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True Believers
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Children, evengoodchildren,hide some part of their private livesfrom

their parents; and parents, havingbeen youngand furtivethemselves,
remember the impulse.Sowhen Ruth Ramsey, the divorced41-year-ol i

mother who is the protagonist ofTom Perrotta's new novel, "The
Abstinence Teacher," learns that her teenagedaughter,Eliza (who coul^
be a grumpy, pimply poster child for "The AwkwardYears"), has

concealed abook from her, she's not surprised. "She must have kept ithidcien in adrawer orunder amattress,"
she reflects —just asshe herselfoncehidbooks like "The Godfather" and"the He ppyHooker." ButthebookEliza
has been keeping under wraps isnota pulp fiction fable ofvice andlibeitinage: it'stheBible. And Eliza has yet
another secret to spring on her mother: she and her little sister, Maggie, wa!nt to start going to church. To Ruth, a
tolerant, progressive sex-ed teacher, herdaughters' embrace of"Goody IVo-Shoes Christianity" comes asaslap
in the face. "I don't thinkyou'rea bom-again, fundamentalist, evangelical, nut-j
imagining she would disagree. "I believe in God," Eliza stubbornly repli^sJ "And
son, and that He died on the cross for my sins."

'tnk ABSTINENCE TEACHER

By 'om Perrotta.

3581pp.St. Martin's Press. $24.95.

Ruth isaprotective mother and wants a say inwhom her daughters chotjse for fr
kids she thinks Jesus is a bad influenceand retain the moral high ground

Tom Perrotta is a truth-telling, unshowy chronicler of modem-day Ame: icg: the

Readers are most awareofhisbooksthat becamehit movies —the blacl< comedj'
teacher who coaxes a shyjock to runforschool president against a sexua ily pred4
romance "LittleChildren,"about a lonely man and woman, both marriec to othe
slip into alove affair. But Perrotta's unmassaged realism runs through al io!fhis v
Stories of the Seventies," a coming-of-age collectionso alivein detail that you can
and pastel tuxes; to his first novel, "The Wishbones," about a small-time rockerw

College," a novel about a working-class kid from Jersey who reinvents hi mselfat

his girlfriend back home. Perrotta is a master of the lump-in-the-throat ieversal,

a packoftough kids smasha giantsnowman to punish an "enemy," then reklize,'
made for their target's congenitallyimpaired kid brother. Usually,when youask

character do?" you know the answer: he'd do the familiar, guiltily compi oiiised,

normal guy would do... and you understand him, even if you don't applaud hinu

But the male lead of"The Abstinence Teacher" —the tacit lead, that is —is not ofti

Jesus, who has come to visit the town ofStonewood Heights, and apparei itljjr mea
"well-to-do Northeastern suburb, notliberal byany means, but not esp(;cilally cOi
ofPerrotta's traditional cruising strips, with its schools, malls, streets and s^ortis
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inds. But can a parent tell her

strong, silent type on paper.

^Election,"about a high school
:oiy alpha girl; and the wistfiil

5, both parents of toddlers, who

riiting—from "Bad Haircut:
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his cast offlawed parents and un-airbnished kids against the stained-gU ss backf j-oiind ofmuscular Christianity
on the march. Anew church, the Tabernacle ofthe Gospel Truth, has come totovm, bent on ridding the
community of"all manner ofgodlessness and moral decay," and the firsi w|eed th(
down isRuth Ramsey's ninth-grade sex-ed class. After a churchgoing snitdb reports herteacher's blase
endorsement oforal sex to her parents, the school forces Ruth to push ai iabstine nee agenda, something she
regards as"afarce, anattack on sexuality itself, nothing more than offici ill|y sahctiohed ignorance." Other
secular-minded townspeople are slowto catchon,but to Ruth,whois oi
Tabernacle's influence spreadfeels Hke "living in a horror movie....The
something. You neverknew who theyweregoing to getto next."

For the purposesofthe narrative,Christ'sspokesmantakes the form ofa
Tabernacle congregant who was booted outofhismarriage after an"epic
himface-to-face withhis Savior." Mason clings to his newfound beliefas
accuses him of"using Jesus likea substitutefor drugs, likemethadone.
who hves with her remarried, irreligious

mother. Mason coaches fifth-grade girls' soccer; Ruth's daughter Maggie
match, ina transport ofspiritual fervor. Mason leads histeam in prayer !enra}
setting offa holy waramong thesoccer moms anddads ofStonewood Heights.

The conflicts Perrotta invents here feel both instantly recognizable and <[Ui *rtyj
dystopic science fictions from "Body Snatchers," to Ira Levin's "Stepford Wives,'
Chronicles." As in the Bradbuiy stoiy "Dark They Were, and Golden-Ey jdj," in iich an Earth family, resettled
on Mars, slowly acquires aUen customs and language, the characters in The Abisjtinence Teacher" shift uneasily
between two tongues: the unscripted cadences ofordinary speech and tl le Lxalte:
belief. On one page. Mason dreams oftaking his daughter tothe Tabernacle: "Wlata pleasure itwould be,
walking into church with his little girl," he thinks, "to stand beside her as slie liste ned to God's word." But the
wrench comes further on, in arough moment any divorced father —whatever hi si faith - might feel, as he lingers
with his child in the car, the motor idling, before returning her to her mother. "It was away ofprolonging theu*
timetogether," Perrotta writes: "asifhiscustodial rights didn'tofficially come to ijki enduntil heshutoffhis
ignition."
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In Perrotta's fearful newworld, religion injects uncomfortable ironies in

A mother tells her born-again son: "Please don't talk to me about Jesus.

pious wife triesto cureherhusband's lack ofinterest inherbystudying iibook caJ led"HotChristian Sex: The
Godly Wayto Spice UpYourMarriage." (Alas, naught availeth.) And,in a bcene that couldhavecomefrom
Bradbury's "Fahrenheit 451," a troubled Best Buy clerk named Dennis, ftirred tdaction bytheBible, goes ona

:o^es t: at havealreadyyawedoff-kilter,

feellike [ don't knowyouanymore." A

rampage, lobbingprinters through the air, deploring "the sinfulworks o
"Abomination!" ashehurls aboombox into a plasma TV playing "Lara Craft: Tomb Raider." The scene appears in
flashback; it's the epiphany that led the clerkto create the Tabernacle, to

man," jind shouting "Whore!" and

reinvent himselfas Pastor Dennis and to

embark on a new career as a fisher ofmen, rather than a seller of electro aics.
j

Whatdoesthe authorthinkofPastorDennis and hisflock? Asin Orhan1'amuk's "Snow," a novel that devotes
hundreds ofpages toa heated battle between religious fanatics and educat^secularists inaTurkish town without
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explicitlytakingsides,Perrottadoesnotspellitout.Instead,hegivesspaci
scoffersalike,lettingreadersformtheirovmconclusions.Religionisno
fictioninthiscountrythanitisinTurkey.Inanycase,Perrottahasnever

:eandsjpeechestoproselytizersand
scontioversialasubjecttoweaveinto

b^nonetocaststones.
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