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Lane is ofien masterful at eliciting interpretive pattern from his own firsthand experiences of place. One
example is his childhood encounter with Southern evangelicalism, which he says "was imaginatively
provocative for me, as a youth, so long as it remained aniconic, liminal, marginal to the world” (p.
152). He begins with one recollection and then points to underlying experiential pattern:

I was ten years old the afternoon men came to the vacant lot across the street and began driving huge
steel stakes into the ground. There on the dead grass where I'd chased kites and fielded grounders all my
life, they had erected by evening a three-poled tent of milk-gray canvas. In the warm August weather, its
side awnings were left rolled up, revealing neat rows of folding chairs and large wood shavings strewn
over the ground. The sudden emergence of this massive, if makeshift place--precisely where there had
been no place the day before--enthralled us neighborhood children.

Later that night we crossed the road to see the revival, my parents and I. And to a ten-year-old child
without money, its excitement was as grand as a circus--perhaps even grander, with its laced edge of
obscure mystery. I watched bare light bulbs hanging precariously from wires in the top of the tent as a
woman played a small, portable organ and the evangelist traced with violin bow the high, wavering notes
of "The Old Rugged Cross" on the flat edge of a hand-saw held between his knees. Brother and Sister
Thomas, they were called, if I remember well....

On that night, in that liminal place, I knew myself to have stood for a moment on the edge of some
universal reality. It was my first, but not last, encounter with the spirituality of the evangelical revival.

For years now I've been asking myself how to retrieve that experience of growing up on the margins
of Southern evangelicalism. How do I discover the second naivete of which [hermeneutical philosopher]
Paul Ricoeur speaks--the hard-won ability to reclaim the vitalities of myth on the far shore of critical
suspicion? How can I be there again, without also denying all that I have since become?

In asking these questions, I’m intrigued that the process of memory seems so often linked to a sense
of place. Recalling the physical environment, the concrete details of a given placed experience, can be
the most vivid way of reviving forgotten and intensely powerful images. St. Ignatius Loyola, in his
Spiritual Exercises, for this reason emphasized the reconstruction of place and application of the five
senses in one’s reading of the Gospel stories. In such a way, as he well knew, the reading would become
a remembering--the rich remembering of anamnesis, a remembering that creates, that invites simultaneity
and the deepest participation.

As I remember, then, the places that form the context of my earliest encounters with God--places
distinctive to the experience of the evangelical revival--I remember then as places charged with
liminality. They were places that were, at the same time, not places--places caught in transition, existing
only on the margins of a structured world. A tent used as a revival hall, a furnace room housing a
Sunday School class, a storefront serving as church, a barracks as evangelistic center, a dance hall as
place of worship--these were the sites that filled my childhood imagination with the power of a God
upsetting all structure and questioning all places once thought secure.

These were places bristling with ambiguity, each used for a purpose utterly different from their
original design...their multivalent sense of place left the air that much more charged with possibilities for
imagining alternative selves, for rethinking the structure of one’s own being (pp. 152-53).
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Herbert Whone, 1990. Church Monastery Cathedral: An Illustrated Guide to Christian Symbolism. Longmead,

Dorsetshire, England: Element Books. ISBN 1-85230-179-1. $17.95, soft cover.

In our postmodern age, there are needed practical
ways whereby we, as outsiders in history, might
learn ways to return to past symbolic traditions and
to re-enter them as empathetic insiders who wish to
learn some of the lived-meanings these symbols must
have originally had. This understanding might allow
us to revitalize these past symbols for our own
unsettled situation or to set a foundation of awareness
whereby new symbolisms might arise.

As its title suggests, Whone’s book is a guide to
Christian symbols as they are expressed in medieval
churches, monasteries, and cathedrals, particularly
those of England. In the introduction, Whone ex-
plains that he wrote the book because popular guide
books typically assume terms--transept, nave, rood,
chancel, and so forth--that many visitors do not know
or know only in terms of external, architectural
expression: "The result is that though there is plenty
to see, there is little conscious looking" (p. v).
Whone arranges his book as a glossary that attempts
to take the reader beyond the material form toward a
sense of the form’s experienced symbolic meaning.

Frequently, Whone emphasizes the crucial point
that, especially in regard to sacred architecture, the
outer is almost always an expression of the inner. To
"read" a church thoroughly, therefore, is to find a
way to use architectural expression as a kind of
window through which one sees less obvious, more
existential, significances. He explains in regard to
one of the most central Christian symbols--the cross:

...in the symbol of the cross we have a simple crossing of two
lines, an archetypal image of all duality--of conflict. Man’s
cross is his dual nature. The prison of the body is at variance
with the freedom of the spirit: on the psychological level, these
opposing pulls give rise to great suffering and conflict (a cross
state). On the highest conceivable level there is the fundamental
duality which Absolute power has made within itself, for once
the act of creation has been initiated, it has divided itself into
creator and created. Is there any wonder that the church
building came to embody the cross, for it operates on all levels--
it is the root of life (p. vi).

We reprint Whone's entry on "east end," which
nicely illustrates the layering of meaning among
geographical, architectural, and spiritual themes.

EAST END

‘East’ is from a Germanic root austr, ‘east’,
which is connected with Latin Aurora and Greek
eos, both meaning ‘dawn.’

The orientation of the church with the altar at the
east end derives from ancient pagan traditions.
Monuments, such as Stonehenge, the Parthenon, and
the temple at Luxor, have entrances facing the rising
sun, which was...regarded as a divine life-giving
power. When the form of the basilica was adopted
by the early Christians, there was some arbitrariness,
but by the time of the monasteries and cathedrals,
the ancient orientation had permanently been reaf-
firmed.

The sun was symbolically seen as the Son, that is
as Christ the Son of God, since it was seen to
resurrect daily and annually out of darkness, as
Christ rose from the darkness of the tomb into
eternal life. The power of resurrection in all its
forms, whether it is seen in the cosmos at Christmas
and Easter, or psychologically in the re-righting of
man’s falling energies, is a function of male will, of
the spirit’s affirmation of power over matter, life
over death. East is connected with Easter, the
festival of the resurrection of light celebrated at the
vernal equinox. Thus the male lancet window sym-
bolically belongs to the east end of a church (and
where its three divisions are under one arch, the
unity of the Trinity), whilst the rose window, as
female, belongs to the west end. The entry into a
church at the west end symbolizes man’s entry into
the material world, and through baptism a return
towards the rebirth of the spirit. This is also reflect-
ed in the two towers on either side of the west door
(the duality of the world), and the single central
tower above the crossing (the light-filled unity of the
spirit). (See ‘pillar’ and ‘lantern’.)

The East as the source of wisdom and truth is
found...in fairy story and myth: there is the same
quest for the divine intelligence and life power that
derives from the light of the sun (pp. 73-75).




