
Donald Barthelme goes to Church, 2nd floor 

 

 [BEGINNING NOTE:  The only two things Barthelme ever loved about churches: the 
Dominance and the architecture.] 

  

…I sit on the bus, near the back. There’s only one person behind me, but she isn’t looking my 
way so I put my head against the window and think of the thing ahead of me, the thing I’m 
sending myself into, the people I don’t like. 

 The bus stops. The window shoves me in the head. 

North Point. Grubby buildings flanking one long road. 

Some people get off. The bus goes on. 

 …them…they’ll smell me out straight away, they’ll be waiting, not even drinking, and they’ll say 
hey, how’s it going, but really they’ll be wanting to get down to it, to the divide, the thing 
between us…the fight… 

 The bus stops again. Outside there’s the green and white of the Hang Seng bank. Two old hags 
are standing next to it. 

  

The possible lives of the two old hags… 

 [What? They’ve been there for a few minutes only. Before they were somewhere else. Where? 
They came from a teahouse, some shitty local place where they know the owner or one of the-
…] 

  

The bus moves past the supermarket. The place I’ve been told to get off. 

 I get off. 

 Shit, they’re close now. Before, with Chad on the phone, I could hear them in the background, 
lots of noise, lots of Christian noise… 



 I wipe my head. Is it hot here? Is it just me? I look around at the other people on the street. They 
seem fine. No one fanning their shirt or wiping their head. Shit, just me. Anxiety. No, heat…it’s 
heat, isn’t it? I mean, shit, it’s Hong Kong, it’s not cold… 

 I stand outside the supermarket. My friend isn’t there. 

 He’ll help me, won’t he? 

  

What I know of Chad… 

 [Blonde. American. Does the same work-out as the US marines. Or is it the Navy Seals? Shit, I 
don’t know. One of the two. Strong. Married. Had his own business at twenty. College drop-out. 
Younger than me. Republican. Is that right? I mean, is that the one on the right or the left? Right, 
isn’t it? Democrats are left. So, he’s right. On the right. He doesn’t like Obama. He said he 
wouldn’t care if some nut shot him. Is that ok to say? He doesn’t like the poor. Does he? He 
believes anyone has the chance to better themselves, even if they are in a slum. Is that what he 
said? I think that’s what he said.] 

  

                                Shit, Chad. He’s a christian, but he’s ok. As long as you behave.  

 No, you have to argue. 

                                And no talk of religion. Let it go. You don’t even want to. 

  

My phone rings. It’s Chad, he’s coming. Two minutes. 

  

They’re there, it’s a nest, they’re predators with smiles. They want to embarrass you. That’s how 
you convert, embarrassment. They know the book, you don’t. You only know what Hitchins and 
Russell told you, and, shit, what do they know? Were they in any seminary? No, they just read it 
and made notes. And they know the notes, you don’t. You don’t know shit. You’ve just got 
someone else’s opinions. Fraud. 

  

I wipe my head again. It’s hot, it has to be. 

  



                                Don’t panic, man. They’re christians. Harmless things. They won’t humiliate 
you, they don’t know how. 

 No, they know. Arm yourself, man. Start repeating those opinions because you’re gonna need 
them. Even if they’re not yours, fuck it, they’ll do. They’ll have to. 

  

What I remember of the proofs… 

 [The ontological proof – god created everything because…he created the world and the plants 
and animals because…was this it? He created everything…he created…shit, he created…if he 
created everything then he had to be real…had to exist because…because…what else could have 
created it? Was that it? Ontological…what the fuck did that mean anyway? His mind? Shit, 
think…not his mind, it’s…it’s something else…what is it? It’s…no wait, that isn’t it. That’s the 
other one…the tele...what was it…telelogical? The telelogical-…] 

  

Someone says something to my back. I turn and see Chad. 

“Hey man.” 

“Hey, where have you been?” 

  

                                Don’t panic, it’s fine. It’s just a church. Just people. No one’s gonna make 
you recite the ontological proof. 

 Bullshit. They’re gonna put you on the rack, man. On the fucking rack. You better know 
something. You better have something. Ontological, televisual…whatever the fuck it is, you 
better have it. 

  

“You think I have time for a quick beer?” 

Chad doesn’t say no so I walk into the supermarket and pick up a tall San Mig. I drink it on the 
way. 

  

                         You don’t need it, but, whatever. It won’t hurt. 

 One beer ain’t gonna fix shit. 



  

We walk for two minutes then stop outside a glassed building. It looks like an office. 

“Here it is,” Chad says. 

  

The Church in the office 

 [There is a guard at the bottom, just like in an office block. 

There are four elevators, two on either side, just like an office block. 

There is a gold-plated menu on the wall, listing all the companies on all the floors, just like… 

The church is on the second floor.] 

  

We get off. 

There is a screen straight ahead with a giant word on it: 

  

                                                                  FUSE 
  

There are Christians to the left. 

Lots of Christians. A hundred, two hundred, shit… 

No, not that many. Fifty, seventy-five maybe. 

Seventy-five Christians. one atheist. 

I walk into them and listen: 

  

                                                                                                  The Christians talk about work, 
about the buffet on the tables, the 
doritos, the weather outside, it isn’t 



as hot now, is it? The last 
weekend, what they all did, the 
yachts in Sai Kung, did you go? The 
opening of CLASSIFIED in Soho, 
the way the party started inside then 
moved onto the patio outside, the 
preacher, Tim, have you met Tim? 
His past, his style of sermon, his 
music, he plays guitar, you know? 
Yeah? Yeah, he’s playing it now, 
it’s very good, music in general, 
other 
things…                                            
                                                          
                 

  

 Hello, my name is ATHEIST. 

I don’t know if you can tell, but I’m an ATHEIST. 

ATHEISM, what do you think? 

  

I stand near Chad not talking to anyone. The Christians are looking at me. They know. 

  

                                   You know this is silly, don’t you? They’re looking at you because you’ve 
just entered the room. Come on, you’re being irrational, you’ve known 
christians before. This is no different. 

 This is very different. You are you, they are them. You’re alone. They don’t like you. They want 
to humiliate you. Or something wants to humiliate you. Damn, think of the numbers. They’re an 
army. Arm yourself. Tool up. You will have to fight. You fucking coward. 

  

There is a stage on the other side of the room. A Christian woman is standing alone, tuning a 
violin. 

 I wipe my head. Ontological proof. Ontological proof. If god created everyth-…no, if god was 
first…that’s it, if god was first then…then he…then what? Who created god? Before him…who 
made him, yes, first creation…first cause. The first fucking cause. Gotcha. 



 I look around the room and try to count up the Christians. One, two, five, seventy something… 

A Christian in a grey t-shirt comes up to the microphone on stage and tells us all to sit down. 

I follow Chad to some seats near the back. 

I wait for one of the Christians to sit next to me on the other side. No one does. 

  

                                See, the seats aren’t full, there aren’t that many here. Nothing to be afraid 
of, right? 

 They don’t sit next to you because they know. They know you’re no good. And even if they do sit 
there, what are you gonna do? Nothing. Just like that other church you went to. Coward. 

  

The Christian woman on stage starts playing her violin. It’s awful. A retching, drawn out whine. 

The other Christians play their instruments. Bass, keyboard, drums. 

The Christian in the grey t-shirt sings about Grace and being saved by the one who died for him. 

I push my chair back a few inches and wipe my head. 

The Christian sitting in front of me gets to his feet, puts one arm in the air and sings ‘Grace, My 
Saviour.’ 

  

What putting one arm in the air and singing ‘grace, my saviour’ will lead to [the projection 
of a very anxious, atheist man]… 

 [It starts in a church then moves to the street. The man, plain, no beard, primary colour on his 
shirt, will sing to himself. He won’t wait for music. He won’t care who hears or sees him. He 
will sit on the bus and do it again. He will try to get the person sitting next to him to do it too. 
He’ll talk to them about the bible. He’ll start with the new testament. One of the jesus stories. 
The stranger will get angry and try to move seats. The man will remember it. He’ll do it again, 
on another bus, or in a shop. He’ll be angrier this time, but will call it determination or mission. 
He’ll reference the old testament. One of the harsher stories, but still moral. The old man, and the 
children calling him names. The rampaging bear. The new stranger will tell the man to fuck off. 
The man will shout for something, ‘salvation’ perhaps. Then he will go home. He will watch TV. 
He will see programmes with whores and crime and killings and will feel sick. He will try to 
remember unconditional love, but it won’t be strong enough to overpower the sickness. He will 
buy a gun. He will tell god what he must do. He won’t wait for a response. He will go to the 



busiest street and open fire. People will die. He won’t care. They are sinners. Akamalites. No 
good.] 

  

The music stops. The Christian in the grey t-shirt tells everyone his name is Tim. 

He repeats a prayer he knows. 

Then he preaches. 

  

                                                                                                It starts with swine flu. People in 
Hong Kong wearing masks. He 
never wears a mask. A joke about 
coughing and then shaking 
someone’s hand. The Christians 
laugh. The Christian in front who 
will one day open fire on a busy 
street laughs. Tim continues: “I 
wanna tell you guys about an 
awesome dude called Paul. Or saul. 
He becomes Paul later. So, this guy, 
he hated Christians. Man, did he hate 
them. He killed them and tortured 
them and did, you know, the most 
evil, hideous stuff to these guys…I 
mean, HE HATED THEM. They 
were like vermin to him. But 
then…something happened. The 
disciples happened. Now, the bible 
doesn’t really tell us how long he 
was with them, it just says something 
about ‘a while in their company’, but 
I’m gonna go out on a limb and 
guess maybe seven days. Or maybe 
more, ten days. Let’s say ten days, 
just so we have a number. So, Paul 
or saul spends ten days with these 
guys and then…you know what he 
does? He goes into a synagogue and 
he preaches to the jews about Jesus 
Christ the Saviour. That’s right. The 
jews, the guys who killed Christ, 
who hated and tortured and killed 



Christians…he tells them they’re 
wrong. And the most amazing thing 
is…all this happened after ten days. 
Ten days with the disciples, that’s 
all. Think about that.” Tim pauses 
and looks around the room. “TEN 
DAYS, MAN. TEN DAYS.” 

  

The only atheist left in the world… 

 [I sit next to my Christian friend. 

Next to him is another Christian. 

Behind us is a row of chairs being used by Christians. 

They’ve got the rear. 

In front of me are five rows of Christians. 

On the other side of the room are seven long rows of Christians. 

the atheist is surrounded. Sweating on his face, his back, his arms. 

Tim looks around the room, scanning for me. 

He’s talking about saul or Paul, but he’s really looking for me. 

He’s gonna point me out. 

There’s gonna be a light on me. 

They’ll drag me on stage. 

“atheist,” he’ll say. “Let’s debate.” 

I tremble. I don’t want to speak. 

“The ontological proof, say it.”] 

  

I sit on my chair, frozen. 



The seven or so Christians in the row behind are staring into my back, watching each move I 
make. Each wipe of the head, each change of posture. 

I see a water machine over by the buffet table. 

I tell myself to go over. 

I can’t. 

  

                                Go over. 

 No, you can’t. 

                                Don’t be dumb, just go. Stand up and go. 

 You can’t fucking move. They’re watching you. 

  

I stay in my seat. 

I wipe my head and fan my shirt. 

Tim is still speaking on stage. 

  

                                                                                                   He’s talking about speed-dating, 
and how this isn’t that kind of 
event. “If you wanna meet 
someone like that, a hot girl or guy 
then, that’s cool, you can do it 
after. But not now.” He laughs into 
the mic. 

  

The girls at the Christian speed-date [a brief distraction]…  

[The girl in front, two seats to the left. Orange vest top, no tits. Pretty face. Short. What would 
we talk about? 

The two western girls behind me. American voices, HK born? Ugly faces, chubby. 



The girl in front three seats to the right. Tall, white shirt, nice tits. Face looks mixed. 
Thai/American? Looks serious. The kind that goes to galleries. No fun? 

Girl on the other side. Chinese, tall. Pretty face. Dating the guy next to her?] 

  

I run out of women and focus on Tim again. 

He’s talking about his time at the seminary. How he became what he is. 

  

What I know about seminaries… 

[The only thing I know about seminaries is that Alyosha went to one. I know he enjoyed it. I 
know he was close to the father, the one who died around page 400. Not his actual father. The 
other one, the priest. The one who was good at arguing. He argued with Ivan. I liked Ivan. I 
wanted him to win. Did he win?] 

  

Tim doesn’t make any references to Alyosha or Ivan. 

The Sermon continues. 

What was I thinking about? Alyosha, Ivan, women…and before? 

The Sermon. Tim. A room full of Christians. Seventy-five Christians. The seven Christians in the 
row behind watching my every move. 

I wipe my head and pull at my shirt. Where’s the fucking air-con? 

  

                                Don’t panic, you were relaxed a minute ago. Just drift, man. Drift along, 
follow random thoughts, whatever. Don’t think about where you are. Not in 
detail. 

Seventy-five Christians, man. They’re still onto you. And they can see the panic…you know that, 
right? Yeah, they’re seeing it right now. They’re on you. They’re all over your fucking face. 

  

I wipe my head then my nose. 



  

[‘People who are acutely anxious often feign sickness, the most common fraud being a runny 
nose.’ Carl Jung, ‘An interrogation of anxiety within the anxious’, Kokoro no Setsumei journal, 
May 1879] 

  

I wipe my nose again and sniff. 

I watch Tim speak. 

He’s still there, speaking. They’re still behind me, watching. 

I’m a pig in a nest of anacondas. I’m a white man in a Taliban camp. I’m a…I’m a tiny thing in a 
pit full of big things with huge fucking teeth…I’m a different thing in a room full of same…and 
all the chairs are getting closer and if they touch me, if any of these cunts touch me I’m gonna 
scream…like a fucking banshee, I’ll scream, I swear to Christ… 

  

“Hey man, I’m gonna look for a tissue,” I tell Chad. 

He nods. 

I force myself up and walk to the water machine. 

I ask the Christian behind the bar for a cup even though I can see where the cups are. 

He points to where I already know they are. 

I sniff and say thanks. 

He hands me a tissue. 

Thanks again. 

I get the water and sit on one of the couches near the bar. 

There’s cool air coming down from the ceiling. 

There’s no one behind me. 

I won’t go back to my seat. 

  



The methodology [?] of the couch switch… 

[The Christians in front, near the stage, are a mass of seventy-five. They take up half the room. 
There are only inches between them. 

The atheist cannot exist amongst this mass. He might protest that he can, but he can’t. He must 
sit in the free space at the back. This gives him room to stretch out his non-belief. 

The Christian mass is non-rotational. They can turn, I suppose, but it is unnatural. 

This gives the atheist freedom of metaphysical space. Or space supposed by the mind. 

If the atheist is anxious, this space is even more crucial.] 

  

I sit on the couch at the back until the sermon is over. 

I sniff and wipe my nose for a while then stop. 

No one’s watching now. 

I look over at the exit. I can see it clearly. 

I can leave whenever I like. 

  

[END NOTE:  The greatest FEAR in the realm of all FEARS is not FEAR itself, wrote 
Barthelme at sea. It’s the FEAR my mind makes specifically for me. Also, apples.] 

 


