had quoted from John Donne, the second young man answered my
question.

"Skinny-dipping," he replied and was the first to offer me a handshake. "I'm John. Jason and I
are cousins. We thought it'd be okay . . . you know, skinny-dipping and all."

The first girl, Rhoda, hesitatingly added, "We did think you were alone. If your friends come
back, I hope it's okay with them, you know, us being here, too . . . naked, I mean. When we saw you
asleep there like that . . . well, we didn't know there were others around."

"Um ... yeah, sure . .." I stuttered in response, still trying to orient myself to these new
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circumstances. "I guess this spot's about as private as you can get for swimming naked. As far as the
others, I guess I don't really know. It's strange. I was taking a nap . . . and now they're gone. I'm pretty
positive they won't be coming back. But, I know for sure I was really out. Somehow I must have
gotten your names in my sleep. They were like part of a dream."

As I fumbled around for what to say to them, I could not help watching the eyes of both girls.
They had each been flitting glances below my waist. When the girl named Rhoda realized that I had
noticed her doing this, she started to giggle.

"I'm sorry! I'm really, really sorry!" she apologized, as both she and Prisca simultaneously
burst into laughter. "I'm not used to seeing guys . . .  mean, you know, that part of a guy's body. This
is our first time ever doing this skinny-dipping thing . . . really!"

"I'm sorry for staring, too," Prisca piped in. She also turned to the cousins and said, " . . . and
at you guys. I know I was gawking. I couldn't help it. It's not at all like what's in biology books. All
three of you guys look so different down there."

"Yeah, well the same goes for you two up higher," chuckled John. "Everybody's different.
Get 1t? Every body is different. Every body . . ."

"We get it, we get it!" Prisca exclaimed, rolling her eyes.

"It's true, they're new to this," explained Jason. "I've done it before, so it's not such a big deal
for me. But I think you understand how it is your first time. Seeing you asleep there gave us the
courage to join you, in a way. We'd been talking about it on the hike here. Even though this place is
pretty secluded, we probably would've forgotten about it. But then we saw you and thought, 'maybe
that's what he's been doing.' So we decided, 'Hey, skinny-dipping it is!""

Their frankness seemed to make their story plausible. But, if some of them were not really
used to this kind of thing, they had certainly transitioned more quickly to being comfortable together
with their nudity than I had in my dream, or vision, or whatever it was. Yet, even if imaginary, the
experience had left me with a real sense of already making the transition myself. I felt no
embarrassment about being naked in front of these young adults. While [ was pondering this, |
glanced again at their belongings on the beach. I saw on one of the backpacks some permanent-pen
artwork that included images of a cross and a dove and the words, "JESUS is REAL!" written in bold
letters. Since they looked college-age, and since I knew there was only one college in the area, |
made an educated guess.

"Are you from the Bible College?"

Sudden, somber silence fell on all four. Any former light-heartedness immediately vanished
from their faces, and all eyes gravitated to the ground. It was Jason who first looked back up at me to
respond to my question.

"Yes. I guess we didn't think about that," he said solemnly, looking around at his friends. The
three others were also glancing up for brief eye contact with each other. Then, still searching for his
words, he continued. "I hope this won't reflect on the school. This whole thing is entirely on our own.
We don't want you to think anything bad about the school."

Now it was my turn to pause and search for words. I was still more or less stunned from
coming out of a long conversation with an extravagant hallucination or some kind of visionary ghost.
Even now, while fully awake, I wanted to believe it was real—that my experience with that crowd of
apparitions, or angels, or maybe even authentic, first-century Christians that had somehow been
transported in time, was not just a fantasy. But whether it was or not, these four young people
standing in front of me, as naked as [ was, were very real. They had been caught not only in
displaying their external anatomy to each other and to a stranger, but also in showing signs of guilt
for letting their youthful curiosity get the better of their upbringing. Yet, even if the girls had been
curiously staring at what had forever been a visual taboo, all four appeared innocent of acting upon
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society's sexual expectations about what being nude together in a social context was bound to lead
to.

"I'm sorry for not introducing myself," I told them, grinning freely. "I'm David. And you can
relax about being from the Bible College. I'm an ordained Christian minister, and also an RN. This is
my first time, too."

This immediately brought to their faces puzzled looks that quickly turned to smiles.

"Hey, this is a real coincidence!" Prisca blurted out.

"I'm not so sure it is," I surmised, wondering again about the content of my dream. "Who
knows? This might have been arranged. 'The steps of a good man are ordered by the Lord.' I'm glad
the word 'good' isn't there in the original Hebrew. It gives me more confidence that God is still
directing me, even when I don't feel worthy of it."

I bent down to gather up my things.

"If you have time to sit and talk, there's some interesting things about nudity that you might
like to know," I announced with confidence, to which they all responded affirmatively. I motioned
toward the place where they had dropped their belongings. "Can we go sit down by your things? That
gives you a chance to get dressed, if you feel more comfortable. But unless it bothers any of you, I'll
just stay undressed."

When we were all seated in a circle, no one had put anything on. I began immediately.

"When I started encountering the nudity of the opposite sex as a nursing student, I got two big
surprises. First, I found there was more in my imagination about women's bodies than there was to
see in reality. Second, I discovered that female nudity didn't excite me sexually, as I thought it might.
All my life I was brought up to think of the naked body as a sexual thing. Maybe you were taught
that, too. But those two surprises opened my eyes to the truth about nakedness. The nude body of the
opposite sex is basically something normal, not mystical, and it's definitely not the mental sex-trap I
was led to believe it was."

I paused.

"I have to ask you," I said looking around and gaining eye contact with each one, "I guess to
test what I think I've been learning. Did any of you yourselves have either of those two surprises,
when you undressed in front of each other?"

After silent smiles from them all, Jason was again the first to speak up.

"Both when I went skinny-dipping before, and again today, it's exactly like you said. What
you imagine is never really there. I could imagine the girls' bodies turning me on, but then when I
really saw them, it's different. Nothing happened."

"Nothing!" snickered Prisca, teasingly slapping his shoulder. He turned to her.

"Hey . . . it's not that you girls aren't pretty. You both look great! I mean it!" he flattered,
smiling at them. "And girls' equipment . . . well, that's something really, really special. And I'll admit
it. . . I've had trouble not staring, too, and you both probably know it. That's because your bodies
really are great to look at."

Rhoda blushed, dropping her eyes, while Prisca's face was beaming. Then he turned back
toward me.

"But their bodies don't affect me the wrong way," he explained. "I was always taught they
would. Now, it does make me feel guilty looking at porn on the web. But the first time I went skinny-
dipping with girls, and this time, too, I've had no problem. In fact, seeing their bodies without having
dirty ideas about it makes me feel like praising God!"

"Yeah, same here," John broke in, catching the enthusiasm in Jason's last few words. He
spoke mainly to the girls, but kept glancing back and forth from them to me. "I'd be a liar if I didn't
say I liked looking at both you girls. Your bodies are amazing! But thank God they don't cause me to
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fantasize. I really like you girls. You're my friends and my sisters in Christ. I worried about those
kinds of thoughts coming up. Even after hearing Jason's story, I still expected I might get physically
stimulated. That would've spoiled a fun day. But it never happened. That was a plus, a really big
plus."

There was a short silence.

"Okay, I'll be honest, too," Prisca confessed. "Tight swimming trunks turn me on. All the way
here I was imagining you guys in them. Before Jason told us his story, I never heard of skinny-
dipping. Then I thought, 'Wow! Not just seeing you guys in your Speedos, but seeing what's under
them!' So when you took them off . . . it changed everything. No offence, guys. Your privates are . . .
well, sort of cute, in a way, but more appealing covered up. I guess it's kind of a mind-trip. I know I
need prayer about that 'tight trunks' thing."

"I thought the same thing about breasts," agreed John. "They catch your eye in a bikini top or
when a tight bra and low-cut dress show cleavage. But here, out in the open like this, they become
more . . . well, more down-to-earth. They're still really attractive, but they're normal and pretty at the
same time."

"Exactly!" Jason nodded in agreement, and after a short pause, they all turned to look at
Rhoda, who seemed to be in deep thought.

"I thought you were pulling our leg," she began, directing her gaze at Jason. "I said we'd end
up getting embarrassed, if we ever tried this. Then, when we did it, my shyness lasted for about a
minute, if that. [ was really surprised. And I tried to be in tune with my conscience, to see if God
would give me a guilty feeling about this. But all I felt was a good feeling . . . a pure feeling."

Here, she turned to address me, "It's like you read my mind, or something. Before we swam
back over to you, I was already thinking about those two surprises you brought up. I think both are
true: our naked bodies are normal, and nudity doesn't have to be sexual. That's where the pure feeling
comes in, instead of guilt. And I don't feel guilty at all right now—not about seeing you guys, or you
seeing me. In fact, it's amazing, but I don't feel like I'm really naked. It's like I'm still dressed
somehow. Isn't that weird?"

"Wow, Rhoda, that's cool!" laughed Prisca, giving her an affirming pat on the shoulder. "I felt
exactly the same way, like I was still wearing something. I feel that way right now, even when I look
down and see I've got nothing on. Yeah, that is a weird feeling! But a good one!"

"I still felt dressed, too," I smiled. "Maybe that's how Adam and Eve felt before they sinnedf
Maybe that's the way birds and fish and other animals feel. When Jesus said not to worry about
clothes, He told us to look at how God dresses the lilies of the field. Flowers, and everything else in
creation, are dressed in their birthday suits.*” Humans must be the only creatures who cover up out of
shame. But I see nothing shameful in these birthday suits we're wearing, although it's a shame the
sun never got to shine on these pale areas all of us have."

When the chuckling subsided from my facetious reference to our "tan lines," I turned to Jason
and asked him if he would mind re-telling the story he had told the others.

"About three years ago, a friend invited me to a weekend youth camp," he began. "The first
night, I found our dorm was co-ed. Girls bunked on one side, guys on the other, but we all dressed
for bed right in front of each other. In the morning, a bunch of nude girls walked in on my friend and
me in the shower. They got right in with us and started talking about ordinary things, as if it was no
big deal. I just watched my friend's response and followed his lead. He just smiled at me and was
calm about it. During the day we swam at the lake or went canoeing or played volleyball, all without
our clothing. A few girls kept their bottoms on, but even the men and women chaperons went nude
most of the day. Yet, throughout that weekend, there was no fooling around—nothing sexual going
on. People treated each other with lots of respect. In fact, what really impressed me was how no one
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made fun of anyone else's body. That was a big 'no-no' there, especially since a couple kids in the
group had some physical challenges. One girl was in a wheelchair, and one of the lady chaperons had
a scarred chest from a mastectomy. But you never heard a comment about the way another person
looked. And all that time, I never heard one dirty joke."

"When my cousin first told me his story, [ was like Rhoda," added John, gaining my
attention, "I thought he was making it up. But his attitude about the body had really changed. He
even got on my case a few times when [ was being disrespectful. I knew this had to be real."

Jason continued, "After about an hour at the lake, that first day, I felt like something was
happening inside of me. I felt like my mind was being cleaned out. After that youth camp, I knew I'd
never think about girls' bodies the same way again. And I never again wanted to be ashamed of my
own body either."

"That's a good way to put it—having your mind cleaned out," remarked Prisca to Jason. "I
envied you for getting to spend a whole weekend at it. And I started thinking how stupid I've been
with my imagination, like with the 'tight trunks' thing. Seeing the real thing makes the imaginary
ideas seem pretty silly. It's totally awesome the way it makes your mind feel. Yeah, 'clean’' is a good
word for it. I never want to look at guys' bodies the same way again either."

When she ended, Rhoda and John verbalized the same hope for themselves.

"Then I'm going to assume," I summarized, "that none of you, when you undressed and
looked at each other's bodies, saw them as shameful or pornographic."

All shook their heads, and Jason said, "No way!"

"Right, because they're not," I concurred. "They never have been. They never will be. In fact,
they're just the opposite. Our bodies are the good creations of God—awesome and amazing and
beautiful, not indecent, not obscene, not pornographic. But when people, even well-meaning
Christians, teach that the human body is lewd and shameful, it creates fertile ground for
pornography. This is why porn addiction is so strong in our own culture. We live in a society where a
sexualized, pornographic view of the body is rigidly taught, and you and I both know that the
Christian church has been a major factor in spreading that view. Until today, that thought might
never have crossed your minds."

"Wait a minute!" Rhoda protested. "I have a lot of respect for the church. You say it teaches a
pornographic view of the body. How can you say that? The church is trying hard to fight
pornography!"

"Yes, the church is trying hard, but it's trying to fight fire with gasoline instead of water," I
replied. As soon as she had raised her protest, a clear illustration came to my mind, then an even
more striking one followed. I almost said "thank you" out loud to the Lord for allowing these
answers to her question to come so quickly.

"Instead of answering you directly," I explained, "I want you to think carefully about two
situations that I'll describe. Try to figure out how you'd deal with them. They're both situations where
you might be trying to explain the Gospel to an non-believer."

"Personal evangelism?" queried Jason.

"Exactly," I replied. "Here's the first one. You're witnessing to a well-informed history
professor. He says he won't believe in a Gospel preached by hypocrites, and you ask him what he
means. He says, 'The church sent missionaries to lands where people wore no clothing and needed
none. But they preached their gospel of shame and forced clothing on them anyway. Afterwards, the
same pornography problems that plagued the lands the missionaries came from took root in those
cultures. When modern missionaries recognized this as a cross-cultural error, they stopped preaching
body shame and let the natives dress or not dress as they wished.®' But the churches here who train
and send those new kind of missionaries are hypocrites. They have never confessed their past sin of
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corrupting those tribal lands by making clothing a part of their previous message. The simple reason
they won't confess it is that they refuse to stop doing it here at home. They continue to preach body
shame as part of their Christian gospel. They won't give up their longstanding commitment to a
pornographic view of the body."**

I paused to let them consider how they would respond to such a situation. A frown of concern
puckered on Rhoda's brow, and the other three had the distant stares that told me they were thinking
hard about the scenario.

"So, how would you meet his argument?" I asked.

"I'd just admit that Christians can be hypocrites and sinners, too," answered John. "I'd tell him
that the Gospel belongs to Jesus, not to the churches . . . that even the churches need forgiveness
through the Gospel."

I persisted, "What if he asks, 'But how can the churches be forgiven if they won't repent and
give up their sin?"

"You could tell him what Jesus said from the Cross," suggested Jason. "'Father, forgive them,
for they don't know what they're doing."*’

"Excellent response," I conceded. "But do you see my point about the church? If that fellow
did become a Christian, how could you convince him to join the church? He and you both know the
church is still spreading lies about the human body. According to your own reply to his question,
even Jesus might be saying, 'they don't know what they're doing.""

Rhoda admitted, "I see what you're getting at. It's a sure thing the church would call what
we're doing here today pornographic. But if today's missionaries saw natives sitting here talking like
this, they wouldn't see anything wrong with it."

"Or if they did call it wrong, just because we were Americans," reasoned Jason, "they'd be
inconsistent in their thinking."

"Double-minded is a better term," I agreed. "I lived with a divided mind on this whole thing
for about 25 years in my nursing job, where nudity is very common."

"That's right!" interjected Prisca. "I never thought of it that way. Doctors don't get in trouble
for looking at your naked body. And most Christians seem to think it's okay for medical people to
see them nude. But if anybody else saw them that way, the church would call it a sin."

"I have one more situation for you to deal with," I proceeded. "You are witnessing again to
another skeptic. He tells you, 'Hey! I just got back from a European vacation with my wife. We were
on this beach where half the people weren't wearing a stitch of clothing. Along with lots of ordinary
people, we saw some really shapely women with absolutely nothing on. Never once did I have any
lustful thoughts, even when my wife and I joined them by taking off our own swimsuits. The whole
thing gave me a good feeling. But the church had told us that looking at naked people of the opposite
sex was a sin. We were strictly warned that it would cause us to lust after them. Well, I say the
church lied to us. The Europeans weren't having a problem with it and neither were my wife and I.
It's clear that the church didn't know what it was talking about. All these years it hasn't been telling
us the truth. And here you are now, telling me what the church has preached for centuries about
Christ. The church can't even get it straight on something as simple and insignificant as our naked
skin. How can you ask me to trust it's message about something as tremendously important as my
eternal soul?"

Again, I let the illustration sink in, before asking, "How about that fellow? How would you
respond to his reasoning?"

"That's not just about his situation," John immediately replied. "That's about ours."

"It is our situation," I affirmed. "To answer that guy, we would have to show him that, while
the church might be against what he did on his European trip, the Gospel is not. But right now we
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ourselves are on a vacation similar to his. The church would denounce what we're doing here, just as
he described. To defend our behavior against the church's attitude, we'd have to show that its attitude
isn't Scriptural but cultural, and not even a part of the Gospel at all."

"This is a double dilemma," Jason reasoned. "After [ went to that youth camp, I looked up the
name of the resort on the Internet. It was a 'naturist' campground. Their website had all sorts of
photographs of naked groups of people. I got scared I might be in one of them. If my parents or
pastor discovered those photos, they'd call them 'pornographic.' But those photos are exactly what we
would look like, if our picture was taken right now. My first problem is how to go about witnessing
to those 'nature' people. They probably despise Christians for judging their recreation as
pornographic. Secondly, how do we tell other Christians about discovering that our body is not
pornographic. We'd be 'between a rock and a hard place.' We'd be rejected both by the church we
want to have fellowship with, and by the 'naturist' campers that we're trying to reach with the
Gospel."

"If you went nude to witness to them," I surmised, "'the naturist people might not quickly
write you off. But I think there's also a solution to the problem with the church. If you know your
church history, you know that, when the church was wrong about something in the past, the only way
it got straightened out was by reform."

"Like the Reformation in Europe," asked Jason.

"Yes," I explained. "Somehow the church needs to have a public mirror held up to its face, so
it can really see the truth about what it's been teaching. There must be a radical reformation in its
view of the human body, if it's to get that view back in line with Scripture."

"How?" questioned Jason. "Where would we start?"

"Christ warned about false teachers that would come to lure Christians away from the truth,"
I declared with conviction."In your studies at Bible college, have you become familiar yet with the
history of the early church and the heresies that threatened 1t?"

All seemed to give me blank stares. I took a deep breath and let it out slowly.

"There's a falsehood that's been around for a long time," I began. "It's as old as the Garden of
Eden itself. Have any of you ever heard of something called Gnosticism . . . ."

The END, or the BEGINNING
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NOTES & SCRIPTURE REFERENCES

1. This annotated version offers further explanation about my autobiographical journey. My
experiences in nursing were unavoidable, but the conclusions derived from research on this
subject were just as inevitable, if [ wanted to stay intellectually and theologically honest.

2. This style of dress, exposing one side of the female chest, is seen in classical Greek sculpture.
Ancient Egyptian art depicts a style where both breasts were exposed. In the 1700s this kind of
full breast exposure again became in vogue in European dress, especially among the upper class
and royalty, who even used rouge to decorate the visible nipples. About this style, known as
"extreme décolleté," historian Angela McShane-Jones at the University of Warwick says "It
seems odd to us because our views are so deeply embedded in our culture, but then it would have
been vastly more shocking to show your legs or forearms." [from "Cultural Cleavage," in
Discover, published online September 30, 2004].

3. "The Apostle's Creed" (see The Book of Common Prayer, any version).

4. Public nude baptism with three full immersions was practiced in the early church during its first
few centuries. Its symbolic nature was described and explained by several early fathers (see one
example in note #7). A very detailed account prescribing this mode of the baptism ritual is found
in chapter 21 of The Apostolic Tradition of Hippolytus of Rome (215 AD). This ancient writing
can presently be found online at http://www.bombaxo.com/hippolytus.html . That this is an
historical reality ignored or intentionally skipped over by Christian writers and historians is an
embarrassing commentary on honesty in Christian scholarship, and it leaves our Christian report
of history wide open to the legitimate charge of "hypocrisy" by secular critics.

5. Revelation 15:3-4.

6. John 3:23; 4:1-2. The mikveh ritual is an ancient Jewish practice of full body washing: "The
classical requirement for full immersion was traditionally interpreted as requiring water to
literally touch every part of the body, and for this reason all clothing, jewelry, and even bandages
must be removed." [See Wikipedia's online article: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mikveh ]. This
explains why the baptism of John the Baptist at the Jordan River was not foreign or novel to his
audience. It also logically explains the stipulation of nudity in early church baptism, since the
Christian ritual was simply a culture-friendly adoption of John the Baptist's use of the mikveh.
Although its form seemed technically similar, after Christ's resurrection its continued practice in
the New Testament church was infused doctrinally with new and richer meaning as a strikingly
clear illustration of the power of Gospel faith (Romans 6:4-5; Colossians 2:12).

7. Cyril of Jerusalem (313-385 AD) described this theological concept: "As soon, then, as ye entered,
ye put off your tunic; and this was an image of putting off the old man with his deeds. Having stripped
yourselves, ye were naked; in this also imitating Christ, who was stripped naked on the Cross, and by His
nakedness put off from Himself the principalities and powers, and openly triumphed over them on the tree.
For since the adverse powers made their lair in your members, ye may no longer wear that old garment; |
do not at all mean this visible one, but the old man, which waxeth corrupt in the lusts of deceit. May the
soul which has once put him off, never again put him on, but say with the Spouse of Christ in the Song of
Songs, | have put off my garment, how shall | put it on? O wondrous thing! ye were naked in the sight of
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all, and were not ashamed; for truly ye bore the likeness of the first-formed Adam, who was naked in the
garden, and was not ashamed." [ The Catechetical Lectures of S. Cyril, Archbishop of Jerusalem,
Lecture XX, (On the Mysteries. IL.), "Of Baptism", 2, in The Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers of
the Christian Church, Vol. VII (Eerdmans: Grand Rapids, Michigan )].

Acts 22:16. Full-body bathing, as a ceremony for spiritual "washing" or "cleansing," was a
common ancient practice found not just in the Jewish mikveh or Christian baptism but in many
other religious traditions (see most encyclopedias). What I find extremely interesting is that such
a universal metaphor treats human persons as wholly integrated spiritual-physical beings, a
conception of humanity that gradually disappeared as it met the Greek dualism in the Roman
Empire and still meets in Western attitudes toward the body. Statues of the gods adorned the
Roman baths but merely to decorate, not to indicate that bathing there reflected "a specifically
spiritual or cultic character," nor "a religious or metaphysical desire for purity." [Garrett G.
Fagan, Bathing in Public in the Roman World (Univ. of Mich. Press: Ann Arbor, 1999), p.5].

One historian, speaking of Paul's Pastoral Epistles, says "As no other writings of Paul, they evince in
him a painful consciousness of the presence of Gnostic notions, a fact eminently in accordance with the
theory that they were the latest of his Epistles, and were based upon personal observation and renewed

intercourse with the churches." [Henry C. Sheldon, The Early Church, Vol. 1 in History of the
Christian Church (New York; 1895), p.91]. My own observation, and that of many Bible
commentators, see that in Colossians Paul even more explicitly confronts the presence of Gnostic
heresy that was infiltrating Christian thinking in New Testament times. (see note #11).

Gnosticism was a major heresy fought by the apostles, particularly Paul and John (1 John 1:1-3;
4:2-3; 2 John 1:17), and by the early church fathers, particularly Irenaeus (Against Heresies).
Although they should not be, most Christians today are dangerously ignorant of this heresy. If
you are one of them, please, study the article on "Gnosticism" in the International Standard Bible
Encyclopedia, or even the secular article in The Encyclopedia of Philosophy, Vol. 3 (Macmillan:
New York, 1967). Your allegiance to the incarnate Son of God obligates you to resist this
theological heresy in your own thinking and in that of the modern church, wherever it is found.

Colossians 2:18-23. In the section of this epistle where these verses are found, Paul contends
against both Greek Gnosticism and Jewish legalism. Interestingly, he employs the same
terminology used by the Gnostic teachers (fullness, knowledge, mystery) to show how their
doctrines fall short of the glorious benefits found in Jesus Christ, God's incarnate Son.

The Christian's "hope held out in the gospel . . . . that has been proclaimed to every creature
under heaven" (Colossians 1:23, NIV), is the same expectant "hope" of creation "for the sons of
God to be revealed," as described in Romans 8:19-24a (NIV). What we, and all creation, are
waiting for is humanity's "adoption as sons, the redemption of our bodies." The physical
resurrection of our bodies, which will be like that of the resurrected Christ (1 John 3:2), will
restore us to our complete bodily humanity and to our original career in relationship to creation.
This physical element in salvation is both hostile to Gnosticism and quietly absent in most of our
modern evangelism, yet "in this hope we were saved" (Romans 8:24a).

"Generally, the pneumatic [ie., "spiritual"] morality is determined by hostility toward the world and
contempt for all mundane ties. From this principle, however, two contrary conclusions could be drawn, and
both found their extreme partisans: the ascetic and the libertine. The ascetic deduces from the possession
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14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

of gnosis the obligation to avoid further contamination by the world and therefore to reduce the world's use
to a minimum; the libertine derives from the same possession the privilege of unrestrained freedom....
Thus the pneumatic, since he is free from the power of fate, is also free from the yoke of the moral law,

and all things are permitted to him." ["Gnosticism," The Encyclopedia of Philosophy, Vol. 3
(Macmillan: New York, 1967), p.340].

Genesis 1:27; 2:7.
1 Corinthians 6:19-20.
Paul would not have had Timothy circumcised, if this was not true (Acts 16:3).

The natural acceptance of public bathing was so common in the early church period that one of
the apostolic fathers, a renowned pastor in the early church, has no qualms about opening the

record of his visions with these words: "The master, who reared me, had sold me to one Rhoda in
Rome. After many years, | met her again, and began to love her as a sister. After a certain time | saw her
bathing in the river Tiber; and | gave her my hand, and led her out of the river. So, seeing her beauty, |
reasoned in my heart, saying, 'Happy were |, if | had such an one to wife, both in beauty and in character.’

| merely reflected on this and nothing more.™ Later in his narrative, a vision rebukes him, not for
admiring a woman's naked beauty, nor for personally escorting her nude body out of the water,
but for his sin of envy. [J. B. Light foot, The Shepherd of Hermas in The Apostolic Fathers
(Baker; Grand Rapids, 1956), p. 165].

Romans constructed baths throughout the Mediterranean, some big enough to hold 1,500 people
at once. According to Garrett G. Fagan, the Romans believed public baths to be a social necessity
for both hygienic and recreational purposes. During the Republic, for the most part these bathing
facilities were segregated by a schedule of bathing hours for men and women. But by the
Imperial era, which began shortly before the time of Christ, "mixed-gender" and "family" bathing

was common throughout the Empire. "For Romans, a town's public baths seem to have been places
where everyone could and did go, and anyone who insisted otherwise was transgressing an unwritten

social code." [Garrett G. Fagan, Bathing in Public in the Roman World (Univ. of Mich. Press:
Ann Arbor, 1999), p.24-29, 197, 212]. Even the open latrines, changing rooms, and saunas were
used simultaneously by men and women. [see NOVA's extensive and informative online article,
Roman Baths: A Day at the Baths ( http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/nova/lostempires/roman/ )].

Ancient Greece was casual about nudity. The original Olympic games and all athletic training
and contests were performed in the nude. It was considered healthy for Greek young men to leave
clothes behind to attend gymnasiums (lit.,"naked schools") for bodily exercise and intellectual
instruction. In Sparta, this extended to young women as well, with the idea that by participating
beside the men in athletic exercises and dancing in the public processions naked to the open air,
they would become stronger Spartan mothers. Roman historian Plutarch, after describing this
practice, wrote, "Nor was there anything shameful in this nakedness of the young women; modesty
attended them, and all wantonness was excluded." [Plutarch, "Lycurgus," The Lives of the Noble
Grecians and Romans (Great Books, Vol. 14, Encyclopedia Britannica, 1952), p. 39]. In order to
illustrate spiritual truth, this contemporarily well-known practice of stripping off clothing for
competitive sports was alluded to without criticism both by Scripture (Hebrew 12:1) as well as
by early Christian writers [see St. Neilos the Ascetic, Ascetic Discourse, in The Philokalia, Vol. I
(Faber and Faber: London, 1979), pp. 243-244].
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Isaiah 5:20.
John 20:4-16.
John 21:7.

Matthew 24:18. The Lord's words are about urgency. In our affluent society where each person
has a large wardrobe of clothing, we might think the level of urgency is, "Run away, don't even
go pack your bags." But in a poor society where people worked naked to make perhaps the only
garment they owned last longer, the urgency was, "Run away, naked—forget your clothes!"

Exodus 22:26-27.
John 13:3-5.

Song of Solomon 1:5-6 (see various translations). Some might argue that she was only referring
to her darkly tanned face, and not to her whole body. But Solomon's praise of her brown breasts
(v. 4:5, where the word "fawn," from the Hebrew root word for "dust," is etymologically
associated with it's "dusty color.") shows that she worked in her family's vineyard at least topless,
and perhaps entirely nude, if she owned only one garment.

Growing up in a world where machinery and manufacturing methods make clothing inexpensive
and readily available has effectively blinded us to what life was like in a world where all clothing
was handmade and very hard to come by. Possessing more than one "change of clothing" in
Scripture was a desirable economic situation and indicated a favorable financial standing.

Isaiah 20:2-4. The strict allegiance of some commentators to a porno-prudish view of the body
has led them, even if unwittingly, into a disregard for the divine inspiration and authority of the
Bible. This is seen in their fabricated explanations, which ignore or distort the exact wording of
this passage, just so they can keep Isaiah somehow still partially dressed. (See Delitzsch, Gill,
Barnes, Henry, Clark, to cite only a few.) But if Isaiah was called to demonstrate in his own body
that the Egyptians would be led into captivity "stripped naked . . . with buttocks uncovered," then
he must have "walked about naked" for those three years, just as the Scripture clearly indicates.
This shows how an unquestioned acceptance of cultural ideas and habits can blind believers .
Sacrificing faithfulness to God's Word to please the whims of culture, if not idolatrous behavior,
is still a clear sign of conforming to the world and is unworthy of scholars called to the task of
making Holy Scripture plain to God's people.

Micah 1:8.

1 Samuel 19:23-24.

"According to an old Roman fable, when Truth went swimming in the river, Falsehood stole Truth's
clothes. Truth went naked rather than put on the clothes Falsehood had left behind. Such is the origin of

'nuda veritas' or the 'naked truth," which can be traced back as far as the writings of Homer." [from

Encyclopedia of Word and Phrase Origins by Robert Hendrickson (Facts on File, 1997 )].
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32. 2 Samuel 6:14-22. An ephod was a small vest usually worn by priests over their other garments.
Michal criticized David for disgracing his royal position by "disrobing in the sight of the slave
girls of his servants as any vulgar fellow would!" (NIV), because, by wearing only this little vest,
he was essentially dancing naked in public.

33. John 11:44. By custom, corpses were washed, but not dressed up for their burial in a fine outfit,
as we do today. Instead, they were wrapped in inexpensive, and therefore expendable, strips of
cloth, which was what Lazarus was bound up in and later loosed from at Christ's command.

34. Acts 9:36-41. The body of Dorcas was washed but evidently not yet wrapped for burial. She had
made many beautiful garments, but the high cost of clothing and its uselessness to the dead made
it unreasonable to bury corpses outfitted with expensive attire. The fact that her friends pointed
out to Peter examples of her needlework in the nearby vicinity implies that her body was not
dressed up in one of them herself.

35. Matthew 21:8. This crowd was of the common poor, not the well-to-do people who might have
owned more than only the single outfit that most poor people possessed. The valuable nature of
clothing made this act a tremendously significant demonstration of their elation at the Messiah's
arrival, which matched their joyous expression of "Hosanna in the highest!"

36. Acts 2:38-41. In a culture where people were accustomed to bathing outdoors in pools, rivers,
and other bodies of water, there would be no scandal at the sight of so many nude baptisms.

37. Matthew 25:36-38.

38. Luke 3:11. How true that we are blinded to the past by seeing it only through the coloring of our
cultural glasses. If we took the Lord's words here at face value, they would tell us that in New
Testament times there were naked poor people without clothing. Telling those with two garments
to give one of them to the naked person who had none was no more metaphorical than His
command for those with food to share it with the hungry who had none.

39. Matthew 5:40. Modern commentators culturally loyal to porno-prudery would call the obvious
results of this command by Christ unthinkable, yet here are the comments of two ancient

believers who saw the fact that this surrender of both garments would have left the person naked.
"Just as Joseph lost his cloak in the hand of the prostitute and fled dressed with a better cloak, so throw
your cloak into the hands of the slanderer and flee with the better covering of justice. If not, while you want
to reclaim the clothes of the body, you may squander the most precious clothing of the soul."

[Anonymous, Incomplete Works on Matthew, Homily 12 in Ancient Christian Commentary on
Scripture, NT Vol. 1a, Matthew 1-13 (InterVarsity: Downers Grove, 2001) p. 118].

"Do you grasp the excellence of a Christian disposition? After you give your coat and your cloak, even if
your enemy should wish to subject your naked body to hardships and labors, not even then, Jesus says,

must you forbid him." [Chrysostom, The Gospel of Matthew, Homily 18.3 (ibid.)].

40. Genesis 2:17; 3:21. Coats to "clothe" Adam and Eve against the new harshness of the earth's
environment were also a reminder of and a "covering" (kdphar: "atonement") for their sin of
disobedience. God had said they would die on the day they ate the forbidden fruit, but animals
physically died in their place, and this is the first instance of a substitutionary atonement, which
was later prescribed ritualistically and more elaborately in the Mosaic Law. It foreshadowed
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Christ, "the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world" (John 1:29), whose death on the
Cross put an end to the Old Testament animal sacrifices, which could only cover over (atone for)
but never take away sin (study carefully Hebrews 10:1-12).

Genesis 1:26-27, 31.

1 Peter 3:3-4; 1 Timothy 2:9-10. To avoid attention-getting behavior, whether in a boastful
tongue or in a gaudy style of clothing, is the modesty not only meant in Scripture but also
understood for centuries as the definition of modesty, until the Victorian era gave the word a new
meaning to match its prudish view of the body.

Isaiah 66:10-13.

Based on the general "perkiness" of female breasts in youth, and their tendency to sag with age,
the bra, or brassiere, was invented to keep breasts noticeably held "up" and pointing outward, as
if perpetually young, and therefore more likely to capture the attention of men. This specific style
of dress, which objectified breasts for the purpose of sexual attraction, originated with the corset.
At the top of corsets were two half-cups that did exactly what bras do. Women finally were wise
enough to reject this restricting device for reasons of comfort and health. Someday, when enough
of today's intelligent women finally learn how breast cancer has followed wherever the West has
brought its bra- wearing culture, perhaps the bra will have the same historical demise as the
corset [see Sydney Ross Singer and Soma Grismaijer's book Dressed to Kill— The Link Between
Breast Cancer and Bras (Avery Publishing: New York, 1995) which exposes this tragic, toxic
habit of Western dress].

Mark 15:40-41.

1 Timothy 4:4. In the context of this reference (vs. 1-6), Paul directly confronts the prevalent
taboos of the Gnostic heresy, which doctrinally endangered the churches in his day. The focus of
these taboos was not just foods, but human sexual expression in marriage, because both sexuality
and diet were related to the body, which Gnosticism considered defiled and worthless.

2 Samuel 12:1-9.

Exodus 2:5-7. The Egyptian princess does not seem mortified that one of the common Jewish
people had been watching her bathe. Outdoor bathing meant public visibility.

James 1:13-14.

Matthew 15:17-20; Mark 7:15-23. Modern porno-prudery deems the sight of the nude body just
as defiling to a Christian's eyes as the Pharisees considered "eating with unwashed hands"
defiling to a Jew's mouth. Jesus teaches that lust is not a problem of the senses , but of the heart.

Genesis 3:5. Technically, Satan told them a half-truth. The fruit would indeed make them like
God, but only in one respect: independence. Whether by that fruit or another source, Satan had
already made himself independent from God for his own "knowledge of good and evil." But true
independent moral knowledge belongs exclusively to the Trinity (Genesis 3:22). By nature, it can
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belong only to Triune Deity, because God alone is truly independent. All other creatures, angelic
or human, are by nature totally dependent on Him for everything, including His revelation of the
truth about "good and evil." Such knowledge comes properly only through a dependent personal
relationship with God. Moral independence, through the "knowledge of good and evil" taken into
themselves via that "fruit," cut Adam and Eve off from that divine relationship and from the
divine life humans were created to enjoy in that relationship.

To the Gnostics, the common Christian believer was blind to the deeper truths that came only
through Gnostic teaching. ". . . Gnosticism, as a whole, was actually distinguished by a high
intellectuality. A large part of it was not so much a product of genuine thought as of a wild and
rampant imagination. To explain how they came into possession of their boasted knowledge, and
to obtain a sanction for the same, the Gnostics were forward to claim that Christ had revealed to
a select circle what He never had declared openly, and that this secret teaching had been
transmitted continuously through a line of disciples, whose natures rendered them receptive of
the mystery." [Henry C. Sheldon, The Early Church, Vol. 1 in History of the Christian Church
(New York; 1895), p.203].

"The missionaries had believed they were aiding the cause of morality when they insisted converts wear
clothes, 'only to discover,' according to Smith, 'that the clothes the girls put on became a source of

allurement to men who all their lives had taken nudity for granted!" [Ruth A. Tucker in From
Jerusalem to Irian Jaya (Zondervan: Grand Rapids, 1983), p. 206, quotes from Bradford Smith
in Yankees in Paradise: The New England Impact on Hawaii (New York: Lippincott, 1956 )].

One Catholic missionary to a culture of naked Amazon Indians, Bishop Alejandro Abaca Ugarte
(who was martyred in 1987), did make this naked identification with his target culture, the
Huaorani tribe. In fact, he made it an ongoing policy for new missionaries under his leadership,
whether men or women, to do the same. His reasoning was as follows: "Whenever new
missionaries join the group, once again there arise the same worries that arose on our first contacts with
the Amazon culture of nakedness. The worry, sometimes bordering on obsession, centers on the fact that
the Huaorani strip their visitors naked. Although all of us agreed that nakedness was legal in their culture,
this practice was one of the biggest difficulties for the entrance of missionary personnel, especially sisters.
We very soon came to the conclusion that the missionaries should not wait until they are stripped, but
rather anticipate it and do it ourselves in order to show our esteem and appreciation for the culture of the
Huaorani people. It should be a sign of our love for the Huaorani and their concrete reality which clashes
with our own customs. ....Likewise we must avoid an abnormal and false duality, putting on clothes for fear
of the missionary who is visiting, then going naked in normal daily life. | feared being rejected by the
culture and customs of the Huaorani if | showed myself to be too unyielding. | therefore judged that |
should conduct myself with complete naturalness, just as they do, accepting everything they do, except
sin. ....Blessed are the missionaries who have a deep enough tan to stand the tropical sun!" [Monsieur

Alejandro Abaca Ugarte, Cronica Huaorani (Ediciones CICAME: Quito, 1988) translated in
Nudity & Christianity, ed. Jim C. Cunningham (AuthorHouse: Bloomington, 2006), p. 243].
Matthew 15:9-14. Christ's criticism directly connects the Pharisees' false claim of divine
authority for their teachings' with the false concept they held about the source of a person's
defilement. (See note #50).

Matthew 23:15.

Few, if any, modern missionaries to "naked people" groups preach "clothing" as a moral
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necessity, even though this used to be the case. The thinking of modern missions toward the
relationship of evangelism to cultural customs, such as dress or undress, is summarized well in
the following excerpts from "The Willowbank Report" (produced by thirty-three theologians,
anthropologists, linguists, missionaries, and pastors in a consultation on "Gospel and Culture"
sponsored in 1978 by The Lausanne Committee for World Evangelism) and published in
Perspective on the World Christian Movement, eds. Ralph E Winter and Steven C. Hawthorne
(William Carey Library; Pasadena, 1981):

p- 516, " .. .the gospel is often presented to people in alien cultural forms. Then the missionaries are
resented and their message rejected because their work is seen not as an attempt to evangelize but as an
attempt to impose their own customs and way of life. Where missionaries bring with them foreign ways of
thinking and behaving, or attitudes of racial superiority, paternalism, or preoccupation with material things,
effective communication will be precluded . . .. and messengers of the gospel are guilty of a cultural
imperialism which both undermines the local culture unnecessarily and seeks to impose an alien culture
instead.”

p- 522, "We have thought of the relations between conversion and culture in two ways. First, what effect
does conversion have on the cultural situation of converts, the ways they think and act, and their attitudes
to their social environment? Secondly, what effect has our culture had on our own understanding of
conversion? Both questions are important. But we want to say at once that elements in our traditional
evangelical view of conversion are more cultural than biblical and need to be challenged."

p. 536 [with my explanatory brackets], [In discussing] "moral standards and cultural practices," [the
consultation group came up with] "several categories of customs which need to be distinguished," [of
which the first is] "those practices which the convert will be expected to renounce immediately as being
wholly incompatible with the Christian gospel (e.g., idolatry, the possession of slaves, witchcraft and
sorcery, head hunting, blood feuds, ritual prostitution, and all personal discriminations based on race,
colour class or caste). A second category might comprise institutionalized customs which could be
tolerated for a while but would be expected to disappear gradually (e.g., systems of caste, slavery, and
polygamy). A third category might relate to marriage traditions, especially questions of consanguinity, on
which the churches are divided, while into a fourth category would be put the so-called adiaphora or
"matters indifferent," which relate only to customs and not to morals, and therefore may be preserved
without any compromise (e.g., eating and bathing customs, forms of public greeting to the opposite sex,
hair and dress styles, etc.).

(At the time of this writing, "The Willowbank Report" is still available online.")

I offer two anecdotal stories that I received to confirm this: A pastoral colleague of mine told me
about his missionary friend's answer to American visitors who see the nakedness of the native
population and ask about "the nudity problem." He tells them, "These people don’t have a
problem with nudity. It's we Americans who have the problem." Another friend, studying for her
doctorate of divinity, told me about her friend’s visit to a missionary in South America. While
talking with him, a knock came at the door, and when he answered it, two lovely young women,
who were entirely topless, stood there selling fruit. He picked out some, paid for it, and closed
the door. "How did you do that?" she asked, shocked by the scene. "Do what? Buy fruit?" "No....
I mean, those girls. They were both half naked!" "That’s how they all dress here," he replied.
"I’m so used to it, I didn’t notice."

Matthew 25:34-46. Although there is no literal command for us to "clothe the naked," it is
implied in this passage. However, the nature of how we must "minister" (v.44) to needy people is
defined by the reality of their need for our ministry. Unless they are like the Tierra del Fuegans of
yesteryear who live naked in icy weather, naked people have a real need for clothing to warm and
protect them from the cold. But, although widespread, the strict custom of keeping the body
perpetually hidden from the sight of others is essentially a cultural convention. If the loyalty of
destitute people to this popular custom makes hiding their bodies an emotional "need," then it
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becomes a moral duty for whoever sees their discomfort to "clothe" the naked embarrassed, along
with the naked cold. But in neither case did the missionaries of the 1800s and early 1900s
legitimately "clothe the naked" in the many "naked people" groups to which God sent them with
the Gospel.

Genesis 3:11. God's first question to Adam, "Where are you?", revealed that God was interested
in lost humanity. His second question, "Who told you that you were naked?", revealed the source
of humanity's lostness, a fallen angel's deception. That devi/ brought a foreign concept called
"nakedness" into human culture, because, prior to any covering up of the body, nakedness had no
significance, since its meaning implies being uncovered. This original situation parallels how the
concept of nakedness was brought by the West to those who had never covered up their skin. In
that context, the question "Who told you that you were naked?" might have been a possibility
from those natives who resisted the changes seen in their fellow tribesmen, but their common
appellation for missionaries as "foreign devils" was often a reality.

1 Kings 18:21-38.
Romans 12:1, 2.
Romans 14:1-5; 22-23.

Michelangelo described this artistic quest in these famous words: "W hat spirit is so empty and blind,
that it cannot recognize the fact that the foot is more noble than the shoe, and skin more beautiful than the
garment with which it is clothed?" And another artist from France, who taught many famous
American artists, put it even more clearly: "There is nothing in all the world more beautiful or

significant of the laws of the universe than the nude human body. In fact it is not only among artists but
among all people that a greater appreciation and respect for the human body should develop. When we

respect the nude we will no longer have any shame about it." [Robert Henri, The Art Spirit (Harper &
Row; New York, 1984)].

Photos of my humble artistic beginnings are on my online artwork collection on Flickr.

Luke 11:24-26.
Proverbs 18:13.

The nudist movement began in Germany at the very end of the 19th Century, around the same
time as the natural health movement, which advocated a "return to nature" for its therapeutic
benefits [see Children of the Sun - A Pictorial Anthology; From Germany To California 1883-
1949, ed. Gordon Kennedy (Nivaria Press: Ojai, California, 1998)]. An American minister, Rev.
IIsley Boone (d. 1968) founded the International Nudist Conference in 1933 and wrote these
words in his organization's "Principles and Standards": "Our goal is a healthy mind in a healthy body.
... Sun, light and air are vital conditions of the human well- being. We believe that these elements are
insufficiently used in present-day life, to the detriment of physical and moral health.... We aim to make the

fullest use of sun, light and air by a program of exercise and life in the open in such a way as will result in
the maximum physical and mental benefit. ... We therefore regard the body neither as an object for shame

nor as a subject for levity or erotic exploitation." [extracted from the film documentary of 1937,
Nudes, Nudists, and Nudism Around the World]. Rev. Boone began one of his books with this
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quote: "Reason teaches us that those who are truly pious and philosophical honor and love truth alone,
refusing to follow the opinions of the ancients if they are worthless." — Justin Martyr, |. Apol. 1. Then, he

wrote this in its preface entitled "TRUTH": "Truth is in the forefront of all progress. She leads on from
the known to the unknown, opens ever new doorways in the halls of achievement, despises not the past
but knows no satisfaction save that of fresh conquest over ignorance, fear and superstition. No life
committed to this concept of truth and lived in alliance with it, can be a barren or unfruitful life. This kind of
truth is infinitely richer, vastly more dynamic than all the merely factual truth that the world has ever known
or ever will know. This is the only truth through which mankind can hope for real liberty; it is that truth of
which the Galilean Teacher remarked: "Ye shall know the truth and the truth shall make you free." If your
feet be set upon the highway of this living, vital truth, the ultimate issues of life will possess a surpassing

glory." [Elton R. Shaw and llsley Boone, The Body Taboo - Its Origin, Effect, and Modern Denial
(Sunshine Book Company; New Jersey, 1951), p. 8]. Modern nudism still advocates the original
movement's healthy attitude toward "body acceptance," but it seems an emphasis on recreation
has overshadowed its interest in natural health, even though some nudists prefer to be known as
naturists, to support that latter emphasis.

2 Peter 3:13.

Psalm 139:14.

John 8:32.

Numbers 5:6-7. The church owes restitution to the society into which it has spread a message of
porno-prudery. That message, preached with religious zeal, has paved the way for pornography
and insured the success of its addicting power. Only by abandoning this false, Gnostic message
and by adopting a godly, creational view of our human embodiment can the church reverse its
error and become a beacon of healing light and revelational integrity in this bodily realm of our
humanity, where, for the last several centuries, it has been understandably parodied as a bastion
of prudish darkness and unwholesome ignorance.

Matthew 23:4.

Acts 17:6.

John 10:10.

Titus 1:15.

Galatians 1:10.

2 Peter 2:22.

Genesis 2:25.

Matthew 6:28-29.

See note #58.
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82. For a more in-depth explanation of this, see my article, "The Pornographic View of the Body"
written for the anti-porn addiction website called "My Chains Are Gone" (which approaches the
problem of porn addiction from the perspective of a godly, creational view of the body, rather
than the commonly promoted traditional view based on porno-prudery.)

83. Luke 23:34.
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