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Alison Bechdel said it first: “People reach middle age 
the day they realize they’re never going to read 
Remembrance of Things Past.”1 I still have some hope 
for myself and Proust, but I was very sure that I would 
reach middle age without ever reading a word by 
Vladimir Nabokov. I was disgusted enough by the 
premise of Lolita to stay far away. 

But I happened upon him by accident, hidden inside a 
book by one of my favorite writers, Zadie Smith. She 
quotes an interview in which Nabokov is asked about 
the nature of reality. He answers: 

Reality is a very subjective affair … If we take a lily, for 
instance, or any other kind of natural object, a lily is 
more real to a naturalist than it is to an ordinary person. 
But it is still more real to a botanist. And yet another 
stage of reality is reached with that botanist who is a 
specialist in lilies. You can get nearer and nearer, so to 
speak, to reality; but you never get near enough 
because reality is an infinite succession of steps, levels 
of perception, false bottoms, and hence unquenchable, 
unattainable.2 

It’s all the same lily. But if we learn to look at it 
differently, if we can become more intimately familiar 
with its nature and shape, somehow the lily becomes 
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more real to us. Not because it has changed, but 
because we have. 

I have not found any better metaphor yet for the 
gradual deepening of our knowledge of God. All of our 
worship and reading of the Bible, all of our efforts to 
overcome sinful impulses—what are these but efforts to 
make God more real to us? 

It’s all the same God. God has always been real. 

But when we work to transform ourselves, we draw ever 
closer to the reality of God. 

And yet, it is reasonable to ask: Why put in all that work 
if God will love us anyway? You don’t have to be a 
botanist to enjoy the beauty of a lily. You don’t have to 
be a devout follower of Jesus to enjoy the goodness of 
God. Why can’t we just be ordinary people, to whom 
God is … real enough? 

The author of the letter to the Colossians, who may or 
may not have been St. Paul himself3 but was certainly 
committed to Paul’s vision and values, had a very 
specific vision for this transformation. This vision 
involved a long list of things not to do, and sins to 

3 Much ink has been spilled by scholars arguing over the 
authorship of the New Testament letters attributed to Paul. For a 
quick overview of the debate, see John Dominic Crossan, The 
Search For The Historical Paul: Which Letters Did He Really Write?, 
Huffington Post  (5 July 2011). 



expunge: fornication, impurity, anger, greed4—I’m 
abridging the list. 

That list is one of impulses we all experience, and ones 
that we would all do well to control. 

But through the centuries, Christians have been so 
obsessed with controlling one another’s behavior that 
we too often confuse the ends with the means. 

Colossians does not say that “put[ting] to death” your 
earthly impulses5 is something to do for its own sake. 
Instead, the ultimate goal is that “Christ who is your life 
is revealed”6—in other words, that Christ will become 
more real to you, in you. 

Which means that to seek a life of union with God, we 
may actually need to reverse our order of operations. 
Not to start with self-loathing, trying to crush our anger 
and lusts and passions and hope the effort somehow 
draws us closer to God, but instead to start from a place 
of desire for God, and as God becomes ever more real to 
us—as God’s presence becomes more fully known—we 
may find that our evil desires no longer need crushing 
because they take up less and less of our psychic space. 
The more we rely on God, the less we need to rely on 
them. And so, gently, they begin drift away. 

You can get nearer and nearer to God, even if, in this 
life, you can never get near enough. And all of this work 
is ultimately worth it because of the transformation it 
will foster in you. 

Think of the years of study it takes to become a botanist 
who specializes in lilies. The granularity of that 
specialization. How much would you have to love lilies 
in order to commit your life to them? To be willing to 
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learn everything there was to know about them, no 
matter how many hours of study it took? 

And think of the joy in knowing something so deeply. 
Learning it inside out, like a language. Allowing it to 
become so real. 

In Jesus is the promise that we can know God that 
deeply, and that in that knowing is a profound capacity 
for joy. In studying the Bible, we are in the lab. In 
worship, we are in the greenhouse. Where the analogy 
stops is that only a handful of us are called to be 
botanists who specialize in lilies. But each of us is 
invited into the depth of this wonderful union with God. 

We can find that depth if we challenge ourselves to 
become specialists, to devote ourselves to faith as fully 
as we devote ourselves to any other passion or pursuit. 
And in so doing, God becomes more real. 
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