CUNO’S CORNER

Drawing Lines for Fun and Prophet
How Religion Makes Us Behave Better

Steve Cuno

lam told religion makes people be-
have better. | do not dispute it. When
religion draws a line and slaps a THou
SHALT NOT sticker on it, believers mind
the old Ps and Qs.

This came dramatically to my at-
tention over lunch with Brad, whom |
hadn't seen in years and whose name
isn't really Brad, as he regaled me with
an account of his recently ended affair.
He allowed that he regretted the affair,
but what mattered most, he said, was
that he always stopped short of vagi-
nal intercourse. This feat of self-disci-
pline he credited to his strong faith.
Without it, he might have crossed the
line separating other naked, extra-
marital fun from out-and-out adultery,
which, | need hardly point out, would
have been sinful.

Incredibly, Brad's valor was lost on
his ungrateful wife. If you can imag-
ine, she offered no joyous, heartfelt,
“Thank god you didn't do that.” |
admit to surprise at her naiveté. Even
Christian teens understand that the
THOU SHALT NOT line barring access to
vaginas makes no mention of other
orifices. (Unless you're gay. Duh.) If the
hymen remains intact, so remains the
Purity Pledge.

Besides establishing what is forbid-
den, religion-drawn lines are useful for
establishing what is permitted. Think
how many Catholics would needlessly
resort to Friday vegetarianism if not
for the clear line placing fish, lobster,
mussels, and the like safely in the “Not
Meat" food group. Or how many sev-
enteenth-century Quebeckers would
be roasting in hell for consuming bea-
ver stew on wintry Fridays had not a

secularhumanism.org AUGUST/ SEPTEMBER 2018

church-drawn line confirmed what
everyone already knew—namely, that
beavers are fish.

The utility of drawing lines dates
back thousands of years. When the
protagonist in the novel The Old Tes-
tament forbade Sabbath-day work,
Jewish scholars placed pretty much
any needful or appealing activity on
the verboten side of the line. Then, to

“My hat is off to
Christians who have
worked out that not

helping the poor helps
the poor.”

ensure compliance, they worked out
ways to cross the line without cross-
ing it. Take the eruv. Lest you break
the law by carrying, say, a set of keys
outside your home, you need only
redefine “your home"” to mean “the
entire neighborhood.” You may then
sally forth, keys in hand, without fear
of death by stoning.

Few take their THOU SHALT NOT lines
more seriously than the Amish of Lan-
caster County, Pennsylvania. To avoid
worldliness, they eschew ownership
of modern conveniences the likes of
telephones, computers, and motor
vehicles. Only by a stroke of luck does
using their non-Amish neighbors’
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phones, computers, and motor vehi-
cles fall on the lawful side of the line.
Don't try telling me the Amish aren't
serious about doing without technol-
ogy.

No discussion of the efficacy of re-
ligion-drawn lines would be complete
without a look at Mormon prophet
and founder Joseph Smith. Discov-
ered in flagrante delicto with his wife's
fourteen-year-old housekeeper, Smith
informed his discoverers that God had
drawn a line making said housekeeper
fair game. She was, he explained, one

“As often as you
blunder too far, and no
matter how long you
linger, you need only
press the button on
your way back.”

Using Technicalities to Qutwit God

Recently overheard in Heaven:

God: How'd you get in? You
were an adulterer.

Man: That was before | be-
lieved in my heart and con-
fessed with my lips.

God: Damn. You got me on a
technicality. But wait a sec.
You did it over and over.

Man: | believed in my heart
and confessed with my lips
over and over.

God: Damn. Anyway, where's
your wife?

Man: In hell.

God: But she was such a good
person.

Man: She didn‘t forgive me the
490th time.

God: Damn.

—S.C.
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of his wives. It was in this elegant and
thoughtful manner that Smith brought
his new doctrine of polygamy to light
and, at the same time, to the attention
of his (first) wife. No doubt he had been
meaning to tell her.

There is no end to the ways lines
improve human behavior. One cannot
help but be impressed at the fierce
commitment of horny Muslim men who
would sooner enter into the occasional
one-hour marriage, which is allowed,
than fornicate, which is not. Equally
impressive are Jehovah's Witnesses
who avoid the evils of Christmas par-
ticipation by only accepting gifts that
are not wrapped and are delivered be-
fore or after, but not on, December 25.
One must admire Catholics who, too
family-oriented for divorce, make do
with annulment. And my hat is off to
Christians who have worked out that
not helping the poor helps the poor.

It makes no sense to keep one’s dis-
tance from a THou sHALT NOT line when
any fool can see how much safer it is
to teeter at the brink. And while the
danger of an inadvertent overstep is
not to be ignored, neither is it to be
feared. That's thanks to a reset button,
sometimes referred to as repentance,
conveniently placed at every line. As
often as you blunder too far, and no
matter how long you linger, you need
only press the button on your way
back. This takes any fun you may have
accidentally had, renders it officially
un-had, and cleanses you of sin. There
is no limit to the number of times you
may press the button, provided you re-
member each time to say, “This time |
really mean it.”

Society owes a debt to carefully
drawn THOU SHALT NOT lines. They pro-
vide the kind of personal growth that
comes only with finding ways to claim
good behavior on a technicality. With-
out them, we would be in danger of
wasting precious time and effort look-
ing for ways to be better people. @
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