From: "differancesmall" <shoeleg@mindspring.com> 
Date: Fri Jun 13, 2003 5:41 am
Subject: News from the Front 1.0

Greetings to everyone from sunny Berlin, where I am spending my
summer. Know that you are thought of and missed -- each of you,
individually -- despite the fact that this is a bulk email. The
economics of time and computer access unfortunately make this the
most feasible option for letting y'all know about my comings and
goings right now. Know that I will always do my best to respond
personally to any emails you might send my way - but be advised it
may take a few days (or more) to get back to you...!


1.1 WHERE AM I?

I am actually living in central Berlin, right near where the Wall
used to bisect the heart of the city. A few blocks walk from my house
is Potsdamer Platz - former Cold War waste of no-man's land, now
converted and refurbished with gallerias, cafes, and movie theaters
(all rendered in a most inspiring sort of postmodern architecture -
really quite classy). I am staying at the apartment of my 'besondere
freunden' Anne; spacious, big windows, and quite gemütlich, I must
say.

The neighborhood I live in is of the border of two major areas, the
Tiergarten and Schönenberg. A century ago Tiergarten was the home of
the Berlin zoo ('tier' = animal), and thanks to allied bombing it was
razed quite thoroughly. The Brits came in and re-planted hundreds of
trees, and nowadays it is an expanse of lush foliage and trails. Good
for running through - which I do, when my foot is not acting up.
Schönenberg is notorious for jazz and gay nightlife (in all senses of
the word). Not much of that filters back my way, but it's good to
know its there if I need it, I guess. For the most part, the
neighbors here are Turks (complete with a healthy number of kebab
stands and grocers - I'll write more about the grocers soon) and the
neighborhood has a really hopping, cosmopolite feel to it.

Thanks to where I live, I am near two major U-Bahn (subway) stations,
which means that I can manage to get anywhere in greater Berlin in
under thirty minutes (at the most) - so I have done quite a bit of
travelling around and getting oriented. More on that is a bit.


1.2 WHAT AM I DOING HERE?

Good question. In my most official sense, I am here because a German
academic exchange service graciously funded me for two months of
German language study at the Goethe Institut here in Berlin. I'm also
here to be with Anne (really the real reason, really) and am very
happy that the academic side worked out so well for that to be
possible. It's nice to actually be in the same time zone for an
extended period, I must say. So I am in Germany for about a month
more than my 'official' class time, and I'm trying to make the most
of it.

So to that end I have been exploring a bit while Anne is at work (she
works in the microbiology lab at a university here) - going to
museums, memorial sites, and various areas on the outskirts of town.
Scaring the natives with my terrible German, no doubt, but also
trying to get a feel for this amazing, very alien place. It is so
humbling to pass people in a train station and know even the children
form sentences better than I do (see 1.3, below).

I'm also glad to get a chance to decompress after what was probably
one of the most difficult academic years of my life. And honestly,
I'm also just glad to get out of America for a while. Bill Burroughs
wrote somewhere once about 'the American drag,' and I think I've been
feeling it. Y'all know my politics and my anarcho tendencies, so
maybe it makes sense that I might find it a relief to be, briefly, an
ex-pat American in a land that vehemently opposed the war, etc. I
think some time away will allow me to be glad to come home.

I'm also thinking a lot, and writing a bit, and working on a bit of
lyrics - wishing I had a guitar.


1.3 GOETHE INSTITUT

As I write this, I'm midway through my second week of classes, and I
must admit, I'm pretty frazzled. Whatever initial high I was on at
first ('They didn't put me in the absolutely lowest class - I must
know something!') has now disappeared, and I feel like I am the
dumbest, dumbest, dumbest person to ever try and learn German on the
planet. It's a hard feeling to describe, I guess, unless you've experienced it. Imagine what it might be like to be the only deaf person at a symphony... you just feel an immense amount of outsideness. So I have been very frustrated at myself, though I know, somewhere deep down, that this is silly and that probably everyone around me here is going through or has gone through this. Still, I am a bit deflated this week.

All that being said, I have nothing but high praise for the program
I'm in. The instructor is very (very) patient, and I feel like they
put me at the right level, regardless of my current angst. A
challenge to rise to. Aha!


1.4 MORMONS

God is having fun with me. The first day I'm here, there's a knock
on Anne's door. We answer, and two young guys in ties are there,
speaking to us in bad German. Turns out there are American
missionaries from the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints,
and they would like to talk to us. After Anne assures them we speak
English, I tell them, 'She's an agnostic and I'm a theologian - you
sure you want to take this on?'

Surprisingly (or, on second thought, maybe not so surprisingly), they
were game. As a result, I have been meeting with these two chaps -
Elder Love and Elder Elwood are their names - one to two times a week
for the past five weeks. I must say, it has been quite eye opening.
At first they were walking me through their normal 'steps' that teach
the basics of their faith and all that.

There's too much to get into here, but suffice it to say that, by
their lights, I'm a heretic, and the two thousand years of
the 'orthodox' church have been a manifestation of an apostasy.
Since I had similar views about their beliefs, I figured HERE was
something interesting to talk about. So I made the suggestion that I
wasn't likely to be converted, but that I and they might find it
interesting to take the gloves off and have a polite, but deep, open-
ended discussion between our respective traditions. So for the past
half-dozen visits we have been asking tough questions, presenting
doctrines, and challenging each other to learn our own faiths and the
faiths of the other in a very striking way. They've taught me a lot
about Joseph Smith, and I've schooled them in a thing or two about
Calvin. All in all, this has been a most amazing experience, and I
feel like me and the Elders are forging a strange, strong
friendship. I will write more of this.


1.5 WHAT AM I READING?

For the past week or so, I have been quite distracted by a collection
of essays by Rolf Rendtorff called _Canon and Theology_. Seriously -
this one is a mindblower if you are at all interested in the subject
of Jewish-Christian dialogue (Kevin, Funky, J-Love and Allyn - take
note!). Brueggemann edited it, by the way. The first eight essays in
it especially are worth taking a look at - and I guess they were
rather poignant for me, being surrounded here in Germany by reminders
of the effects of anti-Jewish readings of biblical texts. Rendtorff
is deeply critical of Old Testament scholarship and is keen to remind
us theologians that the Jews are not irrelevant to the way we read
both halves of the Bible (which seems a no-brainer, but we do need
reminding).

Before that I re-read Placher's _History of Christian Theology_ and
tried to read some Derrida (_Of Grammatology_. I got a few pages in
and had to lay off it for a week or so. I'll get back to it).

I also read Clyde Edgerton's _Walking Across Egypt_, which is a very
fun and heartwarming book. I'm really not much for fiction (I read
theology for fun, guys. I'm a nerd) but I have to say I quite liked
it. Anne is convinced I should read more fiction. I'm not so sure,
but there are a few things on her shelf which I might be tempted by.
I'll let you know.


1.6 WHAT AM I LISTENING TO?

To all of us Americans, NENA was a one-hit wonder back in the
Eighties; hitting the charts with '99 Red Balloons' and then
disappearing off the radar. Not so here in Germany. In terms of the
music scene over here, Nena is the stuff. She has had a long and
prolific career, is still churning out really good, listenable tunes,
and -- I must say -- she has aged *marvelously*. In her latest video
she is slinking around the doors of the Nikolaikirche dressed head-to-
toe in form fitting leather. Mighty nice.

Oh, wait - *listening* to... Okay. Try this on for size: a
transplanted, Hindi-rappin', hip-hop stylin' wunderkind who goes by
the handle 'THE PANJABI MC'. His stuff mixes Indian sitar licks with
break beats, tasty samples from James Brown, and a whole curry of
other sources. Funny as Hell, and he knows it, too. Very dancable and
quite smart. Highest marks.


1.7 HAIL AND FAREWELL; FOR NOW

There's a lot more to tell, but this seems like a good place to stop
on a good start. There is lots to tell, certainly. Thanks for
listening.

Next time: Hegel's grave, A Pickle in Potsdam, my forbidden love for
Justin Timberlake, and much more -- stay tuned!

warmest regards,

David.

