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"The Most Beautiful Girl in the World"
I was at an opera audition when I first saw "The Most Beautiful Girl in the World."
The day was February 20, 1971. I was covering the audition as part of my work as cultural editor of the Indiana University News Bureau. I reported on cultural events on campus and the news bureau released the stories to area newspapers.
The audition was the local level Metropolitan Opera audition, and Yvonne, "The Most Beautiful—," was attending as a retired winner. She had won the audition the two previous years.
I had glimpsed her momentarily just after I entered. As she passed along the lobby, my inner alarm went off. Later, seated in the balcony, I noticed her sitting a few rows behind me. She was in the second seat off the aisle and I thought, It's possible—it's just possible. I tried to concentrate on the singing but the inner alarm was drowning it out. I had to make my move.
I turned to a friend sitting beside me and whispered, "The brunette, off the aisle three rows back on the right—." My friend, a singer who knew most of the other singers around the school of music, casually looked around. "Pat Golden," she said.
The music from the stage suddenly subdued as the soloist demonstrated subtle shadings of pianissimo. It stopped our whispers at a crucial point.
Then the singer went for a dramatic high G. You could have fired off a shotgun in the balcony without disturbing anyone.
I hissed, "Married?"
The singer left off the G, and echoing silence filled the hall momentarily. I waited an eternity, ready to shout "Encore!" to start the music again. Finally there was great applause and my friend quickly snapped, "Single!"
I was on my feet at once, and before the applause died down I was leaning over Pat Golden. She looked up at me quizically.
"Pat Golden!" I exclaimed with a big smile. I acted as though I had known her for years.
"Yes," she said.
"I'm Zola Levitt. I think we should talk."
The person in the aisle seat was a bit uncomfortable in the middle of this, and the next aria was about to start. "We'd better step out a minute," I told Miss Golden, glancing at the people around her who were wondering if they were going to have to listen to us through the next performance.
I didn't really think it would work but The Most Beautiful Girl in the World, watching me carefully, got up and accompanied me out to the hallway.
"What do you want to talk about?" she asked when we got out there.
I had an intuition. "Is your name really Pat?" I asked her.
"Well, my first name is really Yvonne," she said. "But everybody calls me Pat. Patricia is my middle name."
"Well, I'm going to call you Yvonne," I said. "It fits you, and it's your real name. Yvonne is a name for someone beautiful."
I don't know where that idea came from, but she was duly impressed with it.
We chatted until the auditions were finished, and then I escorted her to the little gathering where I was to interview the head judge, a Metropolitan Opera star. I thought Yvonne would be wildly impressed when she saw me talk with the diva, but she sat quietly, observing everything.
After the interview I asked her if she would have some coffee with me and she agreed. We went to a little place across from the auditorium.
I looked at her across the booth, trying to control my voice while looking straight at such beauty, and asked her to tell me about herself.
She said, "I try to do what Jesus wants me to do."
I was terribly disappointed. What a waste, I thought to myself. "God is dead," I informed her.
"I don't believe that," she said. "In fact, I know He's alive."
"Now I understand why you call yourself Pat. You want to melt into the crowd. You want to be plain and ignorant like a religious person. You want to live a narrow, ordinary life because you think that will please your God." I knew it would sound bitter, but I didn't like religious people and I thought I should lay it on the line.
I had been raised Jewish, and I gave little credence to my own religion and still less to any other. To me, Christians (I thought the term meant "non-Jews") seemed namby-pamby, embracers of a half-pagan, hyper-conservative way of life.
My father came from the old country as an orthodox Jew. In the United States he became liberalized, but he never budged from one basic principle—the Jews had religion and others had none. We were the chosen people. If the Gentiles wished to formulate some copy of religious belief, and if it pleased them and quieted their murderous instincts, this was all to the good. But their religion wasn't real. They pursued it only because of their intense historic jealousy of our people.
I was not persecuted in my youth as my father was, and so I didn't share this view at all. We celebrated Passover every year in our home and I enjoyed it, but I did not really believe in a "chosen people" concept. I solved the whole conflict by assuming that God did not exist at all.
Throughout the conversation I continued to berate religion in general and people who opt for common names in particular.
After all, if I could get through life being called Zola, anybody ought to be able to make it with what they have.
I began to notice that Yvonne wasn't getting upset with me. In fact, she just quietly sympathized with my perverted views, nodding sympathetically when I was being the most vehement.
I was fascinated.
I decided I had to know more about this serene girl. I asked her what her plans were for the rest of the day, and she said she could spend a little more time with me. She invited me to her place to talk some more.
At her apartment I tried to lecture on this great new world where people were free. "You no longer have to have a God," I told her. "You don't have to live some legal kind of lifestyle to please your neighbor anymore. The idea today is to do your own thing and let the next person do his. If it feels good, do it!"
She seemed very skeptical. She said she wasn't so sure that the world was in such great shape. "People are still fighting wars, and committing all sorts of crimes," she pointed out.
"Well sure," I retorted. "But what help are the religious people? While the thinking people are working their heads off to find solutions to society's problems, the Christians have their heads buried in the sand waiting for a deceased God to come home and take care of them. If Jesus is around,why doesn't He do something?"
"He is doing something," said Yvonne in that frustrating complacent tone.
"Oh, big deal!" I snapped. "He's doing something all right. He's mounted a vast army of dumb provincial people who wave flags and sing hymns and scream for capital punishment. 'Thou shalt not kill,' says your good Book, but I sure don't run into a whole lot of holy rollers at the campus demonstrations. Where was Jesus and your crowd when they shot down the kids at Kent State? What are you doing about the war?"
"I'm praying about the war and about all the other messes I know about," she told me.
I sneered at her. It wasn't exactly the recommended way to the lady's heart, but I had the feeling that if I voiced myself vehemently enough she might start listening. In a way I was trying to "convert" her.
I pressed on about politics and injustice and all the things I thought were requisite to reeducating an inert Christian mind. But she seemed to stop reacting. She was watching me carefully, and she seemed to be evaluating more about me than just what I was saying.
I described religion in general as reactionary, a kind of bondage, a non-progressive narcotic of the masses. I really threw the book at her.
She listened politely and declined to argue.
Since she wasn't giving me any feedback, I grew all the more vehement. Yet, it was all a bit frustrating. Here I was making hash out of a person's ideals and she was just sitting there with a look on her face that amounted to sympathy. It was really getting to me.
I didn't quite know how to proceed. The type of girl I was used to would be saying, "Right on, man" by this time, and a warm relationship would be in the offing. But Yvonne was serenely unconcerned with all my rancor.
When she got up to change a record, I slipped up behind her. As she turned, I grabbed her and kissed her.
And blast it, she was quite the same about that—unmoved, sympathetic, seemingly bemused by her own private thoughts.
I lost a lot of ground with that particular maneuver. I had thought she would jump out of a window to protect her religious virtue, but her actions seemed to say, "Yes, I know about kissing, but aren't you getting a bit carried away?"
There was just no way to reach her.
I tried to recover my initiative by talking about sex. "Now there's a place where religious people are hopelessly behind the times," I told her. "There's a 'New Morality' today, and I don't want to hurt your feelings but I think you're missing out on a lot of life."
"Well, I don't think so," she said. "I think people have the same natures today that they always have had. I think being liberal about sex has its dangers. The Bible is very open and very clear about sex, and I've always felt good following its advice."
"Oh yea," I chided, "what does it say?"
"Why don't you read it?" she challenged.
When I left, I made a date for the next afternoon at the school of music. I intended to play my songs for her on the piano. Surely that would get her excited.
If I had only known what she was thinking all through that evening! As the relationship went on, she shared with me a few of her thoughts from that first encounter. Her main concern was my anger and my crying need for love. She had thoughts like:
How can I help him? How can I get him to Christ? What anger! I wonder if I could convert all that energy into love.
Yet, that day as I drove home, I knew two things for sure. First, I just didn't understand people like Yvonne. Second, I was falling in love with her.
2
"The Way I Want to Love"
The next afternoon I tried to thrill her with my music.
My songs were mostly love songs of the Bacharach variety, mainly designed to make listeners think I was very profound about love. The lyrics told of nothing spiritual, at least consciously, but the joke was on me. My most successful song, called "Puppets," seemed to indicate the hunger of my empty heart:
Puppets, pretty puppets,
Little strings from above make them go.
Music, lovely music,
Makes them laugh, makes them dance, makes the show.
Who plays the music here And who's the puppeteer?
Ah, we are Only puppets.
Little strings from above Make us love.
I was a very mixed-up guy about love. My song "The Way I Want to Love," betrayed a crying need:
All the actors in the movies Love the way I want to love.
In the books and magazines they Seem to know just how to love.
They make it seem a simple thing to do.
They kiss and say, "Oh darling,
I love you."
O yes but—
Did you ever fall in love and
Lose your lover? I have too.
Love cannot be bought with gold so
You must buy her love with love.
Hold her close but not too close for
Love that's real is hard to hold.
The discerning Yvonne saw through what I thought was a "dazzling display of skill" to a man with desperate privations. But, of course, she had seen that the night before.
I couldn't wait to get away from that piano, though I was a bit intrigued that my "I'm a terribly creative guy" bit wouldn't work on Yvonne. Somewhere inside of me I was delighted that she wasn't going to fall for any cheap stuff, and I relished the challenge.
I let her have the afternoon off but called on her again that night. In fact, I called on her every night that week. As we went on, I let her tell her side of things. "There really is a God and He really has a Son," she said. "And He is supremely effective and easy to reach. He died for you, and that just tells how interested in you He really is."
I honestly thought it was claptrap, but I couldn't help being impressed with her sincerity about it. My feeling, though, was that she would eventually come to the end of her sermon and then I could close in. Love would prevail. After all, this was a normal healthy woman, and she did respond to attention. I played a waiting game, confident that when all was said and done I was going to get the girl.
I even warned her. I told her, "You're flesh and blood, whatever you believe about religion, and I mean to undermine this archaic faith of yours. I'll show you that life can be worth living right here and now, without worshiping ghosts out of the past." And I made mighty efforts to get physically close to her as much as possible.
That really backfired.
I remember it was a Friday night, the one following the Saturday when I'd met her at the audition. I was saying good night at her door. Her roommate was in the next room so we were being very quiet. I kissed her as sweetly as I could and informed her that we would be seeing each other the next night as usual.
She looked at me very seriously, and her eyes were wet. She said almost in a whisper, "I don't want you to come back. Don't ever come back again."
I just stood stock-still for a moment. Then I took her hand and drew her out into the hallway and closed the apartment door. I was looking into a very determined face.
"What are you saying, Yvonne?"
"This isn't love, what you're doing. You're not behaving like a man. This is a chase. And I don't want it." She was on the verge of breaking down, but she spoke distinctly and there was no mistake about the message.
"Yvonne, honey, it's the best I can do. I'm sorry, I really am…II
"It's not the best you can do," she said.
I resisted a welling desire to tell her off. I wanted to say, "Big forgiving, Christian. Just because a man doesn't follow your doctrine, you take it as a personal insult. You lord it over an unbeliever as if that faith of yours makes you some kind of aristocrat."
But I held it in. She wasn't picking a fight. In fact, she was quitting a fight. I had made a contest out of what was supposed to be a love relationship, and my adversary had gotten fed up with it. I had it coming.
I stood silent until she went on, and then I got the whole story. "Your whole idea of love is just different from mine," she began. "I just don't understand you. You have so many good feelings inside you, but you chase me like a seducer. A man is supposed to be sensitive and tender, and to want what is best for his woman. I was willing to see you and listen to you and put up with all of your worldly ideas as long as there was a fair exchange. But you've stopped listening to me altogether. Now I'm just something you're determined to get."
I was experiencing a conflict during that lecture. That she was right was very clear, but I didn't like being told off. On the other hand, she was crying and that had me confused. I finally opted for a weak middle ground: "OK, Yvonne. We're from different worlds. Your faith is a fine thing—for you. I respect it; I even think it has some merit the way you tell it. But it's a little too much for you to ask me to change my way of life. There are other fish in the sea. If you're willing to go on, we'll just drop the subject of God and make the best of whatever else we have. If not, well, I'll just go."
She turned to the door and that was the end of that. She wasn't making any deals.
I had not realized that religious people would really give up something they wanted for the sake of their faith. I went home shaken, admitting to myself that she certainly placed a high value on that stuff she believed.
But I wasn't going to cry over spilt milk. The next night I made a date with a dependable old girl friend and went to see Cosi Fan Tutte, a dependable old opera.
But even the opera convicted me. Canny Mozart staged a yarn about how women in love act, and how sincere they are underneath it all. I was squirming in my seat.
When I got up the next morning I knew what I had to do. I went to Yvonne's place, unannounced. When she opened the door I just strolled in cheerfully, saying, "I'd like to make you another offer." She wasn't precisely disappointed to see me, I noticed. (Her roommate revealed some time later that Yvonne had spent the weekend in a marathon crying fest.)
I told her I would sincerely hear out her side of things. If necessary I would become a noted expert on modern Christianity. And I would put the physical stuff on hold. She had only to agree to keep seeing me.
She said that would be fine, but she'd also like me to read the Bible, in order to have information from the official source. She recommended the book of John. I told her I didn't have a Bible, so she took me to the home of the Campus Crusade for Christ director for our university and I bought one. The guy acted very natural, as though people were always coming by and purchasing Bibles. We had gone by night, like Nicodemus, and I was glad. I wouldn't have wanted any of my friends to see me.
Yvonne took me along to the CCC meetings on campus but I was suspicious of those people. I felt out of place, to say the least. I was the only one who wore a beard, the only Jew, and the only one who was present because of romantic reasons.
But the CCC people were most friendly, and even though I felt I was being sold something, I rather liked them. They seemed like an innocent, peaceful clique of people who refused to see that the world was a depressing place in which to live. As I got to know them I was more and more mystified. They hardly ever dated and they lived what I called "goody two-shoes" lives, but they didn't seem worried about it. They believed Jesus was alive and listening and that they not only had it made here on earth, but were also on their way to a better place. I likened them to retarded adult groups I had once worked with; they, too, were oblivious to everything around them but were, by and large, very happy.
But I eventually came to realize that their knowledge of things was not quite so lacking. Their view was transcendental rather than ignorant. About the things that they considered important, their knowledge was overwhelming. They knew their God and His Word. I gave them the benefit of the doubt and continued to attend their meetings with Yvonne.
Nobody witnessed to me, in the sense of trying to pull me into the fold. They just did their thing in my presence and let me draw my own conclusions.
With Yvonne, I spent my evenings sitting on my hands and listening to the Gospel. And I was beginning to waver in my thoughts.
It wasn't that I was convinced by what she was saying; I was amazed by what it did for her. She never got depressed and never lost patience, although she was living a very tough life. She worked in a dull office job for a professor with a miserable disposition. Here she was, a truly gifted opera coloratura stuck in poverty and meaninglessness most of the time, and it just didn't seem to bother her. Her concept was that God was using her as He saw fit, and she considered her life to be useful and vital.
Night after night I would listen to Yvonne's explanation of Christianity. She was more effective in my case than one hundred evangelists because I knew her and loved her. I was careful to keep my inquiries honest—not to reach for faith just because the girl I loved had it. But I found myself actually eager to hear more as we went on.
I got answers to my hardest questions. Why, if there was a God, did we have war? "Because men do not believe in God. God does not want war, but men have free will. If they didn't have free will they would be just puppets. If they use their free will to kill each other it's their fault, not God's."
"How about Christians who kill people?" I asked. I cited the Inquisition and the other persecutions carried out in the name of Christ.
"Men kill in any name they like," Yvonne said. "Even Jesus' name. Some of them are not true believers at all. Others of them have just fallen back into sin. All men sin, Christians and non-Christians alike."
That was a new one on me. I thought Christians considered themselves sinless, but Yvonne showed me Scriptures that assured me that believers suffered no such delusions.
On sex, Yvonne and the Bible were eloquent. "Have you really enjoyed 'tracking it down'?" she asked me. "Do you really want to fit the 'Playboy' image? God wants you to have all you want in marriage. Wouldn't that really be better?"
She sure had something there!
I told her plainly one night, "Yvonne, I've sinned."
She said, "I know."
I said, "I've made a mess."
She said, "He's waiting to forgive you."
I fell into playing a game of trying to shock her with stories about myself. It was a sort of effort to undermine her principle of forgiveness; sooner or later she would have to declare me unworthy of good Christian company, and then I could land on her for being unforgiving. But she never did that. She just listened, with compassion, to all of my mixed-up thoughts, and she maintained a sympathetic composure while I hung out my dirty laundry.
One night she revealed that she had been praying for me. I didn't like that. I thought that if God were dead there would be no answers and she would be disappointed, and if He were alive I didn't think I wanted Him messing around in my life. I thought His thing was changing people into conservatives for His own purposes, and I didn't want to have a lobotomy.
Anyway, I told her, talking with God about somebody else was like fraternizing with that person's accountant. It just didn't seem kosher.
"I've talked to God all my life," she said, "and, believe me, He doesn't mean anybody any harm. If you like, I'll speak to Him right now, right in front of you." It was quite an offer, coming from her, and I was honored to accept.
That was a life-changing moment for me. Watching Yvonne pray, I could see plainly that she believed He was listening. After all, I interviewed people for a living. I knew when they were faking. I had interviewed many politicians and professors, so I knew a faker when I saw one.
But Yvonne was no faker.
"Dear Lord," she began, and I could actually feel a Presence. Clearly, Yvonne thought she was really talking to somebody. She was a realist in everything else, and she certainly couldn't be conned into anything. And she clearly thought somebody was there.
She talked with God about me, right in front of me, using language that indicated that He knew me well. She frankly conceded that she and God were in cahoots about me. She asked for His continuing help with my life.
It was a really moving experience and I wasn't able to speak right away when she finished.
Ever since that moment I have started my own prayers with "Dear Lord."
In my own mind I was turning. I kept saying to myself, "She might be right. There might be a God after all. Maybe it's all true. She's no dummy." But then another voice would go off in my head, saying, "Have you lost your mind?"
The struggle was between what I thought I knew and what I was being told. I "knew" religious people were phonies; the history of the Church was bloodstained—especially toward my people, the Jews; and the Bible was an unreadable collection of fables. But I was being told, and shown in Yvonne's life, that there was a God and that He was effective.
In the late evenings, after leaving Yvonne off, I was looking into the Book of John as she had requested. And I was getting quite a few surprises. The material was fascinating and challenging, and the character of the Lord gripped me. I realized immediately, as a writer, that the material was authentic; it had all the characteristics of eyewitness reportage, which I did every day in my work.
When I came to the challenges made by Jesus to those who doubted Him, I felt guilty. I had doubted Him, and even ignored Him all my life, but I didn't have anything to say to "Which of you convicts Me of sin?"1 I didn't know if Jesus had any sins, and I didn't care if He did. But I was unable to show that He was irrational or self-promoting or insincere.
I had always identified with the great characters of literature, and thrilled to their exploits. Dr. Zhivago, Raskolnikov in Crime and Punishment, Faust, and a host of others had really crept into my brain like so many admirable friends.
But nobody reached the depths in me that Jesus did.
Here was a Man willing to speak to the ultimate human questions of morality, life and death, and to back up His convictions with His own life, freely sacrificed. Socrates did that but he was aged already. Jack Kennedy and Martin Luther King died martyrs' deaths, in my mind, but unwillingly, at the hands of cowardly assassins.
But Jesus laid down His life for His friends.
I knew I would never do that, so Jesus had something to offer me. My heroes of literature could only be followed so far; none of them had addressed themselves to the issues of life and death, real love, materialism, and all the confusions of the human heart. None of them could ever have uttered that astonishing statement, "I am the way, and the truth, and the Hfe.Mt
And I knew that was characteristic of Christ.
Who had taught this beginner how to really love?
We drove down on Saturday, March 13, 1971.
He asked, "What do you want to know?"
I thought to myself, I can bury this guy alive. What does he know about life?
I could see by his face that he meant it.
I thanked him and slipped away, realizing I'd met my match.
I found that receiving Christ is like taking a good hard look into one of those magnifying mirrors.
And I'm still getting it, from the same Source.
But there was an advantage to this, too. We had a lot that was new to offer each other. We still do, for "there is neither Jew nor Greek ... in Christ."2
Somehow the Campus Crusade people signed my form and put me to work. It was an experience!
After EXPLO, I settled into book-writing and never went back to "work" again. Though I had never written a book before, and I certainly had no right to expect that I could make a living as a free-lancer, I read that "with God all things are possible."1 I asked Him to make an author of me.
I depended on God desperately, with no other hope.
In prayer and good fellowship we decided to write a book about it.
But Tom challenged me in Galilee and I was ready.
And I suppose that's how I finally got my wife.
She did a lot of praying that next day.
I phoned her and said, "Well?"
She said, "The answer is 'Yes.'"
"Fine," I said. "The wedding is Saturday."
Some of the guests beat me to the church.
I was a writer of news releases and a musician. I had no real love in my life. I had no God.
My songs have changed considerably now that I live in Christ:
I said, "I've come, O Lord, I've come."
He said, "Now rest, just rest in Me.
I'll give you peace. Just rest in Me."
I said, "Oh Lord, I shouldn't have come."
I said, "I've sinned, and shouldn't have come.
I've been a liar, I've been a thief.
My life is sorrow, my life is grief."
He said, "I know you, friend, and I knew you before.
I saw your sorrow, I saw your grief,
I told My Father then, as I said I would do,
'Prepare a place in Your house.
My friend is coming, My friend is coming!'
And I laid down My life for you."
I've lived every minute of this crazy life told here, and I can tell you that God is real and He loves you. If I were you, I would speak to Him. He died for you as He did for me. He's available to you as He was to me. He said, "I stand at the door, and knock."3There was a time I didn't believe it. But now I do.
If you don't say anything else to God, try this: "If You're there, show me."
1 John 8:46, New American Standard Bible f John 14:6.
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